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  Chapter 1: The man most avoided by women in the Empire



Under normal circumstances, the bar would be buzzing with life in the evening. But tonight, there was a strange tension in the air.

The customers, as if wary of someone’s presence, quietly nursed their drinks without a word.

The usual drunkards who would claim to be regulars and beg the owner to put it on their tab?

Gone.

The adventurers who often caused a ruckus, making inappropriate passes at the waitresses just to grope them once?

Nowhere to be seen.

Everyone was holding their breath, eyes fixed on a man who looked… pissed off.

Actually, the reactions from the regulars weren’t even the worst. The ones who opened the bar door and came in fresh were even more dramatic.

Already tipsy from wherever they had been drinking before, too far gone to think straight—yet the moment they saw the man sitting at the counter, they suddenly acted like they’d walked into the wrong place.

“Oh—oops, this isn’t the right bar~!” they’d mutter awkwardly, then promptly retreat.

By now, the bar owner was probably weeping, mourning today’s sales.

Unless that man sitting there could make up for the revenue of twenty regular patrons all on his own, the owner might’ve already worked up the courage to kick him out.

…Wondering who that scary-looking man is?

Who else could it be?

Me. I’m the one tanking this bar’s revenue.

Not that my reputation was particularly great to begin with.

But now, with the new rumors blending with the old ones that had been trailing behind me…

Let’s just say, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to claim there’s only one person in this city who still wants to talk to me.

Why am I so sure there’s at least one?

Because someone actually asked to meet me here.

Clunk!

The sound of my beer glass slamming down startled the people nearby again.

I know, I know—these people didn’t do anything wrong. They’re just here to have a drink in peace.

But when I thought of the bastard who set up this meeting and insists on calling me his “friend,” I couldn’t help but tighten my grip.

Still, someone does want to meet me, so I can’t say it’s zero.

He’s clearly got important business to attend to, sure, but how long does he plan to keep me waiting?

Just as I started to get properly annoyed, the door creaked open and in walked a man with a sly grin plastered on his face.

“Ohhh, buddy! You started drinking without me~?”

Wearing a bizarre, grotesque mask—one that would make anyone think twice before talking to him—the man cheerfully approached as if everything was fine.

Even as he stepped into the tense atmosphere, facing someone currently the center of city-wide rumors, a man who looked like he could explode at any moment…

He still had the nerve to smile like that.

If nothing else, I had to give it to him: the guy’s got guts.

“I just hope that courage of yours comes with some good endurance too.”

“Haha, always with the jokes!”

When I balled my fist, he finally seemed to realize I wasn’t joking.

But honestly, if I had decided to beat him senseless, there’s nowhere he could run.

“W-Wait!!! I’m sorry, okay?! I’m sorry! I really thought it was the best move at the time! I swear, I didn’t think the rumors would spread that fast!!!”

By the way, it’s not like I wanted to hit him because he was late or because he showed up all cheerful and clueless.

Well… those are part of it, but not the whole reason.

“Look, I get it. So now you need to get it too. Let’s just call it even with ten solid punches.”

“If you hit me ten times, I’ll die!”

“That was the idea.”

“Please! Have mercy!”

Sure, I was used to people avoiding me—thanks to the creepy outfit and that damn mask.

Not like I had many friends either, having spent so long on the frontlines.

But I swear, it wasn’t always this bad.

Back then, about half the people still respected me as a frontline hero, even if the other half bought into the nasty rumors.

People weren’t this outright terrified or disgusted before…

I turned my head and scanned the room.

Most notably, the women—they were all shooting me looks filled with fear and loathing.

I’d grown used to being hated. This mask had long since become my face.

But this level of contempt? That was new.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you right now.”

“Because… we’re friends…?”

“Careful how you speak. You’ve got exactly two chances left to say something I won’t punch you for.”

Standing before me with surprising sincerity, the infamous troublemaker and young duke lowered his head.

“On behalf of the nation—no, on behalf of the people—I truly thank you, and I honor your sacrifice… Sir Rak.”

“…It’s been a while since anyone other than those guys called me by name.”

My comrades, still out there on the frontlines…

Or maybe I should call them former comrades.

Other than them, no one really used my name anymore.

These days, people preferred my title—or some nickname laced with fear.

And it wasn’t until I heard my name from someone else’s mouth that I finally realized:

I wasn’t on the battlefield anymore.

“This sucks.”

And I hated that feeling.

It wasn’t my choice to leave the front.

I’d been cursed during a battle—left useless—and kicked out.

…I did briefly think of those I once called comrades, but now, they were just bitter memories.

“…Our duchy will do everything it can to help lift your curse.”

“Yeah. You’d better. You owe me at least that much for spreading those damn rumors.”

Apparently thinking the mood was too heavy, the young duke tried to lighten it by ordering another drink.

But none of the waitresses wanted to come anywhere near us.

“What the hell is this? A customer’s trying to order and you won’t even take it? You people want to go out of business?!”

Whether it was the poor treatment or the creeping guilt that I might actually flatten him if this kept up—

The young duke, Rihin Balthart, glared at the staff and the bar owner in irritation.

“…Forget it.” 

I muttered.

“What, you’re being treated like this…?”


“I said it’s fine.”

Just as he gave up and was about to get up from his seat, a barmaid appeared. 

She wore heavy makeup and had that decadent, sultry vibe.

She must have been forced to come take the order, probably due to pressure from the others.

Huh, seems like the rumors about my curse have really spread.

They even sent someone who—at least outwardly—looks like a good match.

Ah, of course.

I said “outwardly.”

As she got closer to me, I could feel the damn curse reacting.

A chill crawled up my spine, goosebumps broke out, and I felt a surge of nausea, dizziness, and a splitting headache.

But even so, I had no choice but to smile kindly at her.

Well, not that she could see my smile through the mask.

“I’m so sorry for the delay… Would you like to place your order?”

She approached us with a tearful expression.

“Urgh…!”

The moment I heard her voice, I had to cover my mouth to stop myself from throwing up.

Wow, this is… something else.

As people who knew about my curse started murmuring and the Young Lord gave her a surprised look, the barmaid, who had seemed like a veteran of many years, turned beet red and ran off while covering her face.

…I’m sorry, miss.

But I don’t think it’s something to be embarrassed about.

In fact, I think it’s something to be proud of.

The curse I’m afflicted with is…

“Did the Baikon curse just react…? Then that girl’s… a virgin?”

…Yeah, Baikon’s Curse.

I got this cursed bullshit during my last battle with Baikon Lord, one of the Four Demon Generals and King of the Corrupted Holy Beasts.

The curse is absolutely insane.

If a virgin woman approaches, I get violently sick.

But the closer a woman is to being depraved and promiscuous, the more energized I become.

“Wait… Riza’s a virgin?”

“Riza, who could enchant men with just a smile…?”

“Maybe everything she knows came from manga and fashion magazines…!?”

“You’re telling me she’s a virgin bitch?”

Judging by how strongly the curse reacted, I’d bet she’s never even held a guy’s hand.

Of course, for the sake of preserving Riza’s pride—and the dignity of virgins—I didn’t say anything out loud.

“…Isn’t there a non-virgin barmaid?”

Since I was saying nothing, the Young Lord asked instead, and I received even more contemptuous stares.

What the hell.

It’s not like I wanted to be a walking virgin detector.

I’m just sick and tired of your type, alright…

A man hated by virgins and non-virgins alike.

A man who receives scorn and disgust from every woman out there.

Perhaps the most reviled man by women in this city—maybe even in the world.

That man is me.

Rak.
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Maybe it was the booze I drank to try and wash away this filth, or maybe I should’ve just called it a night and left this bastard—no, the Young Lord—behind, but I missed the right moment and ended up staying too long.

“You know, Rak~ I finally got engaged, man~”

“…Yes. How wonderful for you.”

“She’s so beautiful and kind~ I really wanted you to meet her~ But she’s super committed to premarital purity!”

“Haha, that’s truly wonderful.”

Even though I was just mechanically repeating “that’s great,” he kept bragging like he’d just won the damn lottery.

“Oops! My bad! That wasn’t something I should’ve said in front of you!”

From our long history, I’ve come to know: this bastard isn’t even doing this on purpose.

He’s not trying to get under my skin.

He’s just naturally this clueless—

Which somehow makes it all the more infuriating.

“Hehe… After we’re married and spend our first night together, I’ll definitely introduce her to you~”

Even drunk, saying that kind of crap in front of someone who probably won’t ever get married…

He’s either insane or absolutely fearless.

Maybe it was the constant bragging, or maybe the alcohol finally hit me.

Whatever the reason, my reason was starting to slip.

And I began to seriously consider punching this idiot in the face.

“Oh my, Lord Rihin, how much have you had to drink…?”

“Huh…? Why are you here…?”

A red-haired woman walked in through the bar’s door and came straight over to check on Rihin.

It was like I didn’t even exist to her—

All her attention was on making sure he was okay.

When she finally noticed me, she flinched slightly but then subtly moved away.

“Come here, dear~ Don’t go near him, he’s dangerous~”

Dangerous? 

That woman…?

She must’ve thought she’d hurt me just by getting close.

She gave an innocent, apologetic smile and tried to keep her distance.

Too bad for her…

The curse didn’t react at all.

…To make an excuse, I normally wouldn’t blurt something out like this in a public place like a bar.

But I was drunk, already pissed at the Young Lord, and the timing of all this just pushed me over the edge.

I didn’t filter it through my brain.

It just came straight out of my mouth, like a damn reflex.

“Guess the ducal family is fine with a daughter-in-law who’s some random non-virgin tramp these days?”

As soon as I spat those words out, filled with nothing but bitter mockery—

The remaining bar patrons.

The Young Lord, Rihin.

The red-haired woman.


All of them had the same thought written across their faces:

“Oh shit.”

And, finally, I thought so too.

I realized—

I had seriously messed up.



 
  Chapter 2: I Never Apologize to a Virgin


Hmm, there are moments like that.

Even when you’re completely wasted, barely conscious, there’s that one crystal-clear thought ringing in your head: ‘Ah, I’m fucked.’

No matter how angry or drunk you are, when your friend is all excited about getting married, and you suddenly meet his fiancée…

And not just anywhere—right in the middle of a bar packed with people—you go and drop a bomb like:

‘Hey, your girlfriend? Yeah, she’s a filthy used-up slut. No idea where she’s been.’

Even between the closest of friends, that’s a major transgression.

Put more bluntly, it’s the kind of insult where, even if your friend punched you in the face and cut ties immediately, most people would still be on his side.

Especially if the “victim” is the heir to one of the greatest noble families in the country—nobody in their right mind would defend the guy who shouted, “Your girlfriend’s not a virgin.”

The woman I branded as a non-virgin must’ve found it quite humiliating, judging by how her face twisted in disgust before she quickly hid it behind her fan.

A normal person would apologize—or get on their knees right there.

“How disgusting. A filthy non-virgin pretending to be wronged.”

Unfortunately, I’m neither normal, nor was I in a normal state. 

And I sure as hell don’t care about what nobles think.

That moment sealed it—no “It was a mistake,” no “Please forgive me just this once.” I had gone too far.

If the young duke was mad enough to punch me, I’d let him land one hit.

Of course, I’d wreck him afterward, but still.

“…You should be more careful with your words, Rak.”

Surprisingly, even though I had just dragged his and his fiancée’s honor through the mud, the notoriously wild young duke was holding back his fury.

Not that he didn’t look pissed—his face was bright red, like it could explode any second. 

But technically, it hadn’t exploded yet.

“Rak. You’re my most trusted friend, and the man who’s saved my life more than once. I owe you a debt I could never repay.

So just this once, I’m willing to overlook this and pretend it was a joke.”

And then he asked me to apologize.

At that point, he was trying really hard to deescalate—he was giving me a massive out.

But the fact that he considered me a friend and was trying to protect me made it impossible for me to let this go.

“Lord Rihin, I do enjoy jokes. But I’m not the kind of bastard who’d joke about a friend’s fiancée the first time I meet her.”

“You bastard…!”

The young duke himself still held back, but someone who looked like the woman’s bodyguard reached for his sword—until Rihin scowled and scolded him.

“Don’t draw your sword…! My life’s not even in danger, and you’d unsheath it without an order from your superior?!”

The guy probably thought Rihin was defending me out of favoritism, but Rihin was likely trying to save his life instead.

Knowing my temperament—and the fact I was drunk—he knew I wouldn’t let that slide.

I wouldn’t have killed the guy outright if he came at me with a sword, but…

There was a good chance I’d give him a lifetime’s worth of torment with a curse.

“You really don’t want to back off? If you keep this up, I’ll have no choice but to verify the truth to protect my fiancée’s honor.”

“Yes. And not just any non-virgin—she has a history of rather… promiscuous behavior. That much is clear.”

My curse—like with that barmaid earlier—gives me a strong revulsion toward pure maidens.

But the more promiscuous the woman, the more comforting and cozy the feeling I get from her presence.

Especially if she’s been with lots of people.

The woman pretending to sob next to the young duke gave off a strange vibe. 

Something felt off, but more than that—she felt cozy.

…Psychologically, that meant she was revolting.

When I spoke with certainty—even using polite speech—Rihin approached with a bitter expression.

“My friend… I’m afraid your curse might be unreliable. She holds a purity certificate issued by the church. You know our family doesn’t cut corners.”

At the mention of the church, the onlookers murmured. 

The woman, who had been faking tears, smiled smugly behind her fan.

But I had tested this curse of mine over and over again. 

It was brutally accurate.

…I’d prayed to the goddess that it was faulty—begged her—but every time, it proved itself.

“Then either she fooled the church—or they’re in on it.”

“…You do realize that’s borderline blasphemy, don’t you?”

“Did you forget what I do for a living?”

I’m a warlock—a specialist in curses and dark arts.

I tossed faith down the sewer drains of the slums when I was a kid.

Blasphemy? 

That’s my daily bread.

If the goddess had a problem with that, she could drag me to hell herself after I die.

Rihin closed his eyes, probably thinking I’d gone too far.

I figured he’d order the guards to arrest me, but instead, his judgment was unexpected.

“You have three days. We’ll hold a trial. If you don’t provide convincing evidence by then, I can’t protect you anymore.”

“My lord…!”

“Rihin…!?”

The woman and her escorts looked at him in disbelief, but Rihin stood firm.

“It’s possible something went wrong with his curse. But if—even by some small chance—he’s telling the truth, that would be a serious matter too.”

“Don’t you trust me!?”

There it was.

The classic line from guilty women everywhere: ‘You don’t trust me?!’

It’s a tactic—an aggressive display of innocence meant to intimidate.

Throw in a tearful voice and an indignant face, and it makes men question themselves: ‘Wait… am I in the wrong here?’

“I want to believe you. That’s why I want to be thorough.

And Rak, even you have crossed a line. If you can’t prove this, I’ll make sure you pay for the damage you’ve done to my fiancée’s honor.”

Hmm. 

I honestly expected him to lose it, but this wild nobleman…

Maybe he really did trust me that much.

So, for the first time, I gave him a sincere reply.

“Very well. In three days, be ready to kneel and thank me for saving you from that venomous woman.”

The woman glared at me, but it didn’t scare me one bit.

“How could you… That’s just too cruel…”

And after I declared that the drinks no longer tasted good and walked out of the bar—

Rihin was left comforting his whining fiancée.


“Even if… even if you doubt me, this isn’t right. How can you just let someone who humiliated me in front of so many people walk away?

Is your friend the only one that matters? Am I, your fiancée, completely unimportant to you?”

At this point, since it was still unclear whether she was truly innocent or not, her words weren’t entirely wrong either.

In fact, even he had nearly lost his temper at first and almost shouted for the guards to arrest him, barely holding himself back at the last moment.

To be honest, no matter how close of a friend he was, no matter how much of a lifesaver, in this kind of situation, the desire to believe in his fiancée was stronger.

She was the first lover to appear in his life, one he’d spent entirely alone until now.

She even had a virginity certificate issued by the church.

Wanting to trust her was only natural.

Even so, there were two main reasons why Rihin couldn’t bring himself to order his men to seize Rak.

The first was that he had seen Rak’s curse firsthand — and thus couldn’t shake the suspicion that maybe… there was some truth to it.

Even though he was angry, he’d also witnessed Rak recoil in disgust when that barmaid tried to approach him.

Even if Rak was furious at him, it seemed unlikely he’d lie like this — risking the effects of his own curse — unless there was some truth to his claim.

Perhaps the curse itself had malfunctioned. 

Or perhaps… she really was who he said she was.

But the second, and more fundamental, reason was…

Unfortunately, his fiancée and her guards didn’t seem to realize it, but the forces present here were nowhere near enough to apprehend Rak.

Even twice the number wouldn’t be sufficient. 

Five times? 

No — seven times as many might give them a chance.

And that’s only if Rak held back to avoid casualties. 

If he decided to go all out, sheer numbers wouldn’t help.

Rak was, in many ways, someone who existed outside the bounds of common sense.

Just because someone spoke and behaved like a regular person didn’t mean what was inside them was.

Rihin, watching his fiancée grumble and complain, couldn’t help but think: the world had truly become peaceful.

Rumors had spread far and wide — Rak was well known, in both good and bad ways. 

They should have at least suspected who he was.

And yet they were talking about capturing him with this pitiful number of guards.

There was a time when no one dared to believe humanity could ever win against the Demon King.

Up until a few years ago, mercenaries and soldiers who survived the front lines were considered veterans just for staying alive.

And among them — those who not only survived but claimed the first true victory against the Demon King’s army…

Those who shone like beacons of hope on hopeless battlefields…

The elite warriors handpicked by the Human Alliance, and the summoned Heroes chosen by the Goddess from another world…

The so-called Hero Party.

After a six-year war, they reclaimed human territory and defeated every one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Generals.

Among those heroes stood Rak — the Worst Warlock.

If any of these people had actually seen him fight — if they had witnessed what he was capable of — they wouldn’t even think of provoking him with this kind of force.

No — if the Demon King’s army was still in its prime, such thoughts would’ve never entered their heads in the first place.

But now, thanks to the string of recent victories and the defeat of the last of the Four Generals…

Among nobles who’d never seen the battlefield, ridiculous rumors were spreading.

Things like “Maybe the Demon King’s army was never that strong. Maybe humanity just let its guard down at first.”

The more the Hero Party won, the more their reputation began to decline. 

Ironically.

She was probably one of those nobles who believed such rumors.

“Hmph.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you…” 

He muttered.

He could understand. 

Nobles who had done nothing in the war feared losing their power if the Hero Party returned triumphant.

Even though the war wasn’t fully over yet, the political scheming had already begun.

In both good and bad ways, peace had truly arrived.

Rihin sighed.

“…Now what should I do?”
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The following morning came.

Rak was reflecting on the mess he caused while drunk and trying to figure out what to do next.

Just to be clear — it wasn’t because he regretted his harsh words.

Nor was he pondering how to apologize.

Apologizing to a non-virgin — especially one that, judging by the intensity of the curse, had definitely been around — was utterly ridiculous.

No — he was far more focused on figuring out how to expose that filthy woman’s true nature as cleanly and completely as possible. 

Apologizing? 

Don’t make him laugh.

“Hmm…”

The problem was that proving non-virginity was surprisingly difficult.

There were curses that could detect purity, and maybe — if he really put in the effort — he could find one of the men she’d been with.

But that woman somehow had an official virginity certificate issued by the church.

And the church’s authority, after the Demon King war, was immense — even among commoners.

If he presented a spell, they’d accuse him of faking it.

Even if he brought a witness, they’d claim he bribed the man.

It was bound to become a huge, annoying mess.

Worse yet, she was a noble — the fiancée of a duke’s heir.

The longer it dragged on, the more the rumors would turn against him.

She’d probably throw money around to paint him as the villain.

All for simply calling a non-virgin what she was — a non-virgin — in a public tavern.

It’d be a damn shame if he became the villain in all this.

Still… sitting around wasn’t going to solve anything.

“…No choice, huh.”

Donning the now-familiar grotesque mask and grabbing some basic gear, he left his inn.

Half-assed spells and testimony wouldn’t cut it. They could always be denied.


No — it was better to go directly to the source, somewhere she absolutely couldn’t lie her way out of.

Yes, somewhere like…

“The church near the forest by the duke’s domain, right?”

The same one that issued the virginity certificate she’d shown him yesterday.

He was a bit worried his drunken state might’ve made him forget, but thankfully, he remembered the final part of the certificate clearly — the guarantor and affiliated church.



 
  Chapter 3: Each in their own way


The Church of the Goddess

This is an institution made up of priests and nuns who serve the Goddess of Love and Light, as well as others who use divine power borrowed from the deity.

It had always been a powerful organization, but ever since they succeeded in summoning a Hero, its influence has skyrocketed—to say it’s now towering to the heavens wouldn’t be much of an exaggeration.

Of course, the organization is vast and filled with various conflicting interests, so calling it a single unified body might be a stretch.

But at the very least, no other single faction can rival the prestige of the Church.

Maybe the Imperial Family could stand a chance?

Well, that’s not the important part right now. 

What is important is the Church’s role—what it actually does.

Setting aside the internal factions, the Church is mainly divided into three forces.

First, there’s the Order of Holy Knights, made up of knights who wage war against the Demon King’s army.

To put it nicely, they’re the most devout members of the Church. To put it bluntly, they’re a bunch of lunatics with a few screws loose.

They possess the Church’s strongest military force, but most of them lack ambition or political cunning, so ironically, they don’t have much influence within the Church itself.

Next, there are the Inquisitors, often referred to as the Church’s shadow.

That might sound dramatic, but their job is straightforward: they hunt down sinners within the Church and heretics who follow cults opposing the Goddess of Light—namely, demon worshippers.

They’re hot-tempered and, in a different way from the knights, a bit unhinged. 

But since you’re not likely to run into them often, they’re not worth worrying about.

Anyway, enough digression. 

Let’s get to the third and final group—the one most relevant here: the clergy, made up of ordinary priests, nuns, and laypeople.

Though the term “laypeople” implies they’re just regular members, in practice, they handle the majority of the Church’s actual duties and interact with citizens the most.

They have the most say within the Church and have produced the largest number of Popes to date.

Their main jobs include hearing confessions, aiding the poor, blessing ceremonies, and handling marriage-related tasks as well.

And the reason I brought all this up is because…

“…Is it really okay for a nun, someone who should be close to the people, to treat a visiting lamb this way?”

This complaint came right after a nun from that very Church drenched me in cold water.

I told her I was here on business, and she told me to wait a moment.

So I waited—only for her to come back with a heavy wooden bucket filled with cold water, and dump it all over me.

She went through the trouble of hauling that heavy bucket, just to drench me. 

The effort alone almost moved me.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry. You just reeked of vile dark magic. It was meant as a symbolic gesture—encouraging you to repent. Was it not to your liking?”

Of course, it’s well known that the Church despises dark mages—especially ones like me, a warlock.

I get it.

 A lot of dark mages do worship the Demon King. 

And yes, the powers we wield are undeniably sinister.

Even the Saint, when she first met me, openly displayed her disgust. 

No need to pretend otherwise.

…The memory soured my mood, and when I frowned, the nun must’ve thought she’d successfully offended me. 

Her smug face said it all.

Honestly, a cold-water shower isn’t the worst. 

If she’d dumped sewage on me, that would’ve been another story.

But this? 

This I could let slide with some grace.

“Sister, I’ve undergone a Church tribunal and been officially declared not a heretic. I even have the certificate.”

“Oh my~ That just makes it more unfortunate. You may think you’re just using dark magic now, but as you get more comfortable, you’ll inevitably fall deeper into it.

Let me pray to the Goddess in advance for the sins you’re destined to commit.”

Her voice was sweet, but if you listened carefully, the message was clear:

‘You’re a heretic-in-training, so shut up and get lost.’

Even though I was being polite, her reaction was garbage, so I figured I could drop the formalities now.

“I have business. Can I see the priest in charge?”

“Oh my~ The priest is very busy. There are many blessings to give and many souls to save. You can’t just barge in and expect to see him~”

“Then could I at least get a number? Like a waiting ticket?”

“Of course, dear brother. Why don’t we schedule an appointment instead? If the priest has time, he’ll be sure to reach out to you~”

Yeah, sure. I’d bet my life savings that I’d never get that call—even after a whole year.

How can I be so sure?

Plenty of reasons. 

Her mocking eyes. 

Her clear disgust for warlocks. 

The way she turned me away even though I came as a guest.

But above all, the biggest red flag—the one thing that made me trust her the least?

Right now, she’s standing very close to me.

And yet… my Baikon Curse isn’t reacting to her.

No resistance. 

In fact, it’s… oddly welcoming her.

Yep. 

She’s not a virgin.

Not only that, she’s obviously a promiscuous bitch in disguise.

And I’m not the kind of fool who blindly trusts the words of a non-virgin.

“So, would you like to take a number?”

She asked that with a fake smile, her eyes full of contempt.

Seeing her dressed as a nun, drunk on the illusion of victory like she’d somehow won, really ticked me off.

“…No thanks. You damn bitch.”

So, I gently pressed the trigger button, and sure enough—true to her bitchy nature—her expression instantly twisted with anger.

“What…? What!? How dare you say something so insulting…! If you don’t apologize this instant, I won’t just stand by!”

Hmm. 

Why is it that when you call a bitch a bitch, they always get angry?

Did someone force them to live like one?
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I wonder how others would handle a situation like this.

If it were a righteous knight, they’d probably go back, request an official document, and return to conduct a formal search.

That’s the most proper and foolproof way—but too slow, and it opens the door to information being hidden. 


Not really my style.

If it were assassins or thieves, they’d sneak in under the cover of darkness.

They’d gather just the information they need and slip out quietly.

But that method gets harder the tighter the security, and it comes with the pressure of needing to quickly judge the truth of what you find.

Plus, if you get caught, you can’t exactly claim innocence—it’s not a legitimate method, after all.

As for those paladin bastards?

They’d just bust in, smash everything, and take what they want.

But that’s only possible because they’ve got the full backing of the Church and live like they’ve got nothing to lose. 

No tomorrow.

So, what should a warlock—who’s got no powerful backing, no desire to risk a stealth operation, and no time to go the official route—do in this crisis?

Surprisingly, the answer is simple.

What is it, you ask?

“Ugh…no… I don’t want to…”

“Walk faster, bitch. Resist and I’ll blast your soul with a shockwave.”

You just use a mind control spell.

A warlock’s gotta do what a warlock’s gotta do, right?

Of course, I’m still human, so it’s not like I don’t feel guilty about doing things this way.

But I’m not that merciful—not enough to show kindness to a used-up, sneering bitch who slapped me with holy water the moment we met and looked at me with nothing but contempt.

If she were a proper nun, she’d have divine protection and some resistance to these kinds of curses.

The fact that she gave in so easily to a relatively simple spell—one cast without even a proper offering—just goes to show that even the goddess has abandoned her.

Hmm?

What if, by some chance, this one’s just an anomaly and the rest of the church is perfectly legitimate—how can I be so reckless?

Ha. 

Don’t make me laugh.

A church that doesn’t notice its nun isn’t a virgin anymore, and even lets her greet guests?

There’s no way it’s a normal church.

I’d bet anything there’s something rotten going on beneath the surface.

“By the way… was it true that the priest was away?”

At first, I asked to meet with the priest, but she claimed he wasn’t around.

She didn’t move, so I assumed that much, at least, wasn’t a lie.

Now, I’ve given her different orders.

How long had we been walking?

Why there’s such a massive underground labyrinth beneath a church, I have no idea.

After quite a bit of walking, we finally arrived at the deepest part of the maze, in front of a solidly sealed iron door.

“This is where the church stores its secret documents?”

“Ugh… y-yes… that’s right…”

She tried to deny it, but unable to resist the spell, she started crying as she nodded in confirmation.

I didn’t feel particularly sorry for her.

“How do you open the door?”

“The lock… the key… the priest always…”

“Yeah, figured. Most people would want to keep the key close by for security. Even the Four Heavenly Kings did the same.”

“Please… no more… I told you everything I know… please let me go…”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you. Just shut up for a bit.”

The iron door and the massive lock were one thing—but on top of that, it was sealed with layered magic.

“…Well, would you look at that. Definitely something shady going on in here.”

Rather than discouraging me, that kind of double security only strengthened my conviction.

A secret labyrinth under the church and a black magic seal?

That stinks of corruption.

The spell was pretty strong too—strong enough that your average priest’s holy power wouldn’t even put a dent in it.

The structure was complex, and trying to dismantle it normally would take quite a while.

“When did the priest say he’d be back?”

“T-tonight… by evening…”

“Oh? Later than I thought…”

Hmm, time wasn’t on my side. 

I wanted to wrap this up quickly if possible.

“I-I could try to persuade… the priest… he likes me…”

Yeah, I get what she’s trying to say.

But unfortunately for her, I couldn’t trust her.

You can never tell when a non-virgin is going to lie or betray you.

The safest bet was to brute-force the seal myself.

Besides, I wasn’t in the mood to waste precious time on something like this.

A little rough, sure, but I opted for the fastest route.

Hey, I’m the one who cracked the Four Heavenly Kings’ seals—I got this.

I thrust my arm into the magical barrier and forcibly began interfering with the spell.

It had a pretty intricate structure, so completely taking control all at once wasn’t easy.

But in the end, what matters most in a spell like this is what it’s trying to do, and what it’s targeting.

Its target was the documents inside. The effect was to summon flame demons.

In other words, it was a trap meant to burn the documents if someone tampered with the seal.

No need to dismantle the whole thing.

I just needed to reverse the spell’s final target.

Most spells are set to backfire on the caster if they fail anyway—so why not use that?

By forcefully causing the spell to fail and redirecting its destructive force from the documents to me, the problem was solved.

The pale flame flared around my body, but it was lukewarm at best. 

I barely felt it.

“The heat’s actually drying me off. Not bad.”

I seized control of the cursed flames and redirected the spell once more—this time at the door’s lock.

Soon enough, the melted lock fell to the floor with a heavy clang.

“Now then… let’s see what secrets they’ve been hiding so tightly~”

Time to slowly start collecting evidence.

★

“…What the f*ck is this?”

As I rifled through the documents in the archive, I couldn’t stop myself from cursing out loud.


“Diary of a Fallen Nun ~ Days of Lewd Training!”

And who wouldn’t? 

The first classified document I found described how the church’s priest had been ‘training’ the nuns into sex slaves to suit his tastes.

How the hell was I not supposed to swear at that?

…I haven’t gone through everything yet, but this definitely wasn’t what I expected to find.



 
  Chapter 4: The Worst Sorcerer in Humanity


The Diary of a Pure Nun’s Corruption~ The Days of Lewd Indoctrination!

As I opened the first page of this document—whose title was nothing short of insane—the following was written: 

March 17, Monday. Weather: Clear. 

Though the weather is clear, my mood is at its worst. 

Today, Sister Daisy mocked me again, laughing and calling me “baldy.” 

I told her I shaved my head to maintain a pious demeanor as a servant of God. 

But that stupid bitch just laughed at me, saying our order had no such doctrine and that I was making it up. 

Damn her. 

Of course it doesn’t—I just made it up on the spot…! 

What infuriates me the most is that while Daisy is the worst, the other nuns are no better. 

They’re supposed to embody compassion, yet they discriminate and mock someone just for having less hair? 

This is utterly unacceptable, which is why I’ve decided to finally put the plan I’ve long contemplated into action. 

…Wait, this is weird. 

Is the person who wrote this not actually a priest? 

Well, I can’t condone mocking someone’s appearance, but the fact that they’ve been plotting something like this for a long time makes me wonder… 

Maybe there’s some truth to the idea that appearances reflect character. 

Anyway, let’s move to the next page. 

March 18, Tuesday. Weather: Overcast. 

Actually, the weather is fine. 

My vision is just blurry because I got the shit beaten out of me after trying to steal panties for blackmail. 

Damn those bitches. 

All I did was get caught stealing panties, and they had the nerve to threaten me with divine retribution? 

Shit. 

If they actually report me, they might uncover the fact that I bribed the examiner during my theology exams…! 

“…Wait, this guy’s just a straight-up criminal. Other than being bald, there’s nothing sympathetic about him.” 

March 19, Wednesday. Weather: Miracle. 

A miracle has happened. 

No—perhaps it’s only natural, given that I am a faithful apostle and loyal servant of the Goddess. 

Maybe this isn’t a miracle but an inevitability, a fate ordained. 

Who would’ve thought my devotion would reach even the ears of the demonkin? 

I knew they’d try to corrupt me, but for them to secretly approach me at this perfect moment, offering power? 

This must be the Goddess’s guidance. 

They probably think I’ll take their hand and fall into depravity, drunk on their power. 

What nonsense. 

I’m just using them—playing along for now so I can wipe them all out in the end. 

At this point, my grip on the document tightened for the first time. 

…Demons?

Unless the author is delusional, this means a so-called priest has joined hands with demons. 

March 20, Thursday. Weather: Fair. 

Ah, the power the devils gave to tempt me is quite delightful. 

I was worried my immense divine energy might interfere, but fortunately, the power they granted doesn’t conflict with it. 

It seems even demonic magic cannot resist the divine energy of this body. 

Anyway, this power is a type of curse—one that gradually numbs the minds of those I pleasure, bending them to my will! 

Additionally, by using special materials with this cursed power, I can do something very amusing: 

I can restore a woman’s hymen. 

The devils apparently plan to use this for some scheme, and they’ll need my help. 

The specifics of the plan are… 

Just as I read that far, the owner of this place finally noticed the intruder. 

An unpleasant demonic energy began seeping from the massive magic circle drawn in the center of the basement. 

It seemed to be some kind of teleportation spell, though its structure leaned more toward curses than traditional magic. 

Given that its energy source was demonic power rather than mana or spirit energy, the one who set this up was likely more demon than human by now. 

It was a low-quality spell—easy to disrupt if I wanted—but I decided to wait. 

Whoever left behind evidence like this instead of destroying it must be an absolute idiot, and I was curious to see their face. 

The part about hymen restoration was also intriguing, so I endured the boredom and waited for them to arrive. 

After about forty seconds—an eternity in battle, long enough to lose one’s head four times over—I finally met the culprit. 

Even in this dimly lit basement, illuminated only by torchlight, they couldn’t hide their radiance. 

A circular glow so bright it was like the sun had descended into the cellar— 

“Stop staring at me like that…!”

Oh, what? I thought it was the sun, but it’s just a head. 

“I came because the sacred barrier was suddenly destroyed, only to find an intruder with no manners! How dare you stare at my head like that on our first meeting?!”

…Hm. There are many things to criticize here—like calling a cursed barrier “sacred” or expecting an intruder to be polite—but I decided to focus on the most pressing issue first. 

“Be honest. I wasn’t staring—it’s just the only thing visible. It’s too damn bright.” 

“I’ll kill you…!” 

The moment the enraged baldy unleashed a barrage of demonic bullets, I smiled, relieved that things would be resolved easily. 

The taunt worked. 

Still, since they’re wearing priest robes, things could’ve gotten complicated if they’d tried to use divine energy. 

Well, it’s always better to be sure. 

No need to risk hitting a priest who might actually wield divine energy—that’d just be a hassle later.

“If there’s another corrupted priest besides this bastard, and I went through all the trouble of gathering evidence here and sending it, only for them to destroy the evidence while they ‘investigate the facts,’ I’d be in real trouble, you know?”

“So, let me get this straight—not only is this priest dabbling in demonic energy and curses, privatizing the church, but he’s also collaborating with demon bastards to assault nuns and even kept records of it?”

Given how recklessly he used such crude demonic energy and curses, traces of it would linger on his body unless he bathed in high-grade holy water.

At this point, executing him on the spot wouldn’t be a problem…

“Now, even the Holy Church of Tyranny won’t have anything to say about it. Right?”

“Don’t mess with me…! I don’t know who you are, but evidence is meaningless—I’ll just kill you and take it back…!”

Hmm, from a sorcerer’s perspective, that’s a valid mindset, but as a priest, he gets a solid zero.

The moment he reached out, a baptism of cursed bullets and demonic energy—enough to paralyze an ordinary person with poison—came rushing at me.

“Die regretting your arrogance for invading this place alone…!”

He was babbling something, utterly convinced of his victory, but it wasn’t worth listening to.

“Hey.”


“Huh?”

Without even blocking, I let the cursed bullets pierce through me and grabbed him by the throat.

“That stings, you bald bastard.”

“H-How…?”

“‘How’ what? You bastards always say the same thing. Can’t you be a little more creative with your shock? It’s boring when you all react the same way. Boring.”

There’s no special trick here.

The cursed bullets were laughable compared to what real demons use, and the demonic energy was at a level anyone but a normal human could resist.

“P-Please… spare me…”

“Hey, hey. Don’t wet yourself. I’m not killing you. Why would I kill such a precious witness who’s gonna testify for me?”

Stupidly, hope bloomed on his face.

“Of course, once all your crimes come to light, you’ll have a wonderful time during the heresy interrogation!”

“…Then why would I ever testify?”

As if he was trying to think, he attempted a pathetic taunt.

But I already had the perfect response ready for him.

“Because after a few hours with me, you’ll be begging to be handed over to the inquisitors instead.”

“I repent! I repent right now! Please have mercy…!”

I thought about giving him a little taste of curse magic as a freebie, but he folded immediately—seems he really hates pain.

Well, it would’ve been nice if this could’ve ended with “Evidence secured! Case closed!”

But sadly, the world doesn’t work that neatly.

“Ghk…!”

Naturally, lackeys like him usually have some kind of failsafe to avoid interrogation if caught.

Hmm, coughing up blood? 

Must be the basic parasitic-type curse—betrayal equals death.

The bald bastard, despite all the things he’s done, reached out like he didn’t want to die—how unfair.

But curse mages capable of breaking this kind of parasitic curse? 

I guarantee there aren’t even five in the entire world.

“Here, drink this if you don’t wanna die. Tastes like crap, but you’d rather not croak right now, right?”

Meaning, as the world’s greatest curse mage, handling this is no issue.

Ah, those damn demon army bastards used this so often—it pissed me off how they kept dying before interrogation, so this was one of the first curses I ever decoded.

First, I feed him a poison mixed with my blood to induce temporary suspended animation, halting the curse’s movement. 

Then, I overwrite the curse’s control with my own mana, stealing dominance over it.

Most parasitic curses operate in pairs—one host, one parasite. 

Even after seizing control, perfect manipulation isn’t possible, but since killing one kills the other, removing the curse in this state isn’t hard.

Perhaps panicking because the curse failed, a demonic arrow shot from afar, trying to blow the bald bastard’s head off—but this was the worst mistake the real culprit could’ve made in their panic.

The moment I saw the disparity between the barrier at the entrance and the teleportation magic he used, I was on guard. 

And after confirming records of his contact with demons, I was certain—there was someone watching him, and they wouldn’t just let me take him.

Well, if I knew they’d ambush me, you think I’d just stand there and take it?

Catching the arrow midair, the pain of my burning hand was sharp—but the blood from the wound became the catalyst for a new curse.

The demonic energy seeping into me vividly relayed all its information.

This familiar energy belonged to a succubus.

By analyzing the arrow’s trajectory, residual energy, and spell composition, then reverse-calculating its force upon arrival, I could determine the distance it traveled.

“You’re over there, huh?”

Following the curse’s connection to its caster, pinpointing their location wasn’t hard for me.

Of course, anyone with half a brain would abandon the spell and run once exposed—

“Too late.”

But casting a summoning spell to drag them here was faster.

Normally, even I’d need to pay a heavy price to improvise a summoning spell—

“My power…! It’s fading…! Aaah…!”

Ah, right.

Luckily, I had a bald volunteer to serve as the sacrificial offering, and though low-quality, there was a prepped summoning circle too.

So, in other words—

“Hi.”

“Eek…!”

There was zero chance of letting this prey escape now.

“P-Please… spare—”

“Open your mouth without permission, and you die.”


“Sob… hic…”

“I really hate demons. Understand? Nod if you do. Good. Very good.”

“H-Hic… ugh… whimper…”

But why the hell is this filthy demon trembling like a scared human?

Disgusting.



 
  Chapter 5: Official non-virgin detector certified by the Goddess Church


The high-ranking succubus Roena was aggrieved.

Even when the smoothly progressing operation suddenly hit a snag, and the warning signal came on the very day she was on duty that one of the humans she’d corrupted was in danger, she only thought:

‘Ugh, seriously? Did someone get suspicious and start sniffing around? I’ll just deal with it and take the rest of the day off.’

She figured it was nothing serious. 

But—

What the hell was this monster?

The mission was simple: infiltrate among the clergy, find someone susceptible to corruption, grant their desires, and subtly expand their influence in human society.

Most humans carried vulgar desires, and manipulating them was a succubus’s specialty.

Everything had been going so smoothly just a moment ago.

She had been on the verge of planting spies in key noble houses of the human nations…!

Then out of nowhere, this thing appeared and ruined everything!

It was already bizarre enough that a human was using magic better than her, a full-fledged demon.

Unless he was some vanished king of warlocks or the insane dark mage from the hero’s party…

When her thoughts reached that point, Roena began trembling uncontrollably, staring at the man gripping her by the throat.

He had a handsome face, expressionless, one she was certain she was seeing for the first time.

But then he said—

“What are you staring at? Wanna lose an eye?”

That vicious tone, completely mismatched with his appearance, and the deep hatred for demons… that rang a bell.

She’d only seen him once from afar, but aside from the grotesque mask he usually wore, his build and presence seemed awfully familiar.

“Um, excuse me, but… may I ask your name?”

She tried to tell herself that there was no way that man would be here, but once she started doubting, everything began to click into place.

“Why are you asking my name out of nowhere…? Oh, right. I’ve been unmasked this whole time. Some crazy bitch threw water on me earlier.”

Then he slowly pulled out a hideous, curse-ridden mask and began to put it on.

Yes, that mask.

The one worn by a monster once feared more than the Hero himself among the Demon King’s enemies—

The dark mage of the Hero’s party.

‘Why the hell is he here…?!’

If I’d known, I never would have touched this guy…

Roena tearfully regretted her mistake. 

But no matter how pitiful a succubus might look, there was no way he’d show mercy. 

So her tears meant very little.
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And naturally, the entire country exploded into chaos.

He had been told to “bring back evidence,” and instead he returned dragging a beaten priest and a half-dead succubus—

That alone would’ve caused an uproar.

But then he revealed the documents he had found underground. 

The fallout was massive.

There wasn’t a corner of the nation that hadn’t been turned upside down—

But if you had to pick the most chaotic place out of all of them?

Would it be the church, where fallen priests and abused nuns were exposed, forcing an inquisition?

The noble houses, where some daughters-in-law turned out to be demon-allied spies?

The royal palace, trying to calm a nation in flames?

No. 

Even with all that, the single most chaotic place was—

The Duchy of Balthart.

One of the only two remaining ducal houses in the Empire, known for producing countless knights…

Now utterly wrecked by a storm.

Half the retainers lay unconscious, beaten while trying to calm the enraged Duke.

The other half were sobbing while trying to clean up the mess.

The Duke, already in poor health, was now wheezing, enraged to the point of collapse.

There stood the non-virgin bitch, crying after a slap, and young Lord Rihin, scowling at her in betrayal and exhaustion.

You might think I’d feel a bit bad, being the one who caused this whole mess—

But looking at that bitch crying like she’s the victim?

Yeah, no. 

Satisfaction still won out.

“…This old man owes you again, Sir Rak.”

“Please, speak comfortably, Your Grace.”

Normally he’d never say something like that to another noble, but this man had once saved his life.

When someone like that humbled himself, it was hard not to feel awkward.

“Really? Then I’ll speak freely. Thank you. You saved us. Your help is worth more than a hundred of our own.”

…Okay, this is too casual.

The Duke was patting me on the shoulder now. 

I didn’t know what to do with myself.

And honestly, I felt a little guilty too.

Because originally, I was planning to humiliate the bitch even more.

Drag her into a full court trial, expose her in the most public and formal way possible.

If it hadn’t involved the demons, I would’ve done exactly that.

Of course, the Duke’s about to have a stroke, so I can’t push him any further.

I’ll let this go without saying anything…

But yeah. 

I had zero respect for the family’s dignity at the time, so I’m not exactly proud either.

“With your personality, I wouldn’t have been surprised if you exposed her completely and brought her to trial without caring a whit about our family’s honor. Thanks for holding back.”

…Tsk. 

The man knows me too well.

The Duke skimmed the documents I handed over, then glared at the crying woman with absolute contempt.

Can’t really blame him.

I mean, I also thought it was insane when I read the reports.

She was technically the daughter of a noble house wiped out in the war.

But after that, she became a low-tier prostitute.


While working at a brothel, a succubus approached her, offered to erase her past in exchange for completing some simple missions.

She accepted, and joined the demons.

The bald priest—who’d already sided with the demons—falsified her virginity certificate.

Later, she underwent a magical procedure using demonic and holy energy to “restore” her hymen—commonly referred to as the “pretty girl surgery”—

All to become a duchess, and seduced Rihin under a false identity and background.

By the way, most of this info came from the pervy bald priest’s training journal.

He even bragged about having sex with her one last time before her “hymen restoration” surgery, writing that he slept with the soon-to-be duchess.

As for the operational details, we got those from the captured succubus—using very humane interrogation, of course.

At first, the bitch denied everything.

But once presented with undeniable proof, she broke down crying and confessed.

“Right, and you were also asked to do a small favor, weren’t you?

Poison the Duke’s meals little by little, or turn your husband into a fool, so you could take full control of the family. How fascinating.”

“No…! I—I really didn’t know about that part…!”

Maybe she really didn’t.

But with her dirty past held hostage, already enjoying the taste of power, dreaming of becoming the lady of the house…

Could she really have said no to the demons?

Not a chance.

Ron Balthart.

Now a sick old man, but once known as the Sword Saint, the blade of the Empire.

When he truly gets angry and releases his killing intent, no slut with zero real combat experience could possibly endure it.

“I’d love nothing more than to tear her apart with my own hands…

But that’d be too quick an end. Rak. Got any good ideas for punishment?

You solved this case, after all. I’d like you to decide.”

At that moment, the bitch began trembling as she looked straight at me.

“Wait, you don’t seriously think I’m going to defend you here, do you?”

Of course, the Duke’s words just now weren’t some foolish suggestion for me to defend that woman.

It was much closer to telling me to imagine the most cruel and twisted punishment I could think of.

And given that I’m a dark mage, it’s true that I’m more of an expert in that area than the knights.

“Hmm, Duke. You may be angered, but I do not believe flogging or execution would be an appropriate punishment for her.”

Perhaps my words were unexpected—Bitch lit up with hope, smiling brightly at me, while the Duke began to look at me with discontent.

Ugh, seriously. 

That guy’s temper… 

Typical ex-knight behavior. 

Chill, I’m not even done talking yet.

It always hurts more to fall from a high place than to roll around at the bottom. 

Give someone a bit of hope—that’s how you really make it painful.

“Those who conspire with demons are, by regulation, to be made an example of—either by enduring a fate worse than death, or by having everyone around them punished.”

That rule was established back when the war front still favored the Demon King, and even though the Hero’s party fought tooth and nail, there were just too many traitors.

Maybe he got my drift—because both the Duke and Bitch’s expressions shifted, and Rihin turned away with a bitter smile.

“Still, I’m kind, so I’ll give you a choice.”

“P-please… spare me…!”

“You can either lose your mind and get tossed to the criminals in the labor camps as nothing but a body, or get dragged alive to a dark magic research lab I’m very familiar with, as experimental material. Which sounds better?”

“…Could you just kill me instead?”

I smiled sweetly, and Bitch tried to smile back.

“Nope.”

Still smiling, I shook my head, and she was dragged out, screaming and crying.

Like, really? 

Did anyone force you to betray humanity and side with demons?

God, that felt good!
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…Should I run away?

I could’ve sworn I was in a great mood when I fell asleep last night, but somehow, just thirty minutes after answering the Duke’s summons, it had gone completely sour.

“His Imperial Majesty himself wants to personally commend you for your service.”

“…I’d rather not?”

“Of course you don’t. But for the Empire, it’s necessary.”

I mean, all I did was take down a corrupt priest and a high-ranking demon, and foil a secret operation where the demons had planted spies to destabilize the Empire from within—and now the Emperor wants to personally honor me?

…Okay, maybe I went a little overboard.

“His Majesty’s had his own struggles. The war’s not even over yet, but the nobles are acting like it’s already won.

Some are even arguing to reduce the Hero Party’s authority, saying we’re becoming a threat.”

In that kind of political mess, a Hero Party member—who everyone thought had been sidelined—suddenly rooting out a threat hiding among the nobles? 

Yeah, I could see why the Emperor would want to use this.

He probably wants to rein in those arrogant nobles and remind the public why heroes are necessary—by making an example of me.

The problem is… 

I’ve received a lot of medals before, and I know how exhausting this stuff is.

It’s not just the public attention. 

Power-hungry nobles always try to drag you down.

I mean, one time on the battlefield, some lunatic tried to break us by cutting off our supplies. 

That wasn’t just frustrating—it was so absurd I almost laughed.

“I know you don’t like it, but understand this—it’s not entirely a bad thing for you. Now that His Majesty is officially recognizing your deeds, even the Church won’t be able to openly oppose you.”

Okay, I was thankful for that part. 

Dealing with the Church is a pain.

Still, I wasn’t really worried about status or safety—I just hoped there’d be a real reward.

“Also, loyal servants who protect the Empire from threats will receive suitable rewards…”

“Glory to the Empire.”

The moment rewards were mentioned, I dropped to one knee—but maybe I was too quick, because the Duke sighed at my eagerness.

Well, whatever.

It’s not like I need the money, but hey—more is better, and maybe I can finally get my hands on that thing I’ve been looking for.

“So, you’re going to accept the medal, then?”

I did feel a weird sense of unease when the Duke asked again, but I brushed it off.

We’ve been through battle together, and he does care about those he considers his people.

I figured he was just feeling bad about the blowback I’d get from the nobles.

It wasn’t until the next morning that I realized this was not something to take lightly.

By then, it was already far too late to do anything about it.
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Trying not to laugh, the young Duke—face barely keeping it together—cautiously handed me a newspaper.

The article, glorifying my actions against the demons and the corrupt clergy, was somewhat embellished—but I expected that. 

A bit of propaganda is fine to make people appreciate heroes. 

I was prepared for that.

The problem was what came next—the Church’s response.

“The Church, acting even faster than the state, praises the era’s hero who discovered and punished a wicked demon defiling the Light.”

Okay, fine. 

They probably didn’t want to admit their incompetence, so they hyped me up instead, trying to act all cool like, ‘Thanks for doing it first!’

If only it had ended there…

“Furthermore, the Church believes that such a hero deserves an appropriate honor, and in addition to the recognition from the Empire’s great sun, offers its own token of gratitude: a special honorary title.”

From here on, none of this had been discussed with me. 

I didn’t want it. 

At all.

“Originally, we intended to bestow upon him the honorary title of ‘Virginity Examiner’—a rare role granted to non-priests—but considering his contributions and situation, we’ve decided to present a more unique title.”

By this point, Rihin couldn’t hold it in anymore. 

He was already snickering beside me.

“…Honorary Non-Virginity Examiner, Rak. Certified by the Church, in the name of the Goddess, for his unparalleled ability to identify fallen, promiscuous women.”

I closed my eyes and mentally calculated just how far this newspaper had spread. 

Then I reached my conclusion.

“If you want to die, just say so.”

Those Church bastards are so getting wrecked.

No, this was just petty revenge. 

They didn’t want to praise me—they wanted to humiliate me.

Their honor felt tarnished, and now they’ve made me the most avoided man in the Empire.

Even before this, I wasn’t exactly popular, but now? 


Now I’m truly public enemy #1 among women.

God, what a cursed life.

I later went on a rampage, swearing I’d burn the Church to the ground.

The young Duke tried to stop me, pleading with a bright, barely-concealed grin on his face—causing one of the three pardons he owed me to get deducted.

But hey, that’s another story.



 
  Chapter 6: Financial Therapy


To cut to the chase, the unfortunate event of me turning the church upside down didn’t happen.

“Haa…”

No, I still want to flip it over, but is it more accurate to say I’m holding back for various reasons?

First, there’s the massive amount of gold and jewels piled up in front of me right now.

Hmm, with this much, I could probably feed the residents of a decent barony for a few months, right?
Suddenly wondering about the treasure?

Thinking the church gave it to me with their tails between their legs because they didn’t want to get beat up?

Those guys, whose pride is even higher than nobles, would never do that.

Though I don’t like it, these are rewards I received from the nobles.

That’s right, a sorcerer earning money from religious activities.

Sounds crazy, right?

I know.

But what can I do when it’s real?

Virginity verification.

Originally, this religious activity could only be performed by pure nuns or saints with no sexual desire.

Some might ask, “What crazy bastard would pay donations for that?”

Unfortunately, there are plenty of nobles who think their lineage and bloodline are everything, or those who see their pretty daughters as a means of advancement. 

Virginity verification is one of the church’s main sources of income.

Well, on the surface, it’s called a donation expressing gratitude, but how is that different from an examination fee?

Anyway, this donation is quite expensive, and the process is complicated. In the case of male priests, their sexual desire and memories must be manipulated with the blessing of the goddess to become like examination machines.

Nuns also require complicated qualifications, and skilled hands are needed to avoid any ‘flaws’ during the inspection process.

Still, they trusted it because of those complicated procedures, believed in it, and spent money on it.
Oh dear, what to do?

In this incident, some crazy priest screwed up big time, revealing that it wasn’t impossible to manipulate if you were determined to do so? Of course, trust plummeted, right?

…That’s when the qualification of ‘non-virginity discriminator’ that the church issued to screw me over caught the eyes of the nobles.

Moreover, I don’t have any complicated procedures; the judgment is made just by getting close.

“Sob sob… I knew I could trust you…!”

“Of course. Didn’t I say I was confident? You…!”

Thus, requests poured in from all sorts of noble families, asking me to confirm whether their prospective daughters-in-law were virgins.

As a result, I just had to throw up a few times and watch those melodramatic scenes, and money was duplicated.

Ah, right.

Honestly, I wanted to refuse at first, and I was furious.

It’s not like I’m short on money, and I even thought about telling them all to get lost according to my temper…

“I’ve brought a box full of the finest rubies from our territory’s mine.”

…It was too much money to refuse.

No, I was going to kick them out if they tried to haggle, but most of the nobles who came brought so much that even someone who hated flattery would think, ‘No way, are they really giving this much? Are they really giving all of this?’

Money is always good to have, and although gem magic isn’t my specialty, they can be used as decent catalysts, so I decided to just go with it.

Oh, and thinking about the priests who are probably seething with jealousy because their customers are being taken away by me made me feel a bit good.

Well, if the first reason was a practical one, the second reason was emotional.

“Sniff…sniff…”

“How long are you planning to stay at my house? Duke Rihin.”

A man who failed in his first romance… or rather, engagement.

Duke Rihin had been holed up in my house for days, staring intently at those who requested non-virginity discrimination.

Personally, this sight was very satisfying….. no, it was so pitiful that it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that I was working harder at non-virginity discrimination for his sake.

For the record, there have been a total of sixteen noble couples who have made requests so far, and seven of the women were non-virgins.

When the partner was a virgin, the duke would sob and hold back his tears, and when the result was that the partner was a non-virgin… 

“Sob…! Ugh… sniff… sob…!”

He would cry even more sadly, thinking of the woman who had deceived him.

Ah, so refreshing.

There were many complex reasons why the guy who was gleefully mocking me when he delivered the news was now crying and holed up here.

Since it’s annoying to explain in detail, let me just tell you the most important part: I played the video recorded on the magic stone for recording, which I had confiscated as evidence from the corrupted priest’s belongings.

“I loved you, you bitch…”

Specifically, the video of the bald priest and his ‘almost-fiancée’ rolling around in bed before her hymen was restored.

Too much?

If he hadn’t been calling me ‘Non-Virginity Discriminator’ and teasing me all day, I wouldn’t have gone that far.

“Rak, let’s go for a drink. You’re buying…!”

“Are you crazy? Asking the benefactor who protected your family from a non-virgin to buy you a drink?”

“You’ve earned so much, can’t you even buy a friend a drink!?”

Rihin, who shouted that while crying, soon turned serious and stopped me, even though I hadn’t said anything yet.

“No, don’t answer. I feel like I’ll be even sadder if I hear that answer. I’ll buy, so let’s go drink.”

Hmm, he’s very self-aware.

I was about to say I couldn’t afford it, but he stopped me.

Honestly, I don’t want to hang out with him because he’s probably going to get drunk and whine a lot again…

“Yes, if the duke is paying, I’m fine with it.”

Well, I guess I can hang out with him this much, thinking of it as drinking free alcohol.

“Right, you have to go to the imperial palace soon for the medal ceremony. Then we won’t be able to see each other for a while. Let’s drink a bit at times like this!”

Medal ceremony.

It’s an event that makes my head hurt just hearing about it, so I wanted to run away if possible.

But no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t be so reckless as to turn down the emperor’s summons, and there was something I needed in the imperial palace’s treasury, so I couldn’t refuse the honor.

“Ugh…!”

When I arrived at the bar, the first thing I did was designate the waitress who took the order.

“No, why do you keep calling for me when you’re going to throw up when I serve you…?”

I think this girl’s name is Riza?

“Honestly, I’m in big trouble, you know? Thanks to you, fewer and fewer people are calling for me every day. 

I used to push a mature and sexy older sister image. But after it was revealed that I have no… experience, everyone just looks at me with a pleased expression and doesn’t order drinks or sexually harass me!”

Apparently, after I drank with the duke at this bar last time, the number of customers who called for her dropped sharply because of me.

“So… ugh… to make up for the sales… ugh…”

Judging by the way the customers looked at her and shined their eyes, saying, ‘Oh, she’s still a virgin,’ ‘Fortunately, she hasn’t carelessly thrown away her purity…’ ‘Virgin bitch…’ whenever I threw up, her future didn’t seem very bright.

“The more you do that, the more rumors will spread!!!! Don’t call for me next time!!!!”

“Hmm, I can’t do that.”

When I put a gold coin on the table, she tried to get angry with a tearful face, but when I added another gold coin, she forced a smile and left the table, asking me to call for her again.


Actually, I felt a bit sorry last time, so I guess this is a sign of sincerity?

Since I ruined her business tactics, I should call for her whenever I come to the bar in the future.

Of course, there’s also a bit of personal desire not to drink alcohol served by a non-virgin, but isn’t it all for the best?

“…You’re stingy about buying a friend a drink, but you’re not stingy about scattering gold coins as consolation money to the barmaid?”

The duke interjected, but when I looked at him with a face that asked if he really wanted an answer, he soon changed the subject, saying let’s just drink.

“…If you took off that mask, that girl’s attitude would be a bit more gentle?”

Well, it wasn’t a very pleasant topic.

“Even though it looks like this, it’s an item that enhances the sorcerer’s magic power, even though it’s cursed. And sorcerers shouldn’t have their faces known because of the nature of the job.”

“You’re sick. You didn’t even show your face to the party members at first.”

“Because there was no need to show it.”

“Tsk tsk. You’re no fun… If I were you, I wouldn’t live like that~”

“I guess so. In my opinion, if you were born in the back alleys like me, you would have died because you were clueless. You would have died, so you couldn’t have lived like me.”

“…I can’t deny it because it’s not wrong.”

I could have torn up his remaining indulgence if he had gotten angry and said I was mocking the nobility.

Unlike a typical noble, he was excellent at avoiding it.

After that, he whined, bothered me to comfort him, and wasted the duchy’s budget by offering to buy drinks for everyone in the store, continuing in a flow that was no different from what I expected.

“…It’s unfair.”

The moment that deviated from my expectations for the first time was when he had emptied his fifth glass of beer and was starting to get drunk.

“It’s too unfair for me to be suffering like this alone…!”

It was from the moment he started acting up in an ugly way that even surpassed my expectations.

“Please bear with it. Still, there were quite a few noble couples who experienced the same pain.”

“They were just affairs…! The woman who was going to be my wife was a spy planted by the demons! She was even a prostitute…! Sob…! I liked her…!”

“…Ah, you’re really annoying.”

‘There will be better relationships in the future. Please think of it as a stroke of bad luck and don’t worry too much.’

“What are you saying with such a bright smile!?”

Oops, I accidentally switched my true feelings and what I should have said on purpose?

“It’s unfair if only I’m like this, so tell me some stories too. Don’t you have any embarrassing stories?”

“I’ve never failed in a relationship.”

It’s not a lie.

I’ve never been in a relationship.

“You have no intention of sharing pain with a friend!?”

“No.”

“Okay, then I won’t go home even if I get drunk, and I’ll whine at your house tonight and disturb your sleep.”

“Do as you please. But I’ll respond as I please too.”

“…Looking at your eyes, it seems like you’ll really kill me.”

Hey, surely you wouldn’t kill me just for being drunk?

If I killed him, I wouldn’t be able to inflict any more pain.

Considering the favors I received from the duke, I was willing to maintain his human form and life.

After that, Rihin, who had given up, started drinking like crazy, but soon a very minor problem arose.

“Sob…! Sniff…! Sniff…!”

That was that the sight of a grown man crying was so ugly, and that the ugly sight would attract attention.

To put it simply, it was that he was unintentionally attracting the attention of the bar’s customers again today.

“…Should I tell you about how I ended up leaving the hero party after the final battle with the Bicorn Lord?”

“Really!?”

…Is this guy acting all that ugly?

How can he revive so quickly?

“…It’s probably not a very interesting story.”

“Keep in mind that stories that are uninteresting to you are usually guaranteed to be super fun for others.”

Okay, he’s smoothly losing his indulgences again today.

He only has one left, so try acting up two more times.

…I don’t want to attract any more attention, so should I just tell him a little and end it?

“…The guy called the Bikorn Lord, you see. He was a guy who got stronger by absorbing the power of corrupted people around him.”

“Hoo?”

“So, we thoroughly investigated both men and women, and decided to exclude those with sexual experience from the battle as much as possible.”

“Hmm hmm…”

“But after all those people were excluded and we went to fight, this crazy bastard turned out to be unbelievably strong.”

“Strong enough to take on the hero’s party that had defeated all the other Four Heavenly Kings?”

“Yes, I thought the legend that he was the weakest when he couldn’t absorb power was bullshit.”

Even now, thinking about that battle makes me grind my teeth.

“But the legend was very accurate. He wasn’t originally strong, but became strong by absorbing power.”


“Hmm…? I thought you said you screened them beforehand…?”

“I didn’t know either. I never imagined that all the party members would be non-virgins who’d slept with the hero, and that they’d bother to hide it and participate in the battle.”

“…What?”

Even the young duke asked again, dumbfounded, but sadly, it was the truth.

So, what happened that day was…



 
  Chapter 7: There are no virgins at the party


The heat of the battlefield was vivid.

The acrid smell of burning obstructed breathing, and the miasma-filled air made my stomach churn.

My mana and main force were depleted, and my head wouldn’t turn, but the enemy in front of me wouldn’t give me time to drink a mana potion.

How could such a monster be the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings?

I’d wager that, except for the Black Dragon, none of the other Heavenly Kings I’d fought so far could even touch this monster’s heels.

The corrupted king of sacred beasts, Baikon Lord.

The fiend with two massive horns was staring at me with viscous red eyes.

[Impressive. You evacuated your comrades and still managed to corner me here alone.]

His voice was solemn, as if praising my achievement, but it contained a subtle mockery.

[However, letting the Hero escape was your mistake. How do you plan to pierce my miasma without the Holy Sword?]

What he said made sense.

The miasma surrounding high-ranking demons and fiends was inherently toxic to humans, and could only be pierced by the power of the opposing Goddess or by similar miasma.

If the Saintess had stayed, I might have received some kind of buff, but her assistance was needed to safely rescue the fallen Hero and comrades, and I had to make a choice.

It’s a terrible thing to say, but of course the Hero’s safety is more important than someone like me.

He was humanity’s only hope to pierce the Demon King, so if anyone had to fall on this battlefield, it had to be me, not him.

[To be honest, I was touched when you stayed behind alone. Sacrificing yourself for your comrades…]

“Shut your yap, you dying bastard. You talk too much.”

In truth, he wasn’t exactly in good shape either.

He had been battered by the Hero and party’s onslaught before losing consciousness, and looked like he could drop dead at any moment.

A scarred fiend and a black mage, both worn out.

However, generally speaking, if both sides were simply exhausted, there was no way a human with inferior physical abilities could defeat a sentient fiend.

But that was only in a typical case.

Fortunately or unfortunately, I wasn’t exactly an ordinary human, so I had a hidden dagger.

[…I didn’t expect you to have any tricks left.]

Of course, it was a last resort, with the thought of stabbing each other to death in the worst case, but the Hero had used up a lot of his energy to the point of fainting.

Now that I’d confirmed that everyone else had evacuated, I didn’t have to worry about affecting the surroundings.

The overloaded magic circuits were screaming, and I didn’t have the processing power left to draw complex magic formulas.

But fortunately, the spell I was about to use didn’t require much power or complex formulas, so it didn’t matter.

One last clash.

The spells, with everything on the line, collided, and the outcome was decided.

In my victory.

It was the moment the last corner of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, who had tormented humanity for so long, crumbled. 

[Impressive. Truly amazing. I never thought there would be someone like you among humans, hiding something like that.]

The problem was that he also had a last hidden card.

[As a sign of respect, I will also show you my trump card. Originally prepared for the Hero, but using it on you wouldn’t be bad either…!]

“…Ugh!?”

At the very last moment, he used his own life as a medium to cast a final spell, cursing me.

As a black mage myself, I was quite familiar with curses, and I could tell at a glance that the curse he cast was an incredibly high-level and complex one.

It was a high-level spell that I wouldn’t be confident in resisting even in normal circumstances, but now, after pouring everything into cornering him, there was no energy left to resist.

I couldn’t even fully understand what kind of curse it was, but from its structure, I could tell that it was a curse that induced disgust and pain towards something, but I couldn’t identify the exact target.

[Don’t worry. I’ll tell you the content of the curse, even if it’s to shatter your false peace…]

The dying king of fiends, bleeding black blood, laughed maniacally.

[The curse I’ve cast on you is the Curse of Baikon. From now on, you will…]

He paused for a long time, then said seriously.

[Feel discomfort and pain the closer a pure virgin gets, and conversely, feel comfort the closer a lewd harlot gets…!]

“What the fuck, you son of a bitch…?”

Is he crazy…?

That’s the final curse of a Heavenly King…?

[My only regret is not being able to see with my own eyes the moment you face the truth. Farewell, hero of this era. Strong one who defeated me, the Fiend King Baikon.]

It was amazing that he could strike a pose even after casting such a curse, but sadly, I didn’t have the energy to care.

My consciousness was starting to flicker too.

…Ah, still, I did pretty well against such a monster, didn’t I?

At the same time as the final Heavenly King Baikon Lord’s eternal rest, I also lost consciousness and collapsed.

“…Three days have passed?”

I’d been out for three days.

When I woke up, I grabbed a soldier passing by and asked, and his attempt to answer with as much formality as possible was pitiful.

“Yes! That is correct.”

“No, you don’t have to be so formal. Relax. Relax.”

“But how could I, a mere private, dare…!”

Well, thinking about it, it probably wouldn’t be very comfortable for him.

“Okay? Then never mind, anyway, how’s the front line? It must have been dangerous without me.”

“No, the demons retreated when the last Heavenly King entered eternal rest. Thanks to you, we were able to rescue Lord Rak. The operation to reclaim the former Imperial territory was a complete success, and the other heroes are waiting for you!”

That was good news, but I couldn’t help but frown at the mention of other comrades.

As soon as I woke up, I confirmed that I had indeed been cursed the moment I dealt with him, and all of our party members except for the Hero and me were women.

A curse that makes you feel discomfort and pain when a pure virgin approaches…

Of course, I’m used to enduring most pain and discomfort, but this was a curse cast by the Demon King’s Heavenly King, the powerful Baikon Lord, burning his own life force, so there was a good chance I wouldn’t be able to withstand it.

Now that we’ve finally defeated all the Heavenly Kings and reclaimed the former Imperial territory, it’s an important time, so I’ll endure it if it’s just bearable pain.

But if the pain is unbearable, I should tell my comrades honestly and find a way to lift the curse.

I can’t just keep doing this, so should I go out?

“Ah…!”

I tried to act strong, but I hadn’t even finished preparing myself mentally, and I was already running into someone.

“Rak! You’re awake!”

The moment I stepped out of the room, a familiar face approached me with a bright smile.

Ria.

Although she wasn’t known as a member of the Hero’s party, she was a dear friend who had been with me since our days in the back alleys, sharing difficult times together.

Although she couldn’t fight, she volunteered to do all sorts of dirty work, and was already recognized as a valuable comrade within the party. “Are you still feverish? Come here for a second.”

Not knowing my condition, she approached me with her usual closeness.

I knew she was going to touch foreheads to check, but now that I was cursed, I honestly wanted to avoid it.

But if I really avoided it, she might lose her balance while standing on tiptoe, so I couldn’t just avoid it, and I decided to endure the pain that would inevitably come.


Tap.

Her soft forehead touched mine.

“Thank goodness! The fever’s gone down!”

One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

Time passed.

Huh.

That’s strange.

No matter how much time passes, I don’t feel any pain, let alone dizziness…?

“Okay, then everyone else is waiting, so come down quickly, Rak! I’ll make your favorite dinner tonight!”

“Oh, okay… okay.”

In the end, the curse didn’t react at all, and that was all I could say.

“What’s with that answer? Ah, are you still very dizzy…?”

She looked worried, but went downstairs to prepare a meal to replenish my energy, just like the childhood friend I knew, but somehow she felt like a different person today.

“Oh!? Rak’s awake…!”

As I went down the stairs, someone patted me hard on the shoulder.

Kriora Justin.

The main tank of our party, and the pure white knight who is considered more noble than anyone else on the battlefield.

Her armor was a kind of symbol, and her constant restraint of desire and self-improvement was more than enough to be called the epitome of all knights.

The problem is, I’m not feeling any discomfort at all while being in contact with her in real time?

I forcibly suppressed any questions and doubts that came to mind, and decided to think positively.

“Oh, were you worried about me?”

“Isn’t that obvious? When I heard that you left us to retreat and stayed on the battlefield, I screamed about going back right away. I’m glad we were able to rescue you safely.”

“…I see.”

“Hmm? What’s wrong with your expression? Are you still a little dizzy? Shouldn’t you rest more?”

I thought of her as a knight among knights, always reliable and confident, but with a kind heart inside, but the voice of my precious comrade, who was worried about me as usual, sounded somehow distorted.

“No, no, it’s okay. I think I’ll be fine if I get some fresh air…”

“Ah, I guess you haven’t seen the sunlight for too long. I’m sorry. I’ll see you at the evening meeting.”

“Okay, yeah. I will.”

I got some fresh air for a while and calmed my pounding heart.

No.

That can’t be.

In the first place, he might have lied about the content of the curse to deceive me, or the curse might have been twisted for some reason.

Yeah, it’s okay for Ria because she’s not a combatant, but Kriora doesn’t make sense.

Not just anyone, but the Hero’s party. The Hero’s party. The hope of humanity…!

As I sorted out my thoughts while looking at the colorful festival in front of me, the shock seemed to subside a bit.

We defeated all the Four Heavenly Kings and finally made the Empire’s former territory human again, so the festival was held to praise our achievements, right?

“Ah, please pick up the ball!”

Then a girl approached me with a bright smile.

She must have kicked the ball in my direction by mistake while playing with her friends.

Well, she wouldn’t have approached me because of the mask I usually wear, but should I be glad that I’m not wearing it now?

“Oh, sure.”

I picked up the ball and approached the girl.

But for some reason, my right hand started to throb strongly with inexplicable discomfort and slight pain.
My right hand, where his curse remained as a trace.

It’s a mistake.

“Hehe, thank you!”

It has to be a mistake.

I tried to ignore it, thinking that way, but the moment my hand briefly touched the girl’s as I handed her the ball, a fairly strong pain and discomfort rose up.

It hurts.

Ah, but it doesn’t hurt like crazy.

Compared to what I’ve experienced so far, it was pain I could endure enough, and a disgust I could tolerate.

I felt like I was going to throw up, but I’ve had even more disgusting experiences on the battlefield.

Soon, I was able to manage my expression somehow by controlling my mind.

“You have to be careful when you play next time?”

The moment the child bowed to me and left, I ran away immediately.

Because I had confirmed that there was no problem with the curse.

From the moment that fact was recognized in my head, unbearable disgust and a kind of fear dominated my body.

“Oh-? Where have you been? I heard you were awake and I was looking for you~!”

The Elf Princess, Elena Shingu. When she first joined our party, she used to criticize me, saying she hated humans and even more so, black mages. But now, we were the best of drinking buddies.

“Hehe, you can’t drink right after getting out of bed, can you? But a celebratory drink with dinner should be fine, right?”

She put her arm around my shoulder with her characteristic leisurely attitude.

I felt like I was going insane.

No reaction again.

The curse wasn’t reacting; instead, it seemed to be drawing her in as if it liked her very much.

I suppressed the vomit rising from the disconnect between reason and instinct and first removed her arm from my shoulder.

“Huh? Sorry… Are you still having a hard time? Do you have any aftereffects?”

“Sorry.”

I didn’t have the energy to answer.

That made three. Half of the women in the party.

I was so disgusted by the betrayal of those I had trusted that I felt like I had to vent this feeling to someone.

So, the woman who always listened to my troubles came to mind, and I found myself drawn to her room.

Sage Lunia van Astrea.

Once a member of the royal family, she abandoned that status and became naturalized in the Great Tower of Knowledge, eventually earning the position of Tower Master.

She was the spiritual pillar of our party, and I had many conversations with her about magic, so we were friends and each other’s teachers.

“Hmm? Oh, I heard you were awake, but I couldn’t visit because I was in the middle of research.”

With her gentle impression, she welcomed me warmly, just as she had before I collapsed, and my heart felt touched by her appearance.

“Would you like some coffee?”

She always insisted that research was the most important thing and that accumulating knowledge was paramount, so I felt like I could trust her.

But even when she came close with the coffee, the curse didn’t push her away significantly.

“I changed the brewing method a bit this time. You said you didn’t like it too bitter before, so I made it smoother.”

Still, I held onto a glimmer of hope.

Until I received the coffee cup and made direct contact with her.

There was no disgust or pain.

She smiled kindly at me as always and asked me about the taste of the coffee, but the coffee, which always tasted fragrant and delicious, tasted like dirty water today.

The last place I visited was the prayer room.

There, the person I expected was praying as always.

“Could you wait a moment? I haven’t finished praying yet.”

Some might say that she was heartless for not stopping her prayer even when someone came to visit, but for her, stopping her prayer and even reacting was a sign of great favor.

Saint Seria.

Like me, she was an orphan, but she grew up in a church instead of the slums. 

She was chosen as a saint for her deep faith and divine power, and she was famous for being weak to the weak and infinitely strong to the strong.

Kind when she was kind, but with a strong heart inside, she was the object of everyone’s admiration.

After waiting for a moment, she approached me after finishing her prayer.

“Do you have something to confess? Brother?”

“I’m an atheist, remember?”

“I know. But you don’t deny God himself, do you?”

“Oh, right.”

How could I deny God in a world with divine power and holy swords?

“Whatever it is, come here.”

Whenever I had worries, I would tell her, and my heart would always feel at ease.

So, I thought that if I told her this time, my heart might feel surprisingly lighter.

“Well, you see, actually I…”

My heart was pounding.

Huh?

She came closer.

She smiled as always, opened her arms to me, and gently hugged me, patting my shoulder, just like she always did.

No way.

The saint, the object of everyone’s admiration and called the daughter of the goddess?

The content of the confession swirled in my head, but no words came out.

“What’s wrong?”

The curse didn’t react to her either.


The mental barrier I had been holding up finally collapsed at the fact that the party members were annihilated.

There wasn’t a single virgin in our party.

“…Ugh…!!”

In that moment, the image of the Baikon Lord, whom I had defeated after going through all sorts of hardships, and the expression on his face as he mocked me at the last moment came to mind.

I vomited on the floor of the prayer room and lost consciousness again.



 
  Chapter 8: So what is it like in reality?


“Uh, well…”

Perhaps because the story was more sordid than he’d expected, Rihin was looking at me with trembling eyes.

“B-but, you can’t say for sure he was sleeping with one of the heroes, right?”

“The so-called Hero Party was quite busy, and they barely had any personal time to begin with. I was the only other man in the party besides the hero. And since it wasn’t me, it must have been the hero.”

“Hmm, I see.”

Was it because his comforting words had failed miserably?

He was trying to act nonchalant as he tilted his beer glass, but he was so flustered that he spilled most of the beer.

“Well, to be honest, I did feel betrayed by those bastards for getting together like that without saying a word, but I could have forgiven them for that much. The hero was pretty handsome, and I believe love is free for anyone to pursue.”

Well, in this world, a capable person can have multiple lovers.

“What I couldn’t tolerate was why they hid that fact until the end and still participated in the subjugation operation, and…”

I tried to quench my thirst by gulping down the beer, but the dirty memories only made me feel worse.

“And the fact that they discussed kicking me out as soon as I got cursed, even though we were supposed to be comrades.”

Eventually, Rihin told me to stop talking as if he was admitting his mistake.

But I was already tipsy, and having come this far, I had no intention of stopping midway.

I felt terrible.

My stomach was empty, but I felt nauseous and vomited stomach acid. I even fainted and woke up later. There was no way I could feel good.

I wanted to drop everything and rest, but I couldn’t.

I had to confirm something.

It sounds ridiculous now, but even then, I wanted to believe in the Hero Party, in my comrades.

Maybe there was a reason.

Maybe there was an unspeakable reason why they had to participate in the subjugation operation. 

If I could just hear that one reason, I could suppress my betrayal and nausea and tell them that I would find a way to alleviate the curse.

Dragging my wretched body, I found my comrades in a meeting. The first thing I heard from outside the meeting room door was…

“So, everyone agrees that Rak will be leaving the party for the time being, right?”

It was the hero, who always called me “hyung” and followed me well, declaring my expulsion from the party.

After that, my head was so hot that I don’t remember exactly what was said, but what was certain was that I explained the curse I had been afflicted with. 

And when I questioned them why they had done such a thing, none of the party members could look me straight in the eye.

And that I despised them, declared that I would not return to their party even if I overcame the curse, and threatened to defeat the Demon King alone before cutting ties with them.

Meanwhile.

At the same time that Rak’s pent-up resentment was exploding and Duke Rihin was paying the price for recklessly poking a hornet’s nest…

Strangely enough, there were others who were having a conversation on a similar topic.

“…There was no all-out war this time either.”

It was none other than the Hero Party, who could be said to be another party involved in the incident.

After the subjugation of the Baikon Lord, humanity achieved the feat of reclaiming all of the former Imperial territory, but ironically, the war had subsided because of it.

Even the military leadership was divided into moderates who believed they should stop there and hardliners who believed they could not rest until all the demons were wiped out.

Even though the war wasn’t over, the nobles were already making a fuss, arguing about how to divide the reclaimed territory.

If the Demon King launched a preemptive strike, active combat might resume, but the Demon King, having lost all four of his Heavenly Kings, was not foolish enough to launch a preemptive strike.

“…Would it have been different if Rak hyung had been here?”

It was a thought that everyone in the party had, but couldn’t bring themselves to say out loud. The moment the hero brought it up, the atmosphere in the meeting room turned gloomy.

“…If Rak had been here, he would have forced us to invade, saying that it didn’t make sense to miss such an opportunity.”

That’s right.

In fact, the weakening of the Hero Party was also a reason why the war had subsided.

To those who didn’t know better, it might seem like only one person was missing, but the fact that Rak was the strongest member of the party besides the hero was something that everyone who had fought alongside him acknowledged.

The Imperial Family also wanted to send only the Hero Party to the Demon Realm to subjugate the Demon King, but…..

There was a legend that demons became stronger in the Demon Realm, and if they sent the Hero Party without their full power and they were to lose, it would really be the end. 

So, they couldn’t actively engage in the war.

As a result, small-scale battles still occurred, but it became difficult for large-scale all-out wars to break out…

“Haa…”

Perhaps because of this situation, the party members often recalled the point at which everything started to go wrong, that is, the day Rak left the party, whenever they had meetings these days.

Normally, they would each reminisce about their memories with Rak and then awkwardly move on without saying anything, but what kind of evil spirit possessed them on this day?

Or maybe it was because they had been maintaining a sharp tension without any proper battles that their nerves had become frayed.

“I told you we should have confessed honestly before we got caught in the first place!”

The party’s main tank, the White Knight, Kriora, shouted, blaming the party members, and the other party members frowned at her words. 

“Sister, it’s no one’s fault that Rak brother left. If we had to assign blame, it would be the karma of all of us.”

Even the Saintess, who was famous for never getting angry, frowned and openly expressed her displeasure, but unfortunately, Kriora didn’t seem to have vented her anger yet and didn’t stop talking.

“You said it well. If we had confessed honestly, things wouldn’t have turned out like this…! But the goddess’s oracle said that this was the best path…! So, we all kept it a secret, and that’s how we ended up like this!”

“Are you doubting the goddess?”

“How can I not doubt her when things are like this!?”

“Although she is not omnipotent, is more scatterbrained than you think, and makes frequent mistakes, so sometimes I wonder if she is really a goddess, one thing is certain: she would never deliberately put us in trouble.”

“…I think the Saintess is more suspicious than I am?”

“Everyone, calm down~ It’s not like Rak is coming back because we’re doing this~”

“You’re the problem too, Erina! If you hadn’t brought out that Elven Elixir or whatever, things wouldn’t have gotten so out of hand…!”

“Ah, uh… Everyone enjoyed it when it happened…! And we had no choice because of the Black Dragon subjugation back then…!”

“Everyone, calm down a little. As a result, it’s true that everyone except the hero is to blame.”

Lunia Van Astrea.

She was a sub-leader who was trusted by the group for her sage-like, cool-headed attitude, so they stopped arguing for a while, but this was only temporary.

It wasn’t like she had a good way to resolve this situation.

“…Honestly, I can’t blame Rak for feeling betrayed by us.”

At Erina’s words, all the party members lowered their heads and recalled Rak’s face as he looked at them with despair, feeling betrayed.

“…Yeah, we committed such an act while keeping it a secret from him. How can we ever face Rak again?”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t like it either… No, if I were in the opposite position, I would have killed all of us and killed myself too.”

“Rak is amazing…”

In the end, they all recalled the sins they had committed and tasted guilt and regret for a while.

“… Honestly, I was really surprised when I first heard about it.”

The hero, Iseol, who came from another world, blushed and lowered his head.

He had never imagined that all the party members except herself would have committed such an act.

“B-but…”

In a situation where everyone had their heads bowed, only one person raised their hand timidly, and the moment all the party members’ eyes were on her.

Rak’s childhood friend.


Ria opened her mouth with a hesitant but determined attitude to say what she had to say.

“I think it’s also Rak’s fault for making us horny…!”

“Horny…?! Don’t say it so bluntly…! And that’s the logic of a sex offender…!”

Kriora shouted as the representative, but the rest of the members seemed to agree, looking at her as if asking what she was talking about.

“And don’t treat me like I’m the only weird one! Everyone liked it when we did it…..! I know that even the Saintess was having a lot of fun while pretending not to…!”

Everyone tried to stop her as if they didn’t want to relive their sins, but Ria was already out of her mind.

“Ah, and honestly, why would a man feel betrayed just because he was gang-raped by women…! He’s even a black magician, why does he care about his purity!!!!”

“That’s job discrimination and sexism!!!!”

“Ah, did I say something wrong!? Okay. Honestly, it’s true that we started because the goddess encouraged us, but later everyone just enjoyed it!”

The other party members’ faces were as red as tomatoes, but Ria didn’t stop.

“Every time we win a battle, every time we want to be comforted, we mix the elixir that Erina brings into the drink that Rak drinks!!!!”

“Stop…! Please stop!!!!”

“We took turns enjoying him…!”

Looking at the chaotic meeting room, the only one who was innocent in this situation.

The hero, Iseol, muttered to himself.

“Rak hyung… your wounds must be deep…?”

His trusted comrades drugged him and almost every night took turns… forcibly violated him. Depending on the person, it would be a level of horror that they couldn’t overcome.

Here for a moment.

For those who don’t understand the situation, let’s turn back time to the day Rak left the party.

Immediately after Rak collapsed again that day, the Hero Party hurriedly started a meeting.

“We should let Rak hyung rest for a while, right…?”

“Yeah, we haven’t been able to analyze exactly what curse he’s been afflicted with, but we can’t make him fight while he’s cursed with a curse that even the Saintess can’t dispel.”

“Rak works too hard anyway~ He does the exploration and the fighting all by himself, and he fights the hardest when a battle breaks out.”

“I think the reason why brother is so exhausted is that he tries to do both the front and rear lines, saying that he can do both by himself.”

The topic was none other than their precious party member, Rak’s vacation plan.

Everyone knew that he was overworked and exhausted, but until now, they had continued to rely on him, saying that it was an important moment, and had pushed him to the point where he couldn’t rest when he should have.

Of course, it wasn’t like they hadn’t rested, but they were each relieving stress in ‘some’ way, and although they didn’t know what kind of curse it was, if he was losing consciousness because of the curse, it would be better to give him a vacation so he could rest and help him dispel the curse.

“So, everyone agrees that Rak hyung will be leaving the party for the time being, right?”

“What…? Leave the party…?”

As the meeting’s opinions were being sorted out, the moment the hero said that, the door was opened roughly, and Rak, with an angry face, stormed into the meeting.

“R-Rak, you’re not feeling well, why are you pushing yourself…?”

At first, they looked at him with concern, but they soon met his eyes, which were filled with despair, anger, and betrayal, and realized that something was wrong.

“T-that’s not it.”

Nevertheless, some of them had a glimmer of hope, and wondered if Rak had misunderstood the hero’s words just now, if he had misunderstood the word “rest” as being kicked out of the party and was just angry, and tried to reassure themselves and make excuses.

“Why did you guys do that?”

Rak was staring at them with cold eyes, cruelly implying that he knew everything.

Indeed.

As the saying goes, a guilty thief betrays himself. 

Rak was merely questioning why they had hidden the truth and caused such a commotion by participating in the subjugation.

However, from their perspective, burdened by their guilt, it seemed as though he was demanding they confess everything they had done to him and questioning why they had committed such acts.

“W-we can explain. Yes, we can explain everything…!”

In truth, they weren’t entirely without excuses.

Back during the subjugation of the Black Dragon, the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings in the past, the Goddess had said they needed to unleash their hidden potential using the ‘power of love.’ 

That was the starting point where they lost control.

Of course, the incident where Erina, using her position as a drinking buddy, tried to make a move by mixing an Elven potion into Rak’s drink and successfully putting him to sleep, all while they were playing a guessing game of who would end up with Rak, was exposed.

And the fact that they all took advantage of the situation and had a chaotic free-for-all with him while he was asleep was undeniably their fault. 

However, couldn’t that also be glossed over with some clever packaging?

But in the end, such excuses lost their power in the face of a single tear falling from the victim’s eye.

“Do you want me to tell you what my curse entails?”

The more he explained about the curse, the paler their complexions became.


And that attitude gave Rak certainty.

“Alright, I’ll ask again. Why did you do it…? No, you can hide it. Fine, but why did you even participate in the subjugation?”

The certainty that they had truly slept with the Hero.

“Huh…? Say something…!”

Of course, it was a certainty that was somewhat distant from the truth.



 
  Chapter 9: From WWE to UFC!


“No matter how much I asked, there was no answer, and I got so angry that when I came to my senses, I had already declared that I was rejecting this kind of party.”

Well, I thought I would feel terrible if I said it, but surprisingly, after saying it, I felt relieved, or maybe I didn’t feel anything at all.

Is it because of the alcohol?

I don’t know the reason, but anyway, it wasn’t as unpleasant as I thought.

“Well, that’s pretty much it. That’s why I left the Hero’s Party. Nothing special, right?”

To be honest, I thought it was ridiculous, so I expected ridicule, but instead of ridicule, I got a pitiful look mixed with bitterness and sympathy, which made me feel even worse.

“…Ah, um. Sorry. I’ll really pay for the drinks today.”

“I’m more pissed off by that look, so just laugh at me…”

“No, it’s not something to laugh at…..? Wait a minute, you almost said ‘that kind of look’ just now, didn’t you?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. I accidentally said what I was thinking. Are you going to execute me for insulting the nobility?”

“…The Demon King’s army is enough as an enemy of humanity.”

Seeing him suddenly become serious and make a sincere expression, I felt a little better.

I was just joking lightly, but to give such a performance while drunk, the Young Duke is pretty good at playing along, even if he’s a bit of a handful.

Well, maybe I was being punished.

Maybe it was a punishment for drinking until the day before meeting His Majesty the Emperor because I was in a bad mood, or maybe it was because I complained that I didn’t meet any bandits or monsters on the way to the Imperial Palace.

“Your Majesty…! You must come to your senses…! A physician…! Bring a physician…!!!!”

“You can’t collapse now…! Now, now is the moment when the Empire is finally trying to rise again…!”

Or, most likely, the great goddess had been holding a grudge against my usual irreverent attitude and decided to throw shit at me at the perfect time, just to mess with me.

The pale and terrified members of the Imperial Palace, ministers, and nobles surrounded the Emperor, who was foaming at the mouth and fainting, and the veteran knights isolated the person who could be said to be the cause of the incident from the Emperor.

One person was obviously me, and the other person was someone who could be said to be very close to the Emperor, namely the youngest Imperial Princess, whom the Emperor was famous for cherishing more than the country.

Did the Imperial Princess go crazy, dissatisfied with the succession structure, and try to assassinate him in collaboration with me?

If that were the case, the soldiers and servants wouldn’t be so flustered, right?

So what’s the problem?

No, I really didn’t know.

“Imperial Princess…! What on earth happened…!”

Well, one of the ministers, as if wanting to lose his head, rebuked the Imperial Princess with an attitude that was unimaginable for someone dealing with royalty, just like me, but the Imperial Princess, with a tearful face, couldn’t say anything and was trembling.

Well, she wouldn’t be able to say anything, of course…

The youngest Imperial Princess, who had just come of age, and who was famous for being a sheltered chick who had never been outside the palace much because the Emperor cherished her so much, was a non-virgin, so what could she say?

…How did things turn out like this?

The Astrea Empire.

Once the nation with the largest territory among human countries, it lost about half of its territory after a gate connected to the Demon World opened in the northern country bordering it.

You might say, how can an empire lose half of its territory, but the Demon King’s army at the time was an unbelievable disaster.

Quite a few countries were completely destroyed, and the Human Alliance, which underestimated the demons in the early stages of the war, caused a lot of trouble by backstabbing each other.

Anyway, the reason I’m suddenly giving this explanation is that, usually, the capital is located in the center of the country or in a place with the symbolism of the founder establishing the country, but the current Empire had a history of losing land right in front of the old capital, so I wanted to mention that the capital was moved south once during the war.

What this means is that the capital itself has been moved quite a while ago and has become quite impressive, but the road to the capital, except for the roads that were hastily built to transport supplies, still has many mountain paths and unpaved areas.

The road from the duchy, where the Duke’s Castle is located, to the capital feels exactly like that mountain path.

So I was traveling with some anticipation.

The best part of traveling on a mountain path is meeting bandits, no matter what anyone says, right?

It’s good that they’re criminals who have given up on being human, so you can do whatever you want to them without breaking the law, and if you’re lucky, they might have wealth or preserved food stored away, so you can fill your pockets.

But unfortunately, for some reason, the bandits, who are said to be so numerous that the country is struggling with them, didn’t even show their faces, let alone attack me.

Thanks to that, I was in a pretty bad mood when I arrived at the checkpoint in the capital.

However, after arriving at the checkpoint, I was able to understand the situation thanks to the trembling soldier.

“L-Lord Rak. We received advance notice that you were coming, so we were prepared, but if we hadn’t, we would have almost issued a state of alert…”

“Huh?”

“Could you please ride a normal horse, even when visiting the checkpoint…? At first, we thought the demons were attacking…”

“…Ah, right.”

When I looked down, I realized why the bandits and monsters hadn’t attacked.

I was riding a modified undead horse that had no flesh at all, was made of bones, had six legs, and spewed blue fire from where its eyes used to be.

“I’ll be careful next time.”

I forgot because everyone was used to it on the battlefield and didn’t complain.

Well, but living horses need to be fed, taken care of, and rested, right?

It’s annoying to raise them, so I’ll have to make it look more alive next time.

Anyway, if I passed through the checkpoint like this, the citizens might faint, so I ended up dispelling the magic I had cast on the corpse and walked towards the Imperial Palace.

When I thought about it, it would attract attention for a sorcerer to wear a mask and walk around in a place with so many people, even if it was less than when I was riding the undead horse, and I, a kind sorcerer with a caring heart for people, decided to take a detour to the Imperial Palace through a back road where there were few people.

So, in a manner close to that of a model citizen, I headed towards the back gate of the Imperial Palace, near the sacred back gate of the Imperial Palace, there was a suspicious guy using a magic tool to erase his presence, trying to escape with clumsy skill, wasn’t there?

“W-What is it!? T-There shouldn’t be any guards here right now because it’s shift change…..!”

Of course, I don’t have the right to say anything based on my appearance alone, but he was wearing a mask and a hood, claiming to be a thief, so I grabbed him and went inside together.

“Ugh…!”

Ah, after knocking him unconscious for resisting and examining him, fortunately, he didn’t have much besides a magic tool to hide his presence and jewels that seemed to have been stolen from the Imperial Palace.

Anyway, after entering the Imperial Palace, I just handed him over to the guards, saying that I had caught someone who was running away, and went to see His Majesty.

After waiting in the waiting room for a while, I was able to enter the audience chamber.

“Yes. I’m sorry I couldn’t greet you right away. Baron Rak.”

“…Your Majesty, your grace is overwhelming, but I’m not a baron, but a vice-baron. It’s not what I wanted, and it’s a title that Your Majesty forcibly gave me to commend my achievements.”

Well, the difference between a baron and a vice-baron is only whether the noble status is inherited by the children or not.

His Majesty always subtly wants to bring me… or rather, the Hero’s Party, to his side, so if I don’t refuse outright, he might make me a real noble, saying he’s commending my achievements.

I’m already tired, and if I become a noble, the nobles who were already nobles will keep me in check even more.

Of course, the pro-Imperial nobles were looking at me like a madman for this irreverent attitude, but His Majesty wasn’t the type to get angry about such things.

Whether you call it pragmatism or realism.

He’s generous enough to overlook a certain amount of irreverence if it helps him, but on the other hand, he’s merciless to subordinates or enemies who don’t help him.

“The award ceremony will be held tomorrow, but if you don’t have a place to stay, would you like to stay at the Imperial Palace today? I’ll prepare a room in the annex.”

“How dare a lowly person like me…”

“If you’re going to refuse, don’t say things you don’t mean.”

“I don’t like it because it’s uncomfortable.”

Some of the ministers were already fainting, but this was a kind of performance and show that I did every time I came to the Imperial Palace.

After all, as long as I’m actually loyal, it’s more beneficial for His Majesty to make me look like a crazy person who doesn’t know where I’ll jump. 

Especially when the goal is to put pressure on the opposing nobles, it’s good to be relatively careful only with His Majesty, while crossing the line with others.

I glared at and ridiculed the other guys for shouting that I was irreverent, and then bowed my head as if to be polite again when His Majesty opened his mouth with a satisfied face.

“Still, I’ve invited a distinguished guest, so let me treat you to a meal at the Imperial Palace? Baron Rak?”

“Vice-Baron, Your Majesty. How can I, as a subject, refuse Your Majesty’s invitation?”


His Majesty’s expression was very pleased, and he seemed happy that the ‘See? I’m the only one who can handle this madman.’ strategy was working well.

Anyway, I had finished the show appropriately, so I thought I would just eat some Imperial Palace food for the first time in a while and go back by tomorrow, but…

“Father!!!!”

The problem started from the moment when the audience chamber door suddenly burst open and a woman entered with an angry face.

It was an act that felt like courage in some ways, beyond being fearless or impolite.

To open the audience chamber door like that without permission is a major accident that would cause even a high-ranking noble to lose his head three times, so I thought about how many people in this country could be so confident after committing such an act, but I couldn’t even think of five.

Well, fortunately, the woman was one of those five, so there was no immediate worry of losing her head.

The troubled expressions of the soldiers, the faces of the ministers that were more frowned upon than when they were dealing with me, and the appearance that was a little similar to the party’s sage, whom I knew very well, were telling me her identity.

“It’s been a while, Imperial Princess. I’m glad to see that you’ve been well.”

Well, I had met her when she was a little younger than now, but I thought she was young at the time, but seeing that she’s still like this, it seems that she’s the youngest child, far from the power structure, and His Majesty has spoiled her too much.

“Well!? And it’s been a while? Did you just say it’s been a while!?”

But I thought she had something to ask His Majesty, but for some reason, the target of the youngest Imperial Princess’s anger was me, and His Majesty, who had been putting on a show with me until just now, was looking at her as if he didn’t know what was going on.

“You…! Did you think you would be safe after laying your hands on a member of the Imperial Family!? Father! That man attacked me.”

…What the hell is she talking about?

I admit that I have a somewhat reckless personality, but I’m not such a crazy person that I would suddenly lay my hands on the Imperial Princess of the Empire for no reason.

“That’s not true.”

The Emperor looked at me as if to ask if I was serious, but I denied it because I had no intention of taking the blame for something I didn’t do. 

“You…! I was just trying to sneak out of the Imperial Palace, but you attacked me out of nowhere…!”

Suddenly, she flipped things around and transformed into a familiar-looking rogue.

…I’m screwed?

“Were you trying to escape the palace again…”

The Emperor lowered his head, and the ministers sighed.

…Just how much of a troublemaker is she that I look more tired than when I’m putting on a show with the Emperor?

“Father! Punish that man immediately!”

Well, I didn’t know she was royalty, but the fact remains that I assaulted her, so excuses like that won’t fly.

The only saving grace is that I didn’t use excessive force and knocked her out with a single, precise strike. 

But even spitting on a portrait of royalty on the street is punishable by beheading, so my defense is a little lacking.

“Prina. Wait a moment, I don’t remember who he is…”

“I don’t care! Why was such a shabby-looking sorcerer even allowed in the Imperial Palace in the first place!?”

Hmm, interrupting the Emperor.

He really failed at raising his children…

Or, wait, maybe not?

Come to think of it, the Crown Prince, the Second Prince, and even the First Princess were all incredibly talented, so I guess one of them was bound to be a failure?

Anyway, it’s obvious that the Emperor can’t just cast me aside.

Aside from the fact that I was a member of the Hero’s party, I’ve brought him political benefits.

He’s not stupid enough to not calculate the losses he’d incur by antagonizing me.

However, he can’t just let the assault on a member of the Imperial Family slide.

Both the Emperor and the ministers were troubled.

“That man dared to carry me like luggage and throw me at a soldier!”

“What!?”

Even if it was just a little, the Emperor was furious at the mention of his precious daughter being thrown.

But after a moment, both the Emperor and I realized something at the same time.

Of course, His Majesty knows the specifics of my curse.

Some of the ministers with good connections probably know too.

While the princess was huffing and puffing, not knowing what she did wrong, a cold atmosphere began to fill the audience chamber.

“Is that true…?”

His Majesty looked at me with trembling eyes.

“Uh, well…”


I couldn’t lie, so I avoided his gaze instead.

“Guh…!”

“Your Majesty!!!”

The whole story was that His Majesty’s blood pressure broke its limit upon hearing the news of his youngest’s loss of virginity.

…I’m really screwed.



 
  Chapter 10: 5 Steps to Accepting a Virgin


So, just moments ago, the princess—who couldn’t understand why His Majesty had suddenly collapsed—was subjected to the humiliating play of me meticulously explaining my curse to her. 

Now that she’s finally grasped the situation, she’s trembling uncontrollably. 

“Huff…! Huff…!” 

Fortunately, His Majesty, who had collapsed due to high blood pressure, regained consciousness, averting the disaster of a forced succession. 

But now that His Majesty has come to his senses, the situation has only grown more complicated. 

…Seriously? 

No, honestly, I only endured this tedious medal ceremony for the rewards, but getting dragged into this kind of unforeseen mess is crossing the line. 

After struggling to catch his breath for a while, His Majesty finally steadied himself, glanced once at the princess, once at me, and once at the ministers before— 

“Baron Rak… No, Sir Rak.” 

Ah, what now? 

If you’re going in order, you should look at the princess again. Why are you looking at me? 

“Congratulations, Sir. It seems you’ll soon be able to return to the frontlines…!” 

…Did you hit your head too hard when you collapsed earlier? 

If so, this would be a major incident that would make the royal physicians clutch their heads in despair—but I soon realized that wasn’t the case. 

“It seems your curse was only temporary! Of course, my youngest wouldn’t do such a thing…!” 

Ah, even a man who lived as steadfast as a mountain, unwavering as the Emperor of the Empire his whole life, has grown dull with age. 

Wasn’t there something about the five stages people go through before accepting death? 

If I recall correctly, they were denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Maybe His Majesty is going through a similar process right now? 

“My precious youngest daughter suddenly hit puberty, ran out of the palace, and started freely dating.” 

That must be heartbreaking. 

“Why aren’t the rest of you congratulating him?! This is a hero who served the Empire overcoming his curse!!!” 

Oh, it seems the denial stage is over—now he’s lashing out at those around him. 

“Sir Rak…! I’ll stop calling you Baron, I promise I won’t drag you into troublesome matters anymore…! If you want, I’ll even cancel the medal ceremony…! Just tell me it’s not true…! Tell me your curse has lifted…!” 

Hmm, now he’s entered the bargaining stage. 

“Ugh… How could you…! How could you drive such a stake into your father’s heart like this…! How could you…!” 

Oh, this is the first time I’ve seen His Majesty cry like this since that time when the still-weak hero kid got kidnapped by demons. 

Back then, he was so distraught—saying the empire was doomed—that he was tormented by the nobles until I rescued the kid, losing at least 3 kg in the process. 

“…Who is he?” 

After about an hour of this commotion, His Majesty finally calmed down enough to listen— 

“I’ll have the knights capture him immediately…! No, I’ll lead the Order myself and cut that bastard’s head off…! Speak now…!” 

Wait, no? He’s looped back to the anger stage. 

Hmm. 

Unlike his own impending death, his daughter’s love life would continue beyond this moment—so perhaps after going through the five stages, he just cycled back to the beginning. 

Watching this unfold, I turned my gaze to the bewildered ministers and knights and silently asked with my eyes: 

‘Can I just leave?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Sir Rak. If you leave now, who knows what His Majesty might do…!’

‘Ah, but it’s not like me being here changes anything, right? Can’t I just come back tomorrow?’

‘Please, for the love of the gods, just do something…!’

What exactly do these people expect from me…? 

Aren’t the ministers supposed to be the ones calming His Majesty in situations like this? 

“Sir Rak…!” 

Your Majesty, this is too much. 

With so many people here, why do you keep singling me out…? 

“Yes, I’m here.” 

“The princess must be under some spell if she can’t speak of him…! You’re well-versed in dark magic—lift the princess’s curse!!!” 

Your Majesty, the most powerful man in the world is raging about killing her boyfriend—what daughter would dare speak up in this situation…? 

For a moment, a wicked thought crossed my mind: 

What if I just play along, frame the princess’s mysterious boyfriend as a dark mage, and claim there’s a curse that doesn’t even exist? 

That way, everyone but one person could have a happy ending. 

But no matter how I looked at it, that just felt too cruel, so I decided against it. 

No matter how convenient it’d be for me, I can’t just send an innocent young man to his death… 

“Your Majesty, please calm down and listen. The princess is not under any—” 

“If we capture the one who cast the spell on the princess, I will pardon your crime of laying hands on royalty. Given that you acted wisely to save her in a moment of danger, I shall grant you clemency.” 

“—curse. Oh, but there is one. A truly vicious one. The pinnacle of curses is said to be bending the target’s will without even using magic—merely through words. 

To manipulate someone’s heart without casting a single spell… He might even be a greater mage than me.” 

But if my crime gets wiped clean, that changes things. 

The princess, who had been trembling from my smooth verbal drift, and even the ministers all stared at me with “What the hell is this bastard saying?” expressions—but I stood firm. 

What a vile bastard. 

Daring to seduce the innocent princess and drive a stake into His Majesty’s heart. 

At this point, whether he was actually a mage or not didn’t matter. 

“But there’s no need to worry. No matter what it takes, I’ll make that wicked bastard kneel before Your Majesty!” 

If my crime gets pardoned, nothing else matters. 

★

Well, I made it sound like I’d drag him here and finish him off immediately, but from the princess’s perspective, having her boyfriend fall into my hands would still be better than him ending up with His Majesty. 

“So please, speak honestly. It might be better if I’m the one who finds him.”

“If His Majesty catches him, unless the other party is a high-ranking noble like the heir to a ducal house, they’re as good as dead. 

But if I find him first, depending on the situation, there might still be room to defend him. 

So, I tried persuading Her Highness first… 

“You think I’d talk? Everything’s ruined because of you… Ugh…”

Unfortunately, whether out of pride or something else, Her Highness refused the only lifeline that could save her boyfriend’s neck. 

“Right now, His Majesty is furious, but he’ll likely calm down in a few days. Once he does, I’ll defend him then. So, the best thing you can do is just be honest with me.”

“Hmph, why should I? If I keep my mouth shut, what can you even do?”

Hmm, should I say our princess is bold? 

Seeing her act this way toward a dark mage made me want to teach her a little lesson. 

But if it got out that I used mind magic on the Emperor’s treasured daughter, relations with the imperial family would sour badly. 

…Wait, does that mean as long as it doesn’t get out, it’s fine? 

“…Your eyes are kind of scary right now? You do know there are knights guarding me, right?”

I glanced at the knight who had entered the interrogation room with her, signaling if I could proceed. 

But the look I got back was basically, ‘Are you insane?’ It seemed the idea of a dark magic show to make this brat talk was off the table. 


“Fine, but who on earth did you meet that you’re so desperate to protect?”

Well, it wasn’t a huge problem if she couldn’t use magic or spells. 

“I’m never telling you!”

“Is he at least a noble?”

“Are you stupid? I said I won’t talk!”

“Hmm, I see. Understood loud and clear that Her Highness has no intention of answering. I’ll ask whatever I want, and you can answer only what you feel like.” 

People think communication is just about words, but in reality, language makes up a smaller part of conversation than you’d think. 

Subtle changes in attitude, expression, and tone can completely alter the meaning of the same words. 

By reading these, you can gather a lot of information even without verbal confirmation. 

Sure, with special training, one could hide their expressions or tone—but would the youngest imperial princess really have that kind of training? 

For example, when I asked if her boyfriend was a noble, her scrunched-up face and pouting lips—combined with what I know of her spoiled personality—suggested he either wasn’t a noble or held a very low title. 

…Oh no. 

That’s bad. 

A baronet’s family wouldn’t cut it. 

He’d need to at least be the eldest son of a count to have a chance of keeping his head when brought before His Majesty. 

But it wasn’t time to give up hope yet. 

“Hmm, how wealthy is he?”

“Ha, of course lowlifes like you would ask that first. Money means nothing in the face of true love! With love, we can overcome anything! Only shallow people care about status, family, or wealth!”

Oh, really? So the boyfriend isn’t rich either? 

Damn. Even if he were from a baronet’s or merchant family, if he had absurd amounts of money, His Majesty might’ve turned a blind eye. 

…And while I personally think that’s a nice sentiment, it’s not something I’d expect to hear from a princess who’s lived at the pinnacle of power, wanting for nothing. 

I’m also a little curious if this boyfriend would still be so sweet if she weren’t the princess. 

Wow, this is looking worse by the second… 

The situation was far more serious than I’d thought. 

No family status and no money…? 

“Alright, next question. I get that you love him. But can you at least be sure he loves you back?”

“Of course! You have no idea how much Harry loves me!”

…Oh no. 

After holding back so well, she slipped up and dropped his name. 

Sure, it’s a common name—there’s probably more than one Harry in the capital. But if His Majesty sends his knights to hunt him down, they’ll find him in no time. 

Her Highness didn’t seem to realize her mistake yet. 

…Wait, does she even have a claim to the throne? 

For a moment, I thought of someone else related to her, and my mood soured. 

To think this airhead shares blood with the sage who once led our party with such sharp judgment… The world really is unpredictable. 

Well, at least I got one useful piece of info: this is a pure love story. Maybe there’s still hope. 

If I can toss him into some dungeon to earn glory and get him an honorary baronet title… 

“Of course, there are a lot of women around Harry…”

…Huh? 

“But that’s just how it is—beautiful, fragrant flowers always attract bees, right?”

Wait, hold on. What kind of insane nonsense is this? 

“Harry said it’s all just work! He can’t help it!”

No way…? 

“He told me I’m the only one he truly loves! That if we save up a little more, we can buy a house together!”

This is bad. 

Not just bad—this is catastrophically bad! 

Even if I wanted to cover for him, there’s just no way. A no-name, no-money playboy with a trail of women? 

I was willing to overlook him not being a noble. I was ready to ignore the lack of money. But a womanizer on top of that? 

Harry, or whatever your name is—I haven’t even seen your face, but you’re really something else. 

This is just wrong… 

“I was going to give Harry some of my jewels today, but you ruined everything!”

I know there are pretty-faced scumbags who trick naive noble girls. And sure, some nobles also seduce village girls or well-built servants—not really my business to judge. 

But you’ve got to pick your targets, you lunatic! 

Who in their right mind messes with an imperial princess?! 

Do you even know she’s the princess?! 

I had no idea where to even begin fixing this mess. I turned to the knight standing guard and made an offer. 


“How about we pretend we didn’t hear any of this?” 

The imperial knight, ever loyal, shook his head firmly. 

Yeah, figured. No way that’d work. 

“His Majesty will lose his mind if he finds out.” 

At my words, the knight’s face aged about five years in an instant. But there was nothing I could say to comfort him. 



 
  Chapter 11: With the Power of Love! Magical? Magical! ♡


 Ah, I don’t feel like doing this… Should I just go home? 

For a moment, I considered catching that idiot Harry or whatever his name is, for the sake of the poor knights and citizens, but… 

“Hmm…!” 

Looking at Her Highness—no, the princess—who still hasn’t grasped the situation, my willingness to cooperate was evaporating in real time. 

First of all, you’re an adult now—what’s with the whole “Hmph!” thing? Do you really think it’s cute to pout and turn your head while saying “hmph” out loud…? 

Beyond just being ridiculous, it was downright pitiable now. 

Ah, of course, I’m not talking about her, but His Majesty. 

For someone who spoiled his youngest daughter rotten, calling her cute and indulging her every whim, he sure is getting a harsh payback. 

I was trying my best to muster some motivation, but it wasn’t easy. 

No, of course, I’m aware. 

At this point, we’ve already defeated all four of the Demon King’s generals and reclaimed all the lost imperial territories—the nation’s morale isn’t bad. 

But then, suddenly, the emperor turns into a tyrant, leading the knights to overturn the capital just to kill his daughter’s boyfriend? 

That’s definitely not going to be recorded positively in the history books. 

Not to mention, innocent citizens will have to live in fear for a while. 

But even after considering all that, I still didn’t feel like moving. 

I couldn’t help but wonder—why am I wasting my time here? I’ve got so much to do, so why am I being held back by this nonsense? 

“Harry, you see, always smiles kindly at everyone around him!” 

Just as my desire to shut her up—royalty or not—was growing stronger, hearing her brag about her boyfriend made a different emotion begin to rise within me. 

“He’s popular with women! He’s delicate and fragile, making you want to protect him!” 

It was a description of someone I didn’t know at all, yet it somehow reminded me of someone familiar. 

Beyond just annoyance and irritation, an inexplicable hatred and disgust began to surge. 

“He admits when he can’t do something, and he openly praises those who are better than him…” 

Ah, I get it now. 

“And yet, he knows how to humbly hide the parts where he’s better than others! He’s such a wonderful person!” 

Listening to this, I couldn’t help but think of the Hero. 

…That bastard was like that too, at first. 

Summoned suddenly to another world, knowing nothing, he was timid at first, like someone who had never fought before. 

Yet he tried hard to learn whatever was taught, called me “brother,” and followed me especially closely. 

For a man, he was overly delicate, a little clumsy, but his effort made him hard to hate. 

He cried a lot but desperately hid it, forcing smiles in front of others—maybe that’s why I ended up looking after him so much… 

“He’s not someone you can just treat carelessly!” 

…And in the end, that bastard went crazy with lust and slept with the entire party. 

Thanks to that, me and the soldiers had to deal with that bullshit against the bicorns. 

Wow, this guy sounds just like him. 

Hearing the description, an overwhelming hatred rose from deep within my chest, strong enough to blow away all my annoyance. 

Yeah, I’m gonna wreck him. 

“Your Highness.” 

I tried to keep my voice as gentle as possible, but for some reason, the princess suddenly looked terrified. 

…I don’t know why she’s scared when I’m using such a soft voice, but whatever, it’s not important. 

“Hmph! You cowardly sorcerer…! Are you planning to torture me with curses?! You think I’ll talk just because of that?!” 

“Hmm, how could I dare cast dangerous curses on Your Highness, knowing your status?” 

“Y-Yeah. No matter what, if you curse me, Father will—!” 

“There are many perfectly safe spells in this world.” 

The princess’s face turned pale as if the world had collapsed, and the knights tensed, gripping their spears as they stared at me. 

Yeah, I get that you have a huge bias against sorcerers, but not all spells are dangerous or curse-related, you know. 

“Shimmering star sand, high-quality whole ruby, a single strand of hair from a woman in love…” 

As I hummed while preparing the materials, everyone started looking at me like I was insane. 

But what people call “sorcery” is mostly just misunderstood—it’s originally a power fueled by human emotions. 

When the ruby began to glow with a sparkling pink light, even the princess and the knights stared in fascination. 

I brought the completed ruby close to the princess’s lips, and the spell “Crimson Thread of Love” was complete. 

“Wh-What is this?” 

When I handed the gem to her, a red light immediately extended like a thread, stretching off into the distance. 

Apparently, the sight was quite mesmerizing. 

“It’s a spell. Popular among women who want to confirm their lover’s safety from afar. The crimson light extending from the ruby reveals the lover’s location.” 

For a moment, her eyes sparkled with excitement, but even she wasn’t so foolish as to not realize what this meant. She glared at me, her expression stiff. 

“Then… at the end of this…?” 

“Harry will be there, right?” 

She tried to smash the ruby, but my words were faster. 

“Ah, but since it is a spell, breaking it without proper procedure will cause a pretty severe backlash.” 

Well, a simple spell like this wouldn’t be a big threat even if destroyed, but these kinds of bluffs always work.

“For Harry, I can endure even pain…!” 

Oh, but of course, I was well aware that women of that era could sometimes act out so unpredictably, blinded by what they called love. 

“Actually, there’s one more interesting effect to this spell.” 

But there was no need to forcibly stop her or show any signs of impatience. 

After all, if the goal was merely to track his location, there were plenty of more suitable spells—the real reason I chose this one was something else entirely. 

“The light from this ruby—it’s quite intense and red, isn’t it?” 

“Uh, y-yes…?” 

“This is the visualization of Her Highness’s magical energy, showing just how much she loves that man, Harry. In other words, it’s the manifestation of her true feelings.” 

“R-really? What does this level of love even mean?!” 

She seemed to have forgotten that I was about to go deal with her boyfriend, instead looking pleased at the idea that her love was strong. 

Well, given the intensity, it was quite the emotion. 

Blind, burning, pure—yet foolish. The kind of emotion held by those who’ve never been hurt, the kind that makes one easy prey even without magic. 

“You love him very deeply. But tell me—what do you think awaits at the other end of this thread?” 

“…Huh?” 

“The amusing thing about this spell is that it doesn’t just reveal your love for the other person—it also reveals how they feel about you.” 

The princess seemed convinced that the thread would remain a beautiful, unchanging red all the way to its end. 

“Care to make a bet? If this thread stays red until the very end, I’ll take responsibility and persuade His Majesty for you.” 

“Really?!” 

“Yes. Despite appearances, I’m quite a trusted official in His Majesty’s court.” 


Not that I actually had the skill to persuade His Majesty, but that didn’t matter. 

To my eyes—the one who cast the spell—the thread’s color was already visible. 

Wow, what an ominous shade of purple.  

★

Harry, a man running a small flower shop in the capital’s market district, had been in a fairly good mood just this morning. 

After all, he’d recently charmed a young noblewoman who was quite wealthy, and it seemed he’d soon be able to pay off all his debts. 

Once the debts were cleared, the flower shop would finally be fully his, and with some extra breathing room, he could even afford to take things a little easier. 

Hm? Was growing flowers really that hard? 

Of course, horticulture was no simple task, but his real job—the one he wanted a break from—was something else entirely. 

It’s about time to prune the ugly ones and keep only the truly decent ones! 

Until now, he’d gone after any woman who seemed even slightly well-off and tolerable, but now, he could afford to be picky. 

Pretending to smile kindly, pretending to teach them about flower care to get closer—it was all such a hassle. 

At this point, he could probably live comfortably just by milking the women he’d already charmed. 

He had his own tastes, after all—it was time to do some spring cleaning. 

If he kept only the filthy rich, the ones with pretty faces, or those with great bodies, the rest of his life would be smooth sailing. 

That was his thought process just this morning… 

★

“…What does purple mean?” 

“Let’s see… This shade indicates a mix of lust and mockery. And at the same time, he’s still thinking of how to use you.” 

Why was he now buried up to his torso in the ground, staring up at the woman he’d recently been dating…? 

“Lies…” 

The betrayal in her eyes told him nothing good would come of this. Desperate, Harry began to plead. 

“W-what’s going on here, Rita…?!” 

“Rita…? Oh, so you’re not completely thoughtless. At least you used a fake name.” 

The mention of a fake name unsettled him, but escaping his current predicament was more urgent. 

“Ah, the color’s flickering now—black is mixing in. Seems like you’re scared and panicking, desperate to get out of this~” 

…Who was this masked bastard, acting like this from the start? 

“This spell doesn’t lie. See, even on this end, the color’s darkening into a murky orange as yellow seeps in. That means doubt has begun to bloom in Her Highness’s heart.” 

“It’s a lie…! Nonsense…! That bastard’s manipulating things with fancy words to drive us apart!” 

He didn’t fully grasp the situation, but his instincts—honed from years of sweet-talking women to swindle them—hadn’t abandoned him. 

Panicked as he was, Harry knew his only chance was to deny everything. 

His words must have struck a chord, because the thread’s color was gradually returning to red. Maybe there was still a chance—! 

“…Truth is, I just see women as collectibles. If I play my cards right, I get money without working, and watching them bend over backward for me is kinda cute…” 

“Wait, no—but Your Highness, you’re royalty! That’s why I didn’t touch you! But you? You’re not even nobility, just some playboy—why the hell would I listen to your excuses?” 

A quick spell forced his true thoughts out, and the princess’s face paled. 

“Ah, if you still suspect this is a trick, I’d be in real trouble. Got any proof he’s a womanizer?” 

“If you go to the second floor of the flower shop, my room has letters and dried flowers I prepared for multiple confessions…” 

“Yeah? Anything else?” 

“…I was always afraid I’d mix up my lovers’ names, so I called them by flower nicknames. I called Rita ‘Daisy,’ but once, in bed, I slipped and called her ‘Rose.’ I played it off like I was just trying something new, and she bought it…” 

When the princess confirmed it, she nodded tearfully. 

Tsk tsk~ Why’d you have to fall for such a bad guy? 

…Oh, crap. 

I shouldn’t grin, but the corners of my mouth keep lifting. 

Gotta hide it behind the mask. 

The moment I released the spell on him, he regained his free will—but he didn’t forget what he’d said. His face turned deathly pale. 

“Y-your Highness…?” 

Ah, and since I called her “Your Highness,” he must’ve finally pieced things together. 

The thread from the ruby in the weeping princess’s arms had already turned a murky blue-black. If he had any sense left, he’d realize she was no longer on his side… 

“Hey there, friend.” 

Seems like it’s about time I got to work. 

“W-who are you…?” 


“Me?” 

Hm, since the woman he charmed turned out to be a princess, he must’ve assumed I’m some high-ranking figure too. 

Don’t worry. 

“I’m just here to help you pick how you die.” 

I’m more merciful than you’d think—depending on Her Highness’s mood, I might not even torture you too badly before killing you! 



 
  Chapter 12: Stay Strong, Harry! No matter how hopeless today is, hold on and persevere!


I’m not sure if it was because I saw the twisted expression of the princess who had been annoying me, or because I had just slammed that popular playboy son of a bitch into the ground—but either way, I was in an exceptionally good mood. 

“Hey, hey. Don’t worry. You’re lucky it’s me who caught you. If His Majesty had decided to hunt you down, he would’ve turned this whole place into a sea of fire. Trust me, you wouldn’t have liked that.” 

I was in such a good mood that, under normal circumstances, I would’ve just knocked him out to avoid the hassle. 

But today, I was actually willing to put in the effort to talk to him. 

“Damn, this guy’s good-looking. Tall, decently handsome face. Yeah, no wonder women flock to him.” 

I thought he might resemble the hero with that delicate impression, but unfortunately, he was just a slender man by male standards—nothing like the hero. 

“But hey, kid. If you wanted to coast by on your looks, you could’ve just become some noblewoman’s plaything. Why go around pulling this kind of crap? You got nine lives or something?” 

Despite his lean frame, he was tall, and when I grabbed him, I could tell he had some decent muscle. 

“Please spare me…! I’ve committed a grave sin…!” 

“You’re a funny one. Why the hell should I spare someone who admits they’ve committed a capital offense?” 

Hmm, crushing a guy who thought he could breeze through life did feel good, but since he didn’t look as much like the hero as I’d thought, I wasn’t inclined to drag out his suffering. 

“Listen, you’ve already crossed the point of no return. I even considered covering for you based on your family or wealth, but—a womanizing bastard like you? And then you go and mess with multiple women at once? That’s way over the line, don’t you think?” 

“I-I never would’ve done it if I’d known she was the princess…!” 

“So it’s fine if it’s someone else? I don’t follow.” 

“That’s…! Of course not, but…!” 

“Sure, if the noblewoman you’d hit on hadn’t been the princess, things might not have escalated this far.” 

“Y-yes…!” 

“But what if she’d been a foreign dignitary or part of a diplomatic envoy? Things could’ve gotten even worse. Right?” 

The way he latched onto my words showed just how desperate he was. But when I hit him with cold, hard facts, he quickly ran out of excuses. 

His pupils darted around frantically before his gaze finally settled back on the princess. 

Yeah, I get it. 

She’s the only one you can cling to now. 

But you should know something, pal. 

The stronger the affection, the harder the backlash when it flips. 

“Miss Rita…! No, Your Highness…! I-I was wrong…! From now on, I’ll love only you…! No, I’ll even be your slave if you want…! Just spare my life, please…!” 

…Damn, this guy’s something else. 

Instead of begging to never see her again, he’s going with the “Let me make it up to you!” approach? 

Well, logically, it shouldn’t work—but just in case our famously empty-headed princess actually fell for it, I glanced her way. 

“…Huh?” 

Thankfully, our empire’s youngest princess wasn’t that stupid. 

Hmm, has Her Highness reached the pinnacle of curses? She’s trying to kill him with nothing but a glare full of resentment and malice. 

Even a guy with a head full of flowers would instantly realize—”Oh, I’m screwed. I really chose the wrong words just now.” 

The playboy seemed to sense something was off and hesitated, but since he was already doomed, he must’ve figured things couldn’t get worse. 

So, in one last desperate move, he bared his fangs. 

“Miss Rita… No, you said that wasn’t your real name. I still don’t even know who you truly are.” 

…That’s the first line you go with, in that deep, dramatic voice? 

As much as his theatrics made me want to vomit, I had to admit—this guy didn’t become a womanizer for nothing. 

“I was wrong… I know you’ll never trust me again after all the lies I’ve told you until now…” 

Wow, this bastard should’ve been an actor. The way he switches expressions in an instant is truly impressive. 

“But now I understand. Seeing your sad, disappointed face—it felt like my heart was breaking. You… You were different from the others.” 

Oh, the climax of his little play must’ve arrived. He’d polished his excuses to perfection. 

“I thought you were just like the others, but you weren’t. I was a fool for not realizing it sooner.” 

A classic trope in stories about womanizers. Some people might like it, I guess? 

Personally, I hate it. 

“Please, give me a chance to make things right. If you want, I’ll return all the treasures you gave me, cut ties with every other woman… Just believe that my feelings are genuine…! Please…!” 

The sheer will to survive is something else. The color of the threads extending from him was shifting into a bright yellow. 

“What color is that?” 

Thinking I was about to lie, the pale-faced bastard looked at me—but I had no such intention. 

“A beautiful yellow. The color of hope, of a heart yearning for a fresh start.” 

Mistaking my words for defense, his expression brightened. But did he really think I’d be crazy enough to help him? 

Why didn’t I just lie to corner him further? Simple—I didn’t need to. 

“Cut it off.” 

Did he not understand what it meant to lay hands on royalty? Did he not know what royalty was? 

The moment the princess gave the order, a knight severed the arm he’d stretched out in plea. The cleanly severed limb spun through the air before clattering to the ground. 

I cast a barrier to keep the blood from splattering onto the princess, but she didn’t even seem to care. 

His scream came a beat late, and as he writhed in pain and terror, he gasped out: 

“Why… Why…?” 

“You should’ve begged for forgiveness.” 

Yeah, in this world, even spitting on a royal portrait is a death sentence. Insulting them in private? Same. 

And this lunatic had the audacity to mess with a princess, then try to play it off with theatrics? 

You weren’t supposed to cling to hope. 

If you’d wanted even a sliver of a chance at survival, you should’ve groveled at her feet in fear, crying pathetically. 

The moment you dared to hope you could talk your way out—the moment you thought you could deceive her again—our proud royalty lost all interest in you.

“You probably thought there was no punishment worse than death—that it was a rational bet, right?” 

“But here’s the thing—execution is actually one of the more merciful punishments.” 

“Sir Rak.” 

Oh? After calling me “you” this whole time, she’s suddenly switching to formalities? Trying to set the mood? 

“Yes, Your Highness. Your humble servant Rak awaits your command.” 

Honestly, I don’t particularly like this woman either, but there’s no point in antagonizing an enraged royal. 

And judging by the waves of negative emotions radiating from her, I might be able to craft a pretty decent curse out of this. So I decided to play along. 

“…Within my authority, how far can I punish this man?” 

“For insulting and deceiving royalty, you may exterminate all relatives within six degrees of kinship.” 

“…What?” 

What, did you think just because you messed around with some women, it would end with your head? 

You thought this would stop at you? 

Not a chance. 

“…Really? That far? So, at the very least, his life is mine to do with as I please?” 

Hmm. She must’ve been raised softer than most royals if she hesitates at extermination. 

“Of course.” 


She frowned, lost in thought for a moment, then turned to me. 

“I lack wisdom in this matter. If it were you, Sir Rak, could you make him suffer something worse than death?” 

Oh? She’s asking me for this? 

I was already considering intervening if she just ordered the knights to execute him. 

“I can confidently say there is no human alive more knowledgeable in this field than I am.” 

“Then I apologize for my earlier rudeness. Please, inflict upon him the most humiliating and painful punishment possible.” 

“Your Highness.” 

“Yes, Sir Rak. I’m grateful that you’ll grant my request—” 

“For free?” 

“…Huh?” 

“While simple curses like earlier require little effort, harmful magic consumes energy and carries risks. Of course, for the esteemed princess of the imperial family, no cost is too great—” 

“Name your price!” 

Ah, in this regard, she takes after His Majesty. 

She’ll probably end up in a convent at this rate, but I hope she comes to her senses soon. 

“As a royal, you have the privilege—once in your lifetime—to open the imperial treasury and take one item without question.” 

“…Do I?” 

“There is something there that I desire.” 

“…You’d waste a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity on mere revenge?” 

“Hmm, if you see it that way, I’m a little hurt. Who knows? I might remember your kindness.” 

“…You don’t strike me as the type.” 

Huh. We haven’t even spent that much time together, yet she reads me this well? 

Rather than lying, it’s better to dangle another bait. 

“And, Your Highness—did you just call this mere revenge?” 

“…Hm?” 

“Fools say revenge begets nothing, but that’s the excuse of those too weak to take it—or those who’ve never tasted truly satisfying vengeance.” 

“…Go on.” 

“You’ll never suffer such humiliation again. Who would dare deceive an imperial princess now? You’ve gained… experience—you won’t be fooled by such lowlifes again.” 

…Almost slipped up and said “lost your virginity.” 

“True. But?” 

“Tell me, Your Highness—if you let him off with mere execution, or some half-hearted revenge, will you truly never regret it?” 

No. No, you won’t. 

Humans forget meals given in kindness, but never the sting of a slap. 

She hesitated, then nodded—convinced. 

“Very well. I swear it. Sir Rak, if you deliver a punishment that satisfies me, I shall grant you one item from the imperial treasury.” 

…Wow. It actually worked? 

I was just testing the waters. 

I was prepared to slowly earn merit, butter up His Majesty, and eventually demand it as a reward—but I didn’t expect the chance to come so soon. 

With this, His Majesty might even forgive me for slapping the princess. The medal ceremony can be skipped, and now I get into the treasury? 

“Eeek…!” 

And all I have to do is crush one piece of trash without guilt? No reason to refuse. 

“Hey, buddy. Must’ve been rough getting manhandled by those scary knights, huh?” 

The knights even stopped his bleeding—preventing him from dying too soon. Classy. 

“Now, which of these options sounds best to you? Wanna hear them out?” 

“Huh…? Y-yes…?” 

“First—you grovel naked before His Majesty and get beaten bloody by him and the knights. I’ll make sure he doesn’t accidentally kill you.” 

“Spare me…! Please, spare me…!” 

“Tch, buddy, you know that’s not happening. Don’t worry—something better’s coming.” 

Ugh, your crying isn’t even pitiful. Just stop. 

“Second—a curse where it feels like worms are crawling under your skin, followed by a stabbing pain in your groin dozens of times a day. Perfect for playboys like you!” 

He turned pale. 

“Third—drinking a lethal poison that melts your organs. Unlike a clean beheading, this is the second most painful execution after burning alive. You’ll feel every second, begging to die but unable to lose consciousness.” 

“I-I’ll take the first one…! I’ll beg His Majesty’s forgiveness and take the beating…! Please…!” 

“Hm? What are you talking about?” 

“…Huh? You said to choose…” 

“I asked which one sounded best. I never said you’d only get one.” 

He finally understood—turning deathly pale. 

“Now, here’s the full course. Fourth—I’ll rip the screams and agony from your ruined soul and turn them into a curse, ensuring you never find peace!” 

“Kill me…” 


Yes. Yes. 

You should’ve said that first—back when we arrived. That would’ve been the most peaceful way out. 

“Just kill me… Please…” 

“No.” 

I hate the tears of scum like you.



 
  Chapter 13: I stopped my master from committing suicide today


“Huff…! Huff…!”

Despite being older, His Majesty the Emperor still possessed a solid, muscular physique.

However, perhaps due to the intense exertion that pushed his limits after a long time, he was breathing heavily.

“I’m getting old. To think I’m this exhausted just from beating someone up a bit.”

For context, the “exercise” in question involved taking a fully restrained adult male and personally turning him into minced meat with a club.

“Well done, Your Majesty. As the father of our great empire—”

“Get to the point.”

“I believe even that wretch would have been moved by Your Majesty’s dedication in punishing him yourself rather than having the knights do it.”

After wiping away the splattered blood with magic and extending the life of the man who was barely clinging to life, a fleeting look of satisfaction crossed His Majesty’s face, seemingly pleased that he could beat him up even more now.

“You really did a good job. Without you, Sir Rak, this wouldn’t have been resolved so quietly.”

Hmm. The sounds of beatings and screams echoed through the palace for nearly six hours, but since the capital wasn’t engulfed in flames at the hands of the knights, I suppose we can call that a relatively quiet resolution.

“I thank you for indulging this old man’s folly and for correcting the youngest princess’s mistake.

I spoiled that child too much and never gave her a chance to taste the bitterness of the world. In a way, this may serve as a lesson.”

“Please don’t say that, Your Majesty. How could I dare accept gratitude from you?

Rather, I apologize for failing to prevent the problem in the first place. It was the fault of this unworthy vassal.”

It looked like a heartwarming scene, but in truth, the Emperor and I were having a swordless battle.

To summarize our inner thoughts, it might go something like this:

‘Come on, you’ve got to admit our girl’s pitiful, right? I’m even bowing my head here—do you really have to take that much from us?’

‘Yes, I absolutely do. Don’t think you can wiggle out of this with a half-assed thank-you. The princess isn’t pitiful at all, so don’t try to play that card.’

Yeah, painfully realistic stuff.

“The princess will surely endure this well. Even amidst her suffering, she’s shown a strong heart that properly returns the kindness of others, Your Majesty.”

‘You remember the princess asked me to open the treasure vault, right?’

“Haha! Hearing you speak so highly of my daughter lifts even my gloomy spirits! The royal family must repay such kindness with a worthy reward!”

‘Look, be reasonable and take something fair, alright? You know the ancestral holy sword is off-limits, right? Just pick something decent.’

“Your words are already more than generous, so how could I be greedy? To ignore the will of Your Majesty and the princess would be disloyal. I shall take only a small treasure.”

‘I’m not being greedy either. I’ll take something reasonable, so chill out.’

“Having a vassal like you is the empire’s blessing. You are truly a treasure to the empire.”

‘Really?’

“Your Majesty, such continued praise makes me feel unworthy.”

‘You really mean that?’

To earn favor, I restored the lump of meat—barely alive—to human shape and showed the process of placing a curse upon him.

At last, His Majesty gave up and dropped the act.

“Sir Rak, didn’t you refuse when I once offered you a treasure from the vault? You said you desired nothing. Has something changed in just a few years?”

“I desired something even back then. But didn’t Your Majesty demand something absurd in exchange?”

“Back then, I didn’t truly believe humanity would get a second chance. At the very least, I wanted to entrust my daughter to a man I could count on.”

That’s right.

Back when the war had humanity at a disadvantage, His Majesty once asked me to marry Lunia—the sage of the hero’s party—and help protect this place.

He said I could choose any treasure from the vault as compensation, but…

I couldn’t just disregard Lunia’s feelings and force a marriage, and besides, back then I hated demons even more than now.

I was far too busy killing them to consider such a proposal, so of course I declined.

“Lunia gave me such a glare back then…”

“You tried to force her into an unwanted marriage for political reasons. Wasn’t she officially already pledged elsewhere anyway?”

“…Unwanted marriage?”

The Emperor looked at me strangely, then slowly nodded as if realizing something.

“…Why that look?”

“I just thought the goddess truly is fair. Every person must be lacking in some area.”

…Why is he looking at me like I’m some poor, pitiful kid? This is starting to get on my nerves.

“Anyway, let’s end that discussion here. Tell me what you want.”

“I wish to obtain the Tear of the Unicorn.”

The Tear of the Unicorn.

A rare elixir said to lift nearly all curses, with the minor catch that only those of pure, untouched bodies can use it. Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—that wasn’t an issue for me.

Sure, rumors would fly everywhere about me being a virgin, but if there’s a chance this thing can lift a curse that even the Saintess’s holy power couldn’t, that’s a trade I’m willing to make.

“The Tear of the Unicorn…? I understand you intend to break a curse, but only the pure of body can… Ah… don’t tell me…”

Just as expected, the way His Majesty looked at me—once as a political ally and prized talent—shifted to a lukewarm gaze of sympathy. It was embarrassing, but I didn’t care.

…A dark mage can be a virgin too, you know.

If anything, thinking that I’d preserved my chastity just for this moment made it feel like a blessing in disguise.

If I’d been promiscuous, I wouldn’t even be able to try using the Tear of the Unicorn!

“So please don’t look at me like I’m some pitiful thing. Even Your Majesty—if you keep doing that—I might do something very irreverent.”

“Understood. I grasp your situation well. I’ll inform the vault keeper, so take this key.”

The Emperor’s tone had become oddly gentle and soft, which annoyed me—but having already received the key to the treasury, I couldn’t exactly afford to be branded a traitor now.

It seemed better to hurry over to the treasury before I got teased any further.

The imperial treasury, filled with all sorts of treasures from across the continent, held many tempting magical artifacts and potions.

But since I could only take one item with me, there was nothing among them more valuable to me than the Tear of the Unicorn.

If not for this damn curse, I’d already be back on the battlefield.

I may have cut ties with the Hero’s Party, but I could always find new comrades—or raise them from scratch, if I had to.

The shelf with all the potions was helpfully labeled, so I found the Tear of the Unicorn without much trouble.

Unicorns were already rare creatures, and it was said they could only produce this precious potion twice in their lifetime.

Just thinking about how I could finally rid myself of this cursed existence made even this wretched world seem a little beautiful today.

After undergoing a physical exam to confirm I hadn’t pocketed anything else, ignoring the nonsense about the youngest princess having a request for me, I rushed to the VIP chamber that the Emperor had ordered sealed off.

Once inside, I carefully opened the vial.

The clear liquid radiated a pure and holy energy. It was unmistakably genuine.

Even before I drank it, it felt as though it was already fighting the evil curse within me.

“Goodbye… you damn curse…!”

Of course, drinking this meant I’d also lose all the other curses I’d painstakingly collected over the years, but…

Whatever. I can always start collecting again.

I downed the Tear of the Unicorn in one go, carefully controlling my breathing to ensure I fully absorbed it.

My throat burned as if it were rebelling against the curse, and it felt like my whole body might explode from the pain.

But I figured it was because I had too many curses to begin with—and the Baikon’s Curse in particular was especially nasty.

There is an old tale that says a non-virgin who drinks the Tear might explode from rejection… but that didn’t apply to me.


Even if I was still a virgin—yeah, yeah, let the rumors fly—this potion had the potential to cleanse even curses that couldn’t be lifted by the saintess’s divine powers.

That’s worth the humiliation.

But after some time passed… nothing happened. If anything, it felt like the Tear was desperately attacking me.

That suspicion only lasted for a moment.

It seemed the effect just had a delayed onset, because the Baikon’s Curse suddenly stirred, as though reacting to the holy energy. A fierce battle began inside me—holy versus wicked.

Go, Tear of the Unicorn…! Hang in there…! Save me from this curse…!

And then…

The Tear lost.

“…Huh?”

The holy energy and the Baikon’s Curse collided—and in less than a second, the purity was completely corrupted into pitch black.

The Tear didn’t just fail to lift the Baikon’s Curse—it didn’t even purify the other curses. It just lost its divinity and turned into a floating lump of raw power inside me.

…So what now?

This isn’t supposed to happen.

And yet in the back of my mind, I could practically hear the Baikon Lord sneering at me: “What an idiot. Wasting a legendary potion like that.”

It was supposed to be a legendary elixir. A legendary one!

“How the hell do you lose to a curse…?”

I might’ve lost it for a second, but the job still had to be done.

It took me a few hours to settle the pure power now roaming within me and absorb it properly.

“This is insane…”

How should I even describe this? It didn’t do what I wanted, and all my effort was wasted—but when I looked at the actual outcome, it wasn’t entirely bad. That’s what pissed me off the most.

My body got a little tougher, the injuries from years of battlefield fighting vanished, and even the magic and physical power I thought had already reached their peak increased a bit.

Technically, I’d gotten stronger. That should be a good thing, right?

But I wasn’t after strength—I needed to break the curse.

I already considered myself the strongest human alive, excluding the Hero. Sure, more power is always nice… but…

“Now I’ve gotta start from scratch again…”

Not that I could go back in there anyway, but according to what I’d heard from Lunia—the Sage—there wasn’t anything in the imperial treasury stronger than the Tear of the Unicorn when it came to lifting curses.

Of course, if I broaden the scope beyond the treasury, there are a few items that are theoretically better than the Tear… but most of them are impossible to obtain right now or unusable by me.

…What a crap hand life’s dealt me.

When I unwrapped the bandage and checked the back of my hand, I wasn’t surprised to see that the mark of the Baikon’s Curse had grown even larger after soaking in the Unicorn’s Tear.

…Seriously, what the hell am I supposed to do now?

★

Meanwhile, in the deepest depths of the Demon Realm.

Atop the highest floor of the Demon King’s Castle, the Demon King sat on his throne, lost in thought.

They’d once been on the verge of victory—but after a massive defeat, not only had they lost the war, they’d also lost all four of their demon generals.

Naturally, the Demon King had plenty to brood about.

When he finally tried to resume a more strategic approach instead of full-out war, that lunatic black mage somehow sniffed it out and ruined it all again.

Rak.

The Demon King now ground his teeth at the mere mention of the man’s name.

Come to think of it, Rak had always been the one to sabotage their most crucial moments.

The failed assassination of the Hero before his awakening?

The mission to corrupt the elven princess by planting a spy among the elves?

The plan to isolate the Sage by sowing distrust between the Towers?

The scheme to kidnap the Hero and shatter humanity’s last hope?

Every damn time, it had been Rak, that cursed black mage.

[Is there no way to deal with him?]

The Demon King’s voice echoed toward the vassals kneeling before him, but no one dared to respond.

All the confident ones who’d claimed they could take Rak down had lost their heads—who’d be foolish enough to step up now?

[Since when did my Demon Army turn into a den of cowards?]

Naturally, that display didn’t sit well with the Demon King, and just as he was about to lash out in rage—

“Please, allow me to handle this, Your Majesty.”

One demon soldier stepped forward with a confident smile.

[Ho? Captain of the Palace Guard, Quern. Do you have a plan?]

“If that black mage were to walk into the Demon Realm himself, perhaps we couldn’t stop him.

But in the human world, yes—our power weakens under that filthy goddess’s restrictions. There, he’s virtually untouchable.”

[If you’re just here to state the obvious, get out.]

“My apologies. But here’s the real point. As I understand it, the esteemed Baikon Lord recently sacrificed himself to lay a powerful curse upon that man.”

[That is true.]

“That curse created a weakness where there was none before. Apparently, the black mage can no longer withstand physical contact from a virgin maiden.”

[…So your point is?]


Captain Quern grinned widely.

“I will assemble an elite assassination unit composed entirely of virgin maidens—the only ones who can bring him down! I call it: Operation Maiden Heaven’s Net!”

“What do you say, my lord?!”

He was fully convinced this plan would succeed—and that, should it work, he’d be promoted to become the next of the Four Demon Generals.

Which is probably why he didn’t notice the faintly disturbed expression the Demon King was making behind his helmet.



 
  Chapter 14: In Search of the Blessing of the World Tree


First of all, it seemed necessary to calm down a bit.

Grumbling endlessly over a failed plan just because things went wrong was the way of losers.

For someone who wanted to move forward, it was only right to analyze the cause of the failure and use it as fertilizer for the success of the next plan.

Fortunately, His Majesty, as a reward for handling this incident well, said the medal ceremony would be held in a simplified format, so I didn’t have to attend.

That meant I could immediately move on to selecting the next objective.

After weighing several conditions, the next goal selected was the Blessing of the World Tree.

“Hmm, the Elven country is a bit tricky, but if we’re just talking about effectiveness, it’s better than Unicorn’s Tears…”

The Blessing of the World Tree, just as the name suggests, is a blessing that can be bestowed by the massive ancient tree known as the World Tree — revered as both goddess and mother by the elves.

It’s located in the very center of the Elven forest, so its position is well-established compared to other legends, and unlike vague myths, there are even concrete records about it.

According to tradition, those who receive the Blessing of the World Tree gain the power to overcome all evil forces.

In fact, the elven princess and renowned divine archer Erina was known for her high resistance to all kinds of curses.

Of course, it may not be exactly the same, but considering that a certain warrior blessed by the Goddess possessed the insane ability to be immune to most curses, even if the World Tree’s blessing is a lesser version of the Goddess’s, it likely has enough power to lift something like Baikon’s curse.

So then, if the chances are so good, whydid I try Unicorn’s Tears first instead of this one?

The answer is simple.

The World Tree’s blessing isn’t granted to just anyone — and besides, the Elven country is quite far away.

“And even if I could get there somehow… the Elven Queen makes me uncomfortable.”

I had made a tiny, very minor mistake when I visited the Elven Kingdom once before, and to be honest, I wasn’t thrilled about going back.

Still, looking at the other options, this seemed to be the most straightforward in terms of difficulty and had the clearest tradition behind it, so I had no choice but to head to the Elven Kingdom.

Just as I was packing the bare essentials and preparing to leave, a voice came from outside the door.

“Sir Rak, are you in there?”

What is this, did His Majesty change his mind and come begging me to attend the medal ceremony?

“The youngest princess is looking for you. She says His Majesty might send her to a monastery and wants to borrow some of your wisdom…”

…That sounds way more troublesome. I need to bail.

I have a pretty good eye for people, and that youngest princess is definitely the kind of person you don’t want to get involved with…

Ah, right. She gives off a similar vibe to Duke Rihin.

I do feel sorry for the knight who’s going to be punished for letting me escape, but would they really impose a severe punishment just for missing me?

His Majesty only ordered me to stay out of trouble, so at worst, the princess might vent a little and then let it go.

“Sir Rak…! You are in there, right…? I suddenly have a very bad feeling…! Please, open the door!”

Stay strong, brave knight.

You must endure this trial and emerge all the more righteous.

★

Northern Border of the Empire.

At the current front line, Hero Iseol, the leader of the Hero Party, looked at his companions with a complicated expression.

Ever since Rak left, the party’s morale had hit rock bottom, and things still hadn’t recovered.

If only there had been more battles to distract them, maybe they could have shaken it off.

But since they had just achieved a major victory, only a few small skirmishes had occurred.

The lull in action made it hard for everyone to deal with their emotions.

Well, even he couldn’t forget the expression Rak had on his face the day he left, so the others must feel the same.

The Hero tried to push the recurring image out of his head and deliver the situation update with a cold, steady voice.

“You remember the incident Rak handled last time, right?”

“The one where the demons planted humans they’d influenced into noble houses to interfere with the Empire’s power structure?”

Iseol nodded at the question from the sage, Lunia, and continued.

“After the Empire made that public, the other allied nations started internal investigations in case they were in the same situation.

Many of them managed to identify and catch some spies.

The worst-hit among them was the Elven Kingdom.”

At the mention of the Elves, Erina — divine archer and princess — dropped her usual laid-back attitude and frowned.

But that didn’t change what Isel had to say.

“Spies planted to corrupt the World Tree had been making repeated contact with it.

And for some unknown reason, one of the High Elves — essentially the top brass of the Elven Kingdom — was involved.

Now the kingdom is split and on the verge of civil war.”

“Sigh…”

The thought that her homeland might once again be consumed by conflict made Erina sigh.

But to regain her composure, she took a cold swig of beer.

Anyone else might say drinking during a briefing was madness, but those in this room knew this level of drinking was cute by her standards, so no one said a word.

“So even if it’s a lull, we can’t have the entire Hero Party leave the front line.

Who’s going?”

“Yes, you’re right, Erina.

If the party leaves and the enemy attacks, we’ll lose everything.

There are two main objectives for this mission.”

Holding up two fingers, the Hero folded them down one by one as he explained.

“First, use the Holy Sword’s power to purify the World Tree before it’s fully corrupted and restore it.

Second — this one’s lower priority — if possible, identify and eliminate all the traitors who sided with the demons.”

“I figured as much…”

“Right.

Now, as for the personnel.

I’m the only one who can wield the Holy Sword, so obviously I have to go.

And since this is about the Elves, Erina will be coming too.”

“Then I’ll be staying here to defend the front line?”

“Yes.

It’d be great if you could come with us, Lunia, but you’re the only one who can lead the party right now.”

“What about additional support?”

“You know how it is.

Most Elves hate demons, but they’re not fond of humans either.

We’re planning to go just the two of us.”

“Yeah, and since Iseol is going in the first place, there’s not much additional support needed anyway.”

If someone were listening, they might call it an arrogant thought—but in truth, it wasn’t exactly wrong.

If it were a large-scale war they were going to suppress, it might be a different story, but their objective was to prevent a civil war and stabilize the World Tree.

And the hero party, without any exaggeration, could be considered humanity’s ultimate weapon and final bastion.

With two members of such a strategic force capable of changing the course of war stepping in, there was no way they’d be short on power, even in the unlikely case that a battle broke out.


In reality, their main goal was essentially to purify the World Tree, so there were no objections to the party’s plan.

“Oh, the fact that there were demon spies in each country is still classified. It could cause unnecessary panic.”

“Right, if we can put a stop to it early, there’s no reason to stir up chaos.”

“Well, the upper echelons of each country know, so it shouldn’t be a big issue.”

Convinced that there would be no major irregularities, they pushed their anxiety aside and began the detailed operation meeting.

Unfortunately for them, however, at that very moment, a certain irregular they knew all too well had already finished preparing to head to the elven nation.

The elven nation was protected by a barrier from the World Tree, making teleportation magic nearly impossible.

Being landlocked, there were no sea routes, and anyone attempting to approach via flying magic would likely find themselves exchanging greetings—with arrows—from the elves, who weren’t exactly fond of outsiders.

So, as troublesome as it was, traveling by land was generally the accepted method for visiting the elven nation.

“Mm, nice. Almost there!”

Now, at this point, some of you might be asking:

“If he said you’d be exchanging arrows with the elves, why the hell is this guy riding a summoned Skull Wyvern through the air?”

Well, there’s a deep, profound reason for that.

To be honest, I hadn’t intended to fly from the beginning.

After wrapping up a game of hide-and-seek with the knights at the royal palace and making a clean getaway, my original plan was to hitch a ride with a caravan.

I was going to board a supply caravan headed for the border region, then dismount at a suitable spot and ride a horse from there.

But then, a perfectly reasonable thought occurred to me:

You can’t just hop on a caravan for free—you have to pay a fare. And if you run into bandits mid-route, there’s a good chance of delays due to disputes over tolls or whatever.

Plus, traveling from the southern capital to the northern border by land would take an absurd amount of time.

The more I thought about it, the more cons I saw.

And then, it hit me—a flash of genius. That’s the reason I’m flying on a Skull Wyvern right now.

I mean, think about it. I’ve always had a bad relationship with the elves.

Seriously, ask yourself:

People avoid flying because they don’t want to get shot down with arrows, or because even if they can dodge them, they don’t want to worsen relations with the elves, right?

So if someone like me already has a bad relationship with them and is confident they can dodge arrows… wouldn’t it be more logical to just fly over?

Sure, you could argue that if I’m going to ask them for a favor, I should at least try to leave a good impression.

But that only applies when there’s still room for negotiation.

In my case with the elves… well, let’s just say we’re way past that stage.

“How much longer do you expect us to tolerate your insolence…!?”

Yeah, I still vividly remember the elven queen screaming at me the last time we met, with her rangers pointing arrows at me.

I’ll admit it.

Back then, I was a bit more hot-blooded than I am now, and I might’ve gone a little overboard because I didn’t like their attitude.

Do I regret it? Absolutely not.

What matters is, no matter how formally I enter, our relationship isn’t something that can be smoothed over.

In situations like this, rather than groveling and asking nicely, it’s better to figure out what they want and offer a deal.

That way, you have a better chance of getting what you want.

Just as I was thinking I’d entered elven airspace, a warning arrow flew at me.

It sliced through the air with a chilling sound, grazing right past the Skull Wyvern.

Elves had vision far superior to humans, and their arrows—fired with bodies blessed by nature—were leagues above human ones in both precision and power.

In fact, this one felt infused with powerful spirit magic—probably fired by an elder elf. At that point, it felt less like an arrow and more like a spell with physical force.

Still, just because they warned me doesn’t mean I’m going to back off now.

Just as I was preparing to dodge a full-on barrage of arrows and steer the Wyvern, something odd happened.

The warning arrows, which I expected to continue, suddenly stopped.

Even stranger, an elf had climbed a tall tree and was now signaling to help guide me down—as if they were actually welcoming me.

…Huh? Do they not realize it’s me?

I checked to see if I was still wearing my usual mask and clothes. Yep, all standard.

Even flew in on a Skull Wyvern, so there’s no way they’d mistake me for someone else.

But when I got closer, I noticed something strange.

The elf guiding me looked oddly relieved.

Just as I was starting to feel something was off, he opened his mouth.

“…I never imagined you would be sent first in a situation like this, Lord Rak.”

…Huh. Most elves don’t even bother using honorifics with me.

The others that appeared didn’t exactly look thrilled, but they also didn’t seem openly hostile either.

If this wasn’t some kind of elaborate trap, I could guess what was going on.

“The Hero will be a bit late due to some circumstances. I came ahead since the situation seemed urgent. Can you brief me on what’s happening?”

Judging from how they’re pretending to welcome me despite clearly disliking me and saying they didn’t expect me to arrive first…

It’s likely they don’t know I quit the hero party, and they think I was sent by the Hero.

Well, the elves are notoriously closed-off, so news travels slow both in and out.

And if they’re saying “sent ahead,” it means they’re expecting someone else to arrive soon…

So, if they didn’t call Erina, then they probably had an emergency and requested help from the Hero directly.

“…Ah, of course. We sincerely apologize for the mistaken shot earlier. Things are a bit tense here. Our rangers are on edge and made an error in judgment. Please forgive us.”

Oh, they’re even apologizing now? You guys must really be desperate.

Hmm… I’d been wondering how to earn some goodwill, or if I’d have to resort to threats. This might work out better.

“No need for that. I completely understand. Though we may not be on the best of terms, I am still part of the alliance.

In an emergency like this, we shouldn’t be treating each other as enemies, right?”


Huh. Things are actually going my way?

“…Ah, Lord Rak. You shame me. I frowned when I realized it was you and not the Hero—I am deeply embarrassed.”

…Oh, so you did frown when you saw it was me. I’ll remember that.

“No problem. Since mobility was key, I came ahead. Please begin the briefing.”

While thinking all that in my head, I answered in a calm, serious voice—and the elves, without a hint of suspicion, began to lead me inside.



 
  Chapter 15: Save the World Tree and Protect the Elves!


It had been a while since I visited the land of the elves, but it was still a hard place to get used to.

Well, I respect their culture of loving and preserving nature, but honestly, they could at least build some roads for visitors.

It’s not just that development is slow — the ruling class of the country has absolutely no will to pursue it. So it’s no surprise that more and more young elves are leaving, saying they hate their homeland.

“…I know the situation was urgent, but I didn’t expect them to send you first… I guess the Hero had more complaints about our alliance than I thought.”

The one standing before me now was Queen Tania, the elf ruler hand-picked by those stuffy elder elves.

As expected from a race that hardly ages, she had the beauty of someone in their late twenties.

She also looked a lot like Erina from the Hero’s party — well, they are mother and daughter — but unlike Erina, who often had a lazy and easygoing expression, the queen’s face was cold and stern, giving her an entirely different aura.

I figured she wouldn’t be thrilled to see me after the scene I caused last time, but I didn’t think she’d be this hostile even when she was the one who requested help.

…Well, I am here under false pretenses, not actually at the Hero’s request, but there’s no way she’s figured that out, right?

If she had realized I was lying, she would’ve already attacked me with her precious spirit magic.

So maybe — though I don’t like admitting it — she knows I’ll be helpful and is holding back for now?

She doesn’t like me, sure, but she does acknowledge my abilities.

“As you well know, aside from the Hero, I’m the one with the most well-rounded stats in the party. Sending someone who can respond to almost any situation — isn’t that reasonable?”

I spoke politely, doing my best to be respectful, but for some reason, her expression just worsened.

“You haven’t changed at all. After throwing a tantrum and storming off, now you come back with that smug mask and polite speech?”

“Should I stop if it bothers you? Ah, though I can’t take off the mask.”

“I wasn’t talking about the literal mask on your face… Ugh, forget it. As annoying as your smirking self is, I’d rather deal with that polite act — even if it’s fake.”

The subtle power struggle between us continued for a while, but thankfully, it was the queen who backed down first.

“…Fine. Considering the matter at hand, there really isn’t a better candidate than you. Still, given what you did, I can’t treat you with complete kindness. I hope you understand.”

“Of course.”

From a human perspective, her attitude toward someone who came to help might seem ungrateful, but actually, for her, this was a major concession.

Bowing her head to a human — and one she particularly dislikes — must not be easy.

Normally I’d tease her for it, but right now, I’m the one who needs something from her…

“Yes, I’ve made my mistakes, and I’m not asking you to forget the past. But at the very least, until this matter is resolved, I promise to cooperate.”

I offered my cooperation without groveling too much, and maybe that sincerity surprised her, because her expression softened just a little.

“So you are human after all. I expected you to act all arrogant again, but you’ve mellowed out a bit.”

Well, there’s something I need to earn here — can’t waste a chance to raise her opinion of me from negative to at least neutral.

“It was a dire situation back then. Now that the tides of battle have turned, there’s no need to keep up the same sharp attitude.”

“Hmm. Yes, very true.”

The tension eased a bit, and it seemed the queen was ready to get down to business.

I’d gotten a general briefing on the way here — apparently, some traitors had joined forces with the demons, and they wanted my help dealing with them?

“First, I’ve heard you’re quite knowledgeable about curses. Is that right?”

“Eh? Ah… yes, I’m quite proficient in dark magic and curses.”

What’s with the sudden question about curses?

Oh — maybe they want to curse the traitors as an example, so no one else dares betray them?

If that’s the case, I am kind of a specialist…

“I see. The Hero wouldn’t have been able to help much with just the vague mention of a curse. Sending you first was the right choice after all.”

She seemed to have dropped all suspicions of me now, but the more information she shared, the worse I felt about this.

“First, I’ll take you to the World Tree. I’d like you to assess its condition.”

Her words were like a bolt from the blue, and I almost grimaced.

Not that she’d notice with this mask on — but still, I was that caught off guard.

“Of course. Let’s go to the World Tree right away. I’ll do everything I can.”

I didn’t know the exact situation, but I’d planned to fix things before the Hero arrived and slip away.

That might not be possible now…

★

“…Its condition is worse than I thought.”

“…I figured. But is this one of your usual tricks — exaggerating the situation before negotiating? If that’s the case, just be honest with me.”

Sure, I have done that kind of thing before, but unfortunately, this time I was being completely serious.

The curse was awful — the roots were literally starting to rot.

But even more concerning was that the World Tree, which should normally be able to resist curses with its own power, seemed completely drained.

Like it had used up too much of its energy recently and couldn’t fight back anymore.

I honestly felt like shouting, “No…! My blessing…!”

“Has there been any incident recently that would’ve caused the World Tree to expend a large amount of energy?”

I hurriedly began taking out the tools I needed for purification and started preparing the ritual, but even I frowned at the sheer malice and complexity of the curse.

It was that bad.

“…I wrote in the letter that among the traitors, there was a high elf mixed in, right?”

“Yes, only the Hero knows the full details, but I think I heard something like that.”

Of course, they had never actually heard that.

“He pulled some tricks, colluded with the demons, and did something to the roots of the World Tree.”

“The other elves didn’t notice? Even though they’re a race that worships the World Tree as a god?”

“The World Tree being so powerful ended up backfiring. It was resisting the curse with its own strength, and the shrine maiden—who should be conveying the World Tree’s will to the elves—was absent at the time.”

Huh.

“Oh, of course, I’m not blaming you now. You did somewhat forcibly take the shrine maiden with you that day. But even if you hadn’t, it’s something we should have noticed.”

Wait a minute. This conversation is taking a weird turn, isn’t it?

“Anyway, those found to be colluding with the demons tried to escape and spread curses and poisons to wreak havoc here. But the World Tree used its power to stop them. However…”

“As a result, using too much power to protect the country, it couldn’t resist the curse eating away at it.”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

Let me think for a moment.

In the past, there was an incident where Erina, the elven princess, was chosen as the shrine maiden of the World Tree.

They tricked us, invited us to the elf country, and before we could return, they said they wouldn’t give Erina back.

Everyone just panicked, saying Erina was a precious companion but we also had to consider the elves’ position—nonsense, really.

So I told them to stop spouting crap and wait. Then I trashed the place, kidnapped Erina, and escaped.

That’s the “minor wrong” I committed against the elven country and their queen…

But now it’s starting to feel like the World Tree being threatened might be, even just a little, my fault…?

“No, maybe it’s a good thing. If we hadn’t received information from the human kingdom about the demon spies, even greater chaos might have occurred.

Maybe this whole thing would have blown up when the World Tree had grown even weaker from the curse.”

And maybe someone would’ve uncovered the conspiracy and secretly called the Hero to handle it quietly before then.

Of course, there’s no point speculating on “what ifs,” but it’s clear that I bear some responsibility for how things suddenly escalated.

Even so, even if I could go back in time—I’d do the same thing again.


Erina was essential to the party. I would’ve made a mess, snatched her away from them, and on top of that, even if the guy was a smug bastard, I wouldn’t want to see the duke’s house being manipulated by that filthy wench. I’d gladly expose the demons’ plot again and send that filthy non-virgin to ruin.

“First, we need to stop the spread of the curse. Prepare the following ingredients as fast as possible.”

And that’s exactly why I can’t look away from this problem.

No—even if I could, I won’t.

If the consequences of what I believed to be right ended up threatening someone innocent, then it’s only right that I take responsibility.

That’s the last line I’ve drawn for myself—what keeps me human, even though I’ve dabbled in dark magic and curses.

No point regretting the past for reasons that don’t hold up—better to do what I can right now.

Sure, maybe the Hero would’ve figured it all out and taken care of it anyway.

But pretending I had no part in this, and then maybe missing out on the World Tree’s blessing later? That’d be an awful feeling.

“Ah, understood…! I’ll try to gather them as fast as I can!”

More than anything, just because someone else might do something doesn’t mean I shouldn’t.

So, I decided—I would save the World Tree and the elves.

“…Alright, then the real issue is whether I can handle this damn strong curse.”

If it were a light curse, I could’ve easily undone it. But this was a curse prepared for a being revered as a god—expecting it to be a simple one would be naive.

It was created using demonic energy, of course, and the spell was written in all sorts of complex ancient symbols—just deciphering it was a pain.

But bit by bit, I began to analyze it and understand its structure.

It wasn’t just a curse that rotted the target. In fact, the rot was happening because the World Tree was resisting it.

The true nature of this curse was more like a corruption spell—it aimed to invert power and corrupt the target.

In short, the goal wasn’t to kill the World Tree—it was to take it.

Now, there’s good news and bad news.

The good news is that curses of this type rarely aim to kill the target. The bad news is—they’re a massive pain to undo.

Curses that harm or kill are often easier to lift. Just having a substitute to take the curse often weakens it, and even if the procedure is a bit complex, changing the target of the curse can usually resolve it quickly.

But this type—the corruption kind—is far trickier.

Even calling it “corruption” is just for convenience. It doesn’t always harm the host.

In fact, many hosts start experiencing hallucinations and fall into confusion. And in that confused state, they often reject any attempts to lift the curse.

Curses affect the mind—more precisely, the will—so these are the trickiest to deal with.

To lift this kind of curse normally, you’d have to either shock the host out of it by directly invading their psyche, or remove the hallucinations completely and then burn away the core of the curse…

“Moon-soaked moss, evening primrose, poppy flower, eye of the aphrodisiac bat.”

Unfortunately, those weren’t ingredients that would provide immediate results.

Sure, they’d be effective for a long-term cure—but by the time all that was done, the culprits might have escaped.

And more importantly—we’ve got the Hero’s holy sword, a big ball of divine power, on our side.

No idea when he’ll show up, but they said he was sent for in an emergency, so probably by the end of the week.

Which means—I shouldn’t focus on the cure. I need to stabilize the situation now.

“Um… I did gather what you asked for, but aren’t these all hallucinogenic ingredients?”

The Elf Queen looked at me with a very uneasy expression—but soon shook her head.

“Ah, I’m not well-versed in curses, so… there’s probably some ritualistic meaning to them, right? Like, maybe you can weaken a curse with another curse or something like that?”

Oh, smart!

What she just said is actually a viable method.

If you cast two completely opposite curses of equal strength at the same time, they either cancel each other out, or at the very least, suppress each other even if they remain.

That’s a method skilled shamans often use to resist enemy curses.

“Nope! I’m just gonna overpower the curse with a stronger one.”

But that’s not what I’m doing.

“…What?”

“You know the fastest and easiest way to counter hallucinations?”

“…Consistent treatment?”

“That’s too standard and takes too long, right?”

“…Wait, no. You’re not… are you?”

“The correct answer is—”


Grind the ingredients finely, dry them, mix them with toxic herbs I already had, and process them into powder again.

“You counter it with even stronger hallucinations.”

The moment I scattered the glittering purple powder toward the World Tree, which had been quiet until now, it began to tremble and radiate a powerful aura—

“Y-YOU CRAZY BASTARD!!!!! STOP!!!!!!”

Oh come on, it just looks flashy. It’ll all be purified with the Hero’s holy sword, seriously.



 
  Chapter 16: The threat that approaches right before our eyes, the brilliance of those who challenge despair


In truth, the number of elves who betrayed their own kind to side with the demons barely exceeded fifty.

Even considering that elves are a race with a small population, and that among the traitors were some of the last remaining High Elves—only three left—it was difficult to consider them a national-level threat based on numbers alone.

But of course, open warfare and internal betrayal are entirely different issues.

And more than anything, the real problem was that among the traitors were a few elder-level individuals.

Those elders completely wrecked the areas under their jurisdiction and fled.

Specifically, they poisoned the springs used for drinking water, set fire to the food storage, and even ambushed their fellow ranger units—essentially, they caused every kind of havoc possible before vanishing.

The issue here is that while I specialize in curses and preventing further spread of damage, I’m not particularly skilled in recovery.

At best, I can reverse curses temporarily to restore some stamina or dull pain—those are the limits of what I can currently do.

Of course, if there were enough resources to pay the cost, or if offerings could be made, things might be different—but if I’m right, now is not the time to go all-out with my power.

“You brainwashed the World Tree as a stopgap, and now you’re saying you can’t even heal? Are you seriously calling that a solution?!”

Well, of course they’re uneasy.

My methods are a bit extreme, and for someone who came to help, I’ve done only the bare minimum and now I’m just sitting here doing nothing.

I get why they wouldn’t be convinced.

Thanks to that, the looks I was getting from the other elves weren’t exactly kind, but with so few combat-capable personnel left, I couldn’t afford to waste power recklessly in a situation like this.

If it were confirmed that the traitors had left the forest entirely, that would be one thing—but if I’m right, those bastards aren’t just trying to run.

Even if they betrayed their people to join the demons, they know full well that the demons wouldn’t treat them favorably just for that.

The demons aren’t idiots—they wouldn’t reward traitors with no achievements.

And if they were to flee now, they know that once the elves recover, they’d be the first targets of vengeance.

No one knows that better than they do.

I don’t know their long-term plans or goals, but at the very least, I can guess their short-term one.

Right now, before the Hero’s reinforcements arrive, with the World Tree’s barrier weakened by curses, and the top forces—rangers and the elf queen—busy tending to the wounded…

It’s the perfect moment: chaotic, when everyone would let their guard down assuming the traitors have already fled…

“They’re going to make another strike.”

“…What?”

It’s not hard to narrow down what they might go for.

They’d likely target one of three things: the future of the elves, meaning the children; the hospital, where the weak and ill are gathered and easy to kill; or the biggest prize of all—the Elf Queen’s head.

I’ve already set traps around the first two.

And the most likely target—the queen—I’m guarding directly like this.

So now it’s about time…

“Urgent report!”

Just as I thought that, an elf ranger burst through the door with a desperate expression, running toward the queen.

“I know you said no one should approach, but this is critical…! The traitors have attacked the school where the children were evacuated…!”

A red magic bullet fired from my hand pierced his heart.

“W-What are you doing?!”

The Elf Queen was clearly shocked by my sudden action.

But I had already made it clear before leaving her here as bait:

From now on, anyone who enters this place unannounced will be treated as a traitor and executed on the spot.

“…How did you know?”

Sure enough, despite being shot through the heart, the bastard slowly raised his head as his body began to regenerate.

The queen gasped and covered her mouth in horror.

But to me, this wasn’t surprising.

Among those who’ve been with the demons for a long time, some traitors begin to resemble demons themselves, receiving their powers and traits.

It’s commonly referred to as “demonification.”

Demons, after all, often have two hearts, or multiple “cores”—and unless you destroy all of them, they won’t die.

It’s a real pain.

Which is why, in most cases, killing them once isn’t enough.

“What did I say? Anyone who steps in here for any reason will be treated as a traitor and executed.”

“…Heh.”

“Is the commander’s word a joke to you? Even if you weren’t a traitor, barging in here would’ve earned you a beheading, you bastard.”

“I admit it. I tried to end things too easily.”

“God, traitors like you always love to act dramatic before dying… Don’t bother.

You probably think you’re some great figure, betraying us with a sense of duty or whatever—but you’re not that important, and your life isn’t that valuable…”

“You’ll only get to talk big for a little longer!”

“Wow, listen to yourself. What a cliché… Oh right, elves are all kind of old.”

“I can’t go back empty-handed—at least I’ll take the queen’s head!

I know you’re a powerful dark mage, Rak, but do you really think you can take all of us alone?!

Once we close in, a mere mage like you—!”

“Done talking?”

“You bastard…! Regret thinking you could guard the queen alone so arrogantly!

Everyone—!”

“Oh, not done? My bad.”

The heart that had regenerated after the first shot exploded once again, and the traitor’s eyes widened in disbelief as he vomited blood.

“You should’ve dodged, dumbass.

You think I haven’t killed a ton of traitors who turned into demons?

You really thought you’d live after taking my attack?”

I stomped his fallen head into the floor.

“To the rest of you outside, stop running around like pests and just sit tight.

That’s it—good boys.”

With that, I put pressure on the body, and as a side effect of demonification, it crumbled like sand and scattered.

Almost immediately after, arrows fired by the traitors shattered the window and came raining down.

“You really don’t understand what it means to pick a fight with a shaman who’s had ample time to prepare, do you?”

The ritual had already been activated, fueled by the life force of an elf who had undergone demonic transformation—an enormous offering made possible by sacrificing the one I just killed moments ago.

Ritual: Arrow Reversal.

As the name implies, it’s a basic spell that reflects ranged physical attacks back toward the enemy.

But rituals, by their nature, grow stronger the more constraints they have, the narrower the scope, and the greater the offering.

First, the reflection was limited strictly to arrows fired by elves—only once.

Second, the protection was limited to the elf queen alone, excluding even myself—another layer.

And third, the life of a foolish elf, already boasting a vast life force even before turning into a demon, was offered—one final reinforcement.

Normally, the spell would only deflect arrows.


But with three enhancements, the effect changed dramatically.

The first enhancement made it so that arrows weren’t just deflected, they were sent back toward the enemy.

The second ensured the reflected arrows weren’t random but aimed precisely at the one who loosed them.

The third increased the sheer power of the reversal.

Still, it felt lacking somehow, so I added a little “service”—infusing my own strength into the arrowhead just before it bounced back, and layering one more spell on top.

Ritual: Aim for the Forehead.

A simple spell, with a simple effect: the enchanted projectile would target the space between the eyes of the person in its path.

Ah, of course—it only activates when fired by an elf, and its power is modestly increased.

All of that preparation? Took just one second.

With a sharp clap of my hands, twenty traitorous elves who had fired their arrows had their foreheads shattered simultaneously.

Tch. I meant for it to be clean—ended up a little messy.

“W-Wait just a moment…!”

“Hm?”

Just as I was about to confirm the kills and chase the rest down with enthusiasm, the elf queen interrupted, abruptly cutting the mood.

“What?”

“W-What do you mean, ‘what’… I’m still the queen—no, now’s not the time for titles. Chasing them down is important, but don’t you think verifying what they said is also important? The school where the children are—”

“A shaman knows the moment their barrier is broken. It was a bluff.”

I gave her a glare, as if to say of course I checked that, and she flinched—but it looked like she still had more to say.

“Thank you for your cooperation. I’m grateful, but now that the immediate threat has passed, could you perhaps focus on treating the wounded rather than pursuing them…?”

“I just killed twenty-one people.”

“Yes, and isn’t that enough…? Surely they won’t attack anymore—”

“You think it’s enough when we haven’t even purged half the traitors? Are you out of your damn mind?”

I snapped without meaning to, but my presence was too overwhelming for her to even get angry in return.

“If we let them go now, the conflict will only deepen. Bastards like them, when they escape, they analyze their failures. 

Next time, they’ll be more cunning. Sure, they failed stupidly this time—but what if they succeed next time? The damage won’t stop here. Understand?”

“Yes… I understand what you’re saying, and it does make sense. But that doesn’t mean we can ignore the people suffering right now. 

The adults can endure it—but the children… the poisoned water… they might actually die…”

She’s not wrong.

Without help, they will die.

If the antidotes were intact, we might’ve had a chance, but the traitors stole what they could and burned the rest.

Starting from scratch will take time.

With no miracle from the World Tree to rely on, it’s no surprise they’re turning to me.

But still—I’d rather not fail trying something outside my specialty.

When I turned to pursue the enemy, the queen panicked and blocked my way.

But it wasn’t like I was going to abandon the injured.

“First: rituals aren’t miracles. They’re inefficient for healing. To save a dying person with ritual magic, it usually costs a whole life in exchange. 

One adult elf’s life might save two children. Either way, we can’t save them all like this.”

Sure, using more of my power would boost efficiency, but not enough to save many.

In that case, killing more traitors and using their lives to heal might be the most efficient option.

“Second: you’re being emotional and short-sighted. But let’s be honest—no one on your side is going to die while I’m stalling those bastards.”

When I maximized the effect of the hallucinogens and took control of the World Tree’s consciousness, the first thing I did was disable its barrier.

That might’ve made it easier for the traitors to escape, but I knew their type—they wouldn’t run.

They’d stay and wait for an opportunity.

Sure enough, they went for the queen’s throat instead of retreating.

…And what does that have to do with no one dying?

Well, the moment I disabled the barrier, the shrine maiden, Erena, would’ve gotten the signal—and the guy likely nearby would’ve received it too.

“I’m going to do what I do best. Leave this to someone who’s better suited.”

Perhaps she understood then, as a glimmer of relief spread across the queen’s face.

Yes, I hate that guy.

I hate his annoyingly pretty face.

I hate how he called me “big bro” and followed me around, only to screw up and nearly ruin the Baikon Lord subjugation.

And most of all, I’ll never forgive him for discussing my discharge without asking me first.

But I still respect his abilities, pure and simple.

“The hero will be here soon.”

Unlike me, who needs a sacrifice to save even one person—he’ll probably fix this mess like it’s nothing.

He’s a hero, after all.

At first, he didn’t inspire much confidence.

But after surviving countless life-or-death battles, he’s now the only human I acknowledge as stronger and more capable than me.

Knowing he’s on his way, I can leave with peace of mind—to go do what I do best.


With the queen finally stepping aside, I mounted the bone wyvern and took to the sky, hunting down the remaining traitors who hadn’t made it far.

Man, the elf queen held me up longer than expected.

I’ll make it up to you by catching them as fast as I can.

Wait for me.





 
  Chapter 17: Campaign to Eradicate Apostates


The elf, who had simply been lucky enough to survive longer than the others, desperately moved his legs while thinking:

‘What on earth is happening?’

They clearly had the geographical advantage. So why, no matter how much they ran, was the distance never increasing?

As he ran for his life, yet another comrade — one less fortunate than himself — had their head blown apart.

“You guys think you’ve really become demons just because your regeneration’s gotten a little better, but let’s not kid ourselves.”

Riding a skeletal wyvern, the monster who was casually popping heads with a mere gesture felt neither joy in the hunt nor disgust. 

If anything, he was killing them with cold indifference, like it was simply the proper thing to do.

“What difference does it make if a bunch of turncoat bastards manage to extend their lives once using demonic energy? 

If your head blows up, you’re not regenerating from that. And even if you could, you wouldn’t be thinking while your brain’s growing back.”

Whether it was some twisted sense of kindness or just habit, the fact that he bothered to explain why he kept targeting their heads was enough to send chills down his spine.

He wasn’t killing for fun. He wasn’t killing out of guilt. He was killing simply because it was the correct thing to do — like a machine.

They thought they hadn’t let their guard down.

Out of the total fifty-six of them, forty-two warriors had been deployed. That should’ve been enough to claim the queen’s head.

How, then, had reinforcements arrived so quickly?

No — even if reinforcements had come, why him? Why not the Hero? Why this merciless monster?

“Hey, you’re wondering why I showed up instead of the Hero, huh? Wake up. Even if he came, it wouldn’t make a difference. That guy doesn’t give traitors a pass either~”

Despite running like mad, he suddenly noticed: he couldn’t hear the sounds of his comrades breathing anymore.

He couldn’t remember when it stopped. But the reason why it had stopped was painfully clear — so much so, it was driving him mad. He knew he couldn’t escape, yet couldn’t stop running either.

Just a little more. If he could get just a little further, he’d make it out of the forest.

Then maybe, just maybe, the elder or a high elf could save him.

“Yeah, keep running. Good, good. But hey — what if you get caught? Hm? I’m right behind you. Why aren’t you running like you mean it? Want me to make you like your friends?”

That bastard.

He could’ve caught him any moment — he wasn’t even enjoying the hunt — so why wasn’t he killing him already?

Running, running, through the forest, bearing the crushing weight of death looming ever closer, ignoring the fallen bodies of his comrades—

“…Huh?”

He snapped back to reality to find himself just outside their hideout.

“Wh-What… I actually escaped…? Ha, haha…! Serves you right…! You should’ve caught me when you had the chance…! That smug attitude cost you…!”

It was strange that the pursuer had vanished, but perhaps he’d gotten careless and lost him in the forest. 

Or maybe the high elf had set some kind of trap near the hideout.

Still cursing under his breath, he dismantled the trap at the entrance and stepped into the hideout—

“…Ah, so that is how you enter.”

When he came to, he was already in the grip of a dark mage wearing a grotesque mask.

“…Huh?”

He thought he had escaped with his life. But around him lay the bodies of his comrades, and he himself was so drained of energy he couldn’t even twitch a finger.

“Huh, the route to the hideout, how to disarm the entrance trap, even the password — all checked out. I’ve cross-verified with five of you now, and you’re all saying the same thing. 

Must be the real deal, huh? I get that it was urgent, but come on — how do you send out assassins without putting mental safeguards in their heads?”

That desperate flight for survival, that panicked scramble for life — it had all just been a puppet show in the monster’s hands. He’d been hallucinating, giving away all their secrets without even realizing it.

How could anyone willingly admit to that?

“You demon…”

“What are you talking about? You’re the traitor who made a pact with demons.”

And now that all the intel had been ripped from their heads, it wasn’t hard to guess what fate awaited him.

Among the scattered corpses of his comrades, there were a few that looked especially drained — shriveled husks with handprints the exact size of this man’s.

“I’m not the demon here. You are.”

He tried to say something — that he didn’t do it out of desire, that it was for the greater good — but it was clear this man wouldn’t even allow him that.

Ominous energy flared in his hand, promising only death.

★

It hadn’t taken long to deal with them all. They were so weak, he’d actually wasted more time than necessary, thinking it was a trap.

What kind of traitors, after all, die so pathetically just from having their heads blown off?

Hell, with the last five, he hadn’t even killed them outright. He took his time, brainwashed them, made sure there were no tricks.

But it turned out the intel was legit. All that remained was to wipe out the stragglers.

He spent a moment thinking about the most efficient way to do that. Then the perfect idea came to mind — and he put it into action.

With a snap of his fingers, his sinister energy enveloped the corpses. Headless bodies staggered to their feet.

Using necromancy and soul-recall, he revived the bare minimum of memory — just enough to let them lead him straight to the survivors.

Sure enough, a fierce reaction came almost immediately.

‘Save… me…’

Elves tend to be full of pride. They give these things too much meaning.

One younger elf, seemingly furious at the sight of a speaking corpse, fired an arrow straight into its heart and glared daggers at the man.

“You bastard…! How far are you going to trample on elven pride…?!”

“…Pride? You’re the ones who committed betrayal and treason.”

“It was for the greater good!”

“I can’t stand guys like you who think that phrase solves everything. I’m doing this for the greater good too, traitor.”

“A lowly human dark mage…! Do you think you can insult a noble elf and get away with it?!”

“Oh, so the puppet you just destroyed was someone who got killed by a ‘lowly’ human dark mage? Sounds like the real idiot here is you~”

“You fucking bastard. Look at your face turning pale.”

“You think someone like me, who’s been through hell on the battlefield, would lose to a punk like you just because of words?”

“Don’t you even know it’s forbidden to turn allied races into undead…!”

“No, you idiot. That only applies when you’re still recognized as a legal citizen of the alliance. Bandit scum who gave up their citizenship aren’t even treated as people. 

And a traitor like you thinks you deserve the rights of a citizen? Got any shame at all?”

“Grr…! I’ll forgive this no longer…! I’ll offer your corpse to my comrades…!”

He only got that far before he entered range.

The corpse that had taken an arrow to the heart rose once again, charged at him, and although he turned pale and tried to run, it caught him immediately.

“Why not embrace your proud comrade’s corpse?”

As the undead’s energy surged, he struggled desperately to escape, but it wasn’t doing much good.

Corpse Explosion.

A particularly nasty black magic spell—not only devastating in power, but also one that spreads disease and curses. 

Not something you’d normally use in a place like this… but hey, once the Hero arrives, they’ll purify it all. Cleanup’s on them anyway.

The massive dark energy made the corpse swell grotesquely. 

Trapped and unable to flee, the traitor who once gleefully butchered his allies now wept in terror.

“That’s enough.”


But the corpse didn’t explode into pieces as expected.

“Ah, long time no see. I don’t think we’ve met since I took Erina away, have we?”

An obviously uptight old man appeared—and had just prevented the corpse explosion.

“…You. Yeah, I’ve found you irritating since the first day we met. Always butting in like this.”

High Elf, Arph.

One of the few individuals in the Elven kingdom who could override the queen’s authority—a senior elder, if I recall right.

Spirits floated around him, likely trying to invoke spirit magic. But aside from the spirits of darkness, most had clearly been corrupted by demonic energy—subjugated forcibly. Just like those Dark Elves they supposedly despise.

“I-I’m sorry… I tried to handle it myself…”

The young elf who survived the corpse explosion approached the old man, but Arph just smiled and gently stroked his head.

“No, someone as talented as you—so essential for the true Elven society—mustn’t be allowed to fall here.”

Touched, the kid’s eyes welled up with tears. But honestly, if he wanted to live, he should’ve run—not cried.

“Yes, your noble sacrifice will be recorded as a key moment in our people’s history.”

“O-Origin Elder…?”

Energy Drain.

A difficult spell to control, and if you fumbled the runes while stealing someone’s life force, you’d be on a one-way trip to hell. 

It’s one of the more impractical dark arts—but among those who’ve been corrupted by demonic forces, it’s fairly common, since their energies start to resemble each other.

The elder’s wrinkled skin smoothed out as he transformed back into a youthful, handsome version of himself—but of course, it didn’t stop there.

“You’ve gotten pretty strong, haven’t you?”

He’d gained so much power, he overcame aging itself, his demonic transformation deepened, and his core split into two.

Even during the height of the traitor crisis, elves who managed to grow more than one core were rare.

At this point, he’s more demon than elf.

“How much have you eaten exactly?”

Even if elves have way more life force than humans, this isn’t something you can achieve just by devouring one or two.

Given I already wiped out nearly every traitor in this incident, there’s no way just eating leftovers could get him this strong…

“A noble sacrifice, indeed.”

“What the hell are you babbling about, you freak.”

Clearly, these bastards had been stealing life force in secret long before they openly turned traitor.

“You wouldn’t understand. For elves to regain their true might, this was necessary.”

Maybe to make the most out of it, he forced others to fall into corruption before consuming them.

“A sacrifice is something voluntary or born of necessity. Being devoured by a filthy old bastard isn’t a sacrifice.”

“You pity them?”

“Not the traitors who chose this path. But the victims of your disgusting deeds? Yeah, I pity them.”

“You’re more sentimental than I thought. Didn’t expect that from you.”

“Guess you’re new to shamanism. Shamans are some of the most emotional, sentimental folks you’ll ever meet~”

We were exchanging small talk, but our hands and minds were already forming spells, ready for combat.

The spells were launched. His cursed bullet barely overpowered mine—a slight edge.

“It’s not over…! You might only have spells and magic, but I still have spirit arts…!”

Seemingly excited by real combat after so long, he commanded the corrupted spirits and spirits of darkness.

As I blocked their elemental magic, even my mana shield cracked slightly.

Hmm. Not bad.

It’s a brute-force style, but surprisingly effective. Overwhelming with pure power is harder to counter than you’d think.

Like most magic, shamanic power increases with the magnitude of sacrifice and restrictions applied. And this guy is pouring in both a lifetime of accumulation and the lives of countless others.

No wonder he’s strong.

So now, he starts to believe. That he finally has a shot at beating me.

Let him get cocky.

Because while I hate traitors in general, I despise loudmouths like him even more.

He’s not worth a clean death. His end needs to be so horrific, no one ever dares follow in his footsteps.

So go ahead—climb higher.

Believe you can defeat me. Think that your pathetic power, stolen through betrayal and forced sacrifice, makes you something great.

Another crack in the shield. I pretend to struggle and patch it up desperately.

“Hahaha…! You can’t even resist anymore…!”

When he thought my shield finally shattered, his swirling black curse engulfed me.

Perfect.

Let him fully enjoy his victory.

Just for a moment.

“If I take your power too…! I can ascend to an even higher—”

I’ll drag you down to hell.

“Wh-what is this…?!”

It hurts. I’ll give him that. Pretty well-crafted spell. Guess centuries of life gave him some skills.

But now his magic, his dirty curse, was gathering in my hand. And the swirling black energy turned crimson.

“What do you mean, ‘what’ you idiot?”


Then I hurled it back—red vortex swallowing his arm, grinding it to a pulp.

“I hijacked your spell, dumbass.”

Why the shocked face?

Disgusting.





 
  Chapter 18: An Unexpected Crisis. A Demon Surrounds Rak


“Th-This is impossible…!”

Although his arm, severed due to the effects of demonization, regenerated immediately, his psyche was already shattered.

“What is?”

“The power I gained after devouring so many of my own kind…! I was clearly overwhelming you…! And yet you suddenly became this strong…!? Even if you’re part of the Hero’s party…! It doesn’t make sense for a human to gain that kind of power without sacrificing anything…!”

Hmm, I could have just crushed him with brute force… but I acted it out to mess with his head more.

Also, who said there were no sacrifices? If I started listing all the magical constraints I placed on myself, I could probably talk about it all day…

“Gaaahhh…!”

“Explaining things to someone who’s about to croak doesn’t really seem worthwhile, huh?”

The curse I had planted when I seized control of his sorcery now began rotting away the arm that had just regenerated. 

To his credit, maybe because he used to be a high elf, he still tried to fight back—launching an attack with spirit magic, which didn’t require much concentration on his part.

“How many times do you think I’ve fought dark spirits or corrupted ones? This kind of trickery is nothing new.”

Whether it works or not is another matter, of course.

I flared my energy outward in an instant, and the spirits, upon contact with my overwhelming energy, became ‘intoxicated’—some spiraled out of control and crashed to the ground, while others vanished back into the spirit realm altogether. Watching this, the elf’s face turned pale.

“W-Wait…! Hold on…! I have something to— GAAHH!”

“Oh? If you’ve got something to say, go ahead~”

All I did was pierce both his feet with black spikes conjured through dark magic, but for some reason, he screamed.

“What’s wrong? Weren’t you going to say something? Don’t worry. I’ll be doing my thing, so you go ahead and say what you want.”

Of course, the spell wasn’t designed to kill, but to cause intense pain and immobilize him, so it probably felt like his feet were on fire—but that’s not my problem.

“Guh…! Hah…! Ngh…! I surrender…”

“…Huh?”

“I-I surrender… please, spare me… I’ve been in contact with the demons for a long time, so I might know things you don’t…”

“Such as?”

“I-I’ve also been in contact with traitors from other races! I can give you their information!”

When I momentarily stopped my attack, he seemed to get the wrong idea—thinking he had a chance to negotiate, foolishly clinging to hope. But to be honest, I had zero intention of letting him live.

“Not exactly enticing.”

I was just going along with it because I figured I could make him suffer more this way.

“Think about it. Among the traitors hiding in other races, there are some far worse than me. Even if you’re part of the Hero’s party, they’re not opponents you can take lightly…”

As I slowly withdrew my sorcery and extended my hand to him, he gave a strained smile and reached for it.

“…Ugh…! You…! You…!”

Of course, the moment he touched my hand, his expression twisted in pain.

“Depending on the individual or race, it varies, but when a traitor develops two cores, their power is about on par with a mid-level demon.”

As I channeled my energy through our joined hands, I sensed two cores near his heart.

He must’ve nurtured them carefully—they were quite large. Even so, the way clumps of demonic energy and mana had rooted themselves into his body never failed to disgust me.

“You, though… being originally a high elf and skilled in spirit magic, probably rank a little above mid-tier demons. Maybe just under high-tier.”

Not that I planned to let him live, but with his mana now interwoven with demonic essence, and the core linked to his mana circuits, it wasn’t even possible to save him if I wanted to.

“Y-Yeah… and there are those even stronger than me…!”

“So, how many high-level demons do you think the Hero managed to kill in a single battle at most?”

“Ugh…! Gah…! H-How would I know…!”

When I forcefully pushed my energy into him, his first core exploded from within, unable to withstand it.

With that, he not only lost the power he had accumulated, but the surge of mana and demonic energy from the broken core would start wrecking his body from the inside out.

“Not feeling motivated? Then let’s make a deal. Get the number right, and I’ll spare you. How’s that for motivation?”

The blood vessels in his body began bulging and turning dark, blood started leaking from his nose and eyes—but since he still had one core left, maybe if I let go now, he’d barely survive.

Of course, since I forcefully ruptured a core, even if he lived, his organs and blood vessels were probably ruined… but hey, there’s a saying: Even rolling around in a pile of shit is better than dying, right?

And it seemed like he still had a strong attachment to life—just offering him a sliver of hope was enough for him to cling to it again.

“S-So you say that, which means it wasn’t a small number. F-Fine, maybe… twenty?”

I shook my head and injected energy into his remaining core. Cracks began to form.

“O-Okay, thirty…! Thirty, right…?!”

“Wow, that’s your big leap? Even if the fight wasn’t officially recorded and there’s no public record, you haven’t even heard the rumors? Come on, think bigger. If you go up by tens, you won’t last long.”

As I increased the pressure, the core began to crack further, and he started vomiting black blood—yet he still desperately opened his mouth to speak.

“Kh…! Fifty…! Was it fifty…?! I knew the Hero was powerful, but to that extent…!”

“Ugh, gross. It’s all splattering. Also… wrong. You just added twenty—how is that a big jump?”

He shook his head, not seeming to understand. Maybe he thought I was lying. Maybe he believed I was just toying with him before killing him, never intending to spare him.

“One hundred and eight.”

“…What?”

“One hundred and eight. Why? Sounds fake?”

Sure, the match-up was favorable, and the Hero wasn’t exactly unscathed after the battle, but it wasn’t a lie.

In the demon hierarchy, the Demon King and his royal guards—including the now-extinct Four Heavenly Kings—are classified as top-tier. Below them are high-tier, mid-tier, and low-tier demons.

Even the lowest-tier demons are much stronger than average humans, and mid-tier ones are hard to kill due to their rapid regeneration.

High-tier demons… well, they’re straight-up monsters.

There are even legends of weaker high-tier demons being able to destroy small nations on their own. So yeah, claiming to have killed 108 in one go isn’t something people find easy to believe.

“Don’t be ridiculous…! High-tier demons! You expect me to believe that crap…?! So you never intended to spare me from the start…!”

“…You traitors always say that right before you die.”

From the now fully cracked core, his mana and demonic energy began leaking out, dealing even more damage to his already failing organs.

“W-Wait…!”

“From the moment the Hero’s party was formed, people said it was hopeless. That it was futile resistance. That no one could change anything. They kept crying that crap and begged to surrender.”

As I condensed and detonated the energy I had been feeding into the fractured core, it finally exploded—spreading the curse to his heart and brain, the only parts he had barely protected after the first explosion.

He must feel like every drop of his blood is boiling.

It’d hurt too much to even scream. He’d probably rather die.

“Now that we’ve started winning, they’re suddenly scared for their necks and doing everything they can to sabotage us.”

But I don’t intend to let them die easily—so what should I do?

“And when that didn’t work, they resorted to politics and pure chaos, interfering until the very brink of death…”

With my raging dark energy and main force, I wrecked every organ in his body. Just before I obliterated the brain he’d desperately protected, I began using his body to construct a spell.

Since the spell was written using the pain he felt and the immense amount of dark energy devouring his body, it wasn’t even difficult to craft.

The condition was simple—to keep him alive as long as possible.

The cost? The dark energy flooding his body, his vitality, and every ounce of pain he was feeling.

“But when death finally stares them in the face, they forget all about the people who were sacrificed or suffered because of them. They start begging for their pathetic lives.”

Well, this alone should be painful enough—but it’s not quite satisfying. Let’s add one final touch.

All I need is one restriction to amplify the spell, and it’ll transform into something far more complete.

He’s probably not entirely ignorant of magic, so he’ll likely realize how hopeless his situation is just by seeing this.


The restriction: To prolong the spell as much as possible, the subject’s pain will double at regular intervals.

He shook his head as if to plead with me not to, but of course, it was a completely pointless gesture.

“Why should I spare bastards like you? Information? Don’t need it—I’ll find it out myself. Stronger than you? What, some guys a little tougher than a mid-tier demon? Who cares how many there are—I’m not scared.”

When I added the final condition and completed the spell, he let out a scream, and I even kindly cast a shield to protect his brain from damage.

“I don’t give a damn about your circumstances or your pitiful goals…”

If his brain gets destroyed, he won’t feel pain anymore. He needs to suffer until his mind shatters. I won’t let him off easy.

“Just die. No, suffer and then die. So miserably that no other bastard dares to imitate you. Wail in pain, scream in agony, and die as an example to the rest.”

Ugh, even his screams are annoying.

Filthy traitor.

“That’s the only way you bastards can be of any use to humanity.”

Go rot in hell.

★

I checked his belongings, wondering if there was anything worth taking, any useful intel—but as expected, I didn’t find much.

“The curse and poison used on the World Tree were provided, and the demon who gave you power hasn’t shown up in person since Baikon Lord died? Only kept in touch by communication?”

There were no proper records to begin with, and the other traitors had all been devoured by that Alf bastard, now dried-up mummies.

Good thing I used a mind scan to extract information directly from Alf’s brain. Otherwise, we’d have walked away empty-handed.

Well, I was just pissed and planning to kill him painfully, and happened to get lucky. Good thing I didn’t destroy his brain…

“They sure were meticulous when it came to what they wanted to take…”

Likely gathered while they were fleeing—medicines, as much food as they could carry, weapons like bows—at least it’s something. With this, we can put out the fire burning on the elves’ side.

The hero should’ve arrived already, but even if he can heal disease and curses, he can’t conjure up supplies. So this is a good outcome.

Of course, this is just a temporary fix—it’s not like they’ll be living in luxury. But whether they beg from other countries or get aid, that’s their problem, not mine.

“…Now what do I do with this?”

The problem is that one of the items mixed in with the supplies is truly incredible.

When I heard there might be a high elf among the traitors, I did hope this might be here…

But elves aren’t idiots—there’s no way they’d let this be taken, right?

“An intact fruit of the World Tree…”

A legendary fruit said to reverse a human’s physical age by ten years even without preparation. It caused a frenzy once it was revealed to be an ingredient in the legendary elixir.

It was already near-impossible to obtain—only appearing once every few decades in the elves’ nation—and during the war, many were lost. 

The elves even claimed all existing fruits were destroyed to avoid conflict.

No one fully believed it, but officially, no fruit remained. And yet, here it is, perfectly preserved.

Maybe Alf stole it. Or maybe the high elves each kept one secretly. Either way, it’s an incredible treasure.

The problem?

“It’s completely useless to me.”

Well… not completely. It’s a legendary fruit that rejuvenates the body just by eating it.

It could be very useful to someone else—if they absorb its energy well, it can increase spirit sensitivity or provide natural energy. A huge benefit to spirit summoners.

But for me, a black mage? Spirit sensitivity and natural energy don’t help me at all.

I wonder if I could return it and gain favor with the elven queen? Maybe earn the blessing of the World Tree?

I was lost in thought when suddenly my body wobbled and I collapsed to my knees.

It took me a moment to realize I had lost my balance and knelt—because it hit without any warning. A wave of unbearable discomfort consumed me.

Why was it suddenly so painful I could barely breathe?

Did I push too hard during the battle with Alf?

Or is there some lingering curse or poison here that even I didn’t detect?

No.

Definitely not.

Because I knew this accursed pain well.

The cause was easy to identify.

“What the hell is it this time…?”


The problem was why the damned Baikon’s Curse was suddenly reacting again.

This wasn’t just one or two virgins.

It was an overwhelming mass of pure, virginal energy…

A level of purity I simply couldn’t handle started bearing down on me.





 
  Chapter 19:  The Cruel Maiden Unit Covers in on Rak. The Hero Iseol Appears!


Along with the crushing weight that pressed down on my entire body, a wave of nausea surged through me. I tried to escape in a hurry, but I could no longer move freely.

Maidens appeared.

Not just one or two—an overwhelming number of them suddenly appeared as if materializing out of thin air. Then, as if triggered by their presence, Baikon’s curse began to torment my body like mad!

I tried to figure out the cause, tried desperately to get my brain working—but the searing pain made it impossible to think clearly.

At least I could guess that someone had used large-scale teleportation, likely due to the World Tree’s barrier being lifted when I summoned the Hero. 

But as for identifying the direct cause, or understanding the motive behind this—there was no way I could get that far with my head spinning like this.

No, to be honest, I probably wouldn’t have figured it out even if I were in perfect shape.

Who the hell would drop a massive unit of maidens into the Elven Kingdom all of a sudden?

For what reason…?

Are they baiting a unicorn from the Fairy Forest or something?

Unless it’s an assassin targeting me specifically, who the hell would pull something like this…!?

“Urgh…!”

If only they would go away, but instead, it felt like they were drawing closer. The curse only reacted more intensely.

It sounds kind of bad to say this now, but honestly, I had been underestimating Baikon’s curse up until this point.

Unless a maiden came extremely close, it didn’t have much effect—and besides, truly pure maidens aren’t exactly common.

In this world, most women are married and have children by their mid-twenties at the latest.

Nowadays, with the war reducing the number of men, you might find an unmarried village girl if you go out into the countryside—but even then, nobles often take them in as concubines.

So, it’s rare to actually encounter a truly pure maiden just walking around. And even if I did, I could usually tell before they got too close, so I could just avoid them when it really mattered.

So I thought, even if I couldn’t neutralize the curse in the worst-case scenario, I could at least return to the battlefield. I had actually considered that possibility…

But this—this wasn’t a curse to be taken so lightly.

Meeting so many maidens at once… was it always this painful?

My consciousness began to fade.

My strength left me, and just as I reached the point where I could no longer even crawl away, I suddenly sensed a thick, demonic presence hidden among the pure energies of the maidens.

A theory began to form in my mind.

Earlier, my muddled brain dismissed the idea as ridiculous—but what if it was true? What if this really was an attack targeting me?

…What if that bastard Alph had already contacted the demons before our battle, and told them I’d be the one they were facing?

After the Hero, I’m probably the one they’d most want to eliminate. It wouldn’t be strange if they assembled a force just to take me out.

I was careless.

I should’ve been prepared…

Whether they already knew about my curse, or if rumors spread after I dealt with those spies last time, I had been far too complacent in dealing with it.

I could have prepared…

I just didn’t bother because I thought there’d be no reason to use it in the Elven lands protected by the World Tree’s barrier. 

If I’d brought one of those outrageously expensive teleport scrolls, I might’ve been able to escape. 

Or if I’d raised even a single summon instead of relying on undead puppets, I might have had someone to carry me away.

Instead, I acted far too arrogantly, thinking I could brute force my way through anything.

Now, thinking I might die in a place like this… it was absurd.

…Wait, if I die here, will the history books say that Rak, the black mage of the Hero’s party, was overwhelmed and violated by demonic maidens?

I’ve never once in my life cared how I’d be recorded in history—but this, this I definitely wanted to avoid.

“Ghh…!”

So, with the last of my strength, I tried to crawl away in a pathetic attempt to escape. 

But even that required some energy returning to my body—and since my arms had no strength left in them, I couldn’t move at all.

I could feel the swirl of dark energy and mana targeting me.

Maybe one of them had some kind of detection ability—and that’s how they found me hiding here…

Normally, I would’ve erased my presence with a spell, but thanks to the curse, I was screwing up even basic things like that.

This wasn’t even a powerful attack. 

On any other day, I would’ve sneered and blocked it easily. But now, I had to take this kind of cheap attack… it was honestly pathetic.

I desperately tried to write a spell to survive even a little longer, but my hands were shaking too much to write quickly. With no other option, I tried to throw up a mana shield to endure it, when—

“…Hyung…!”

From afar, I felt a familiar energy racing toward me at an unbelievable speed.

Then, a blue flash, like starlight, filled my vision. 

The ball of mana flying toward me was suddenly sliced clean in two. I let out a breath of relief without even realizing it.

…That bastard.

Even though it’s been a while since I last saw him, he’s still the same as ever.

It’s like he thinks he’s the protagonist of a damn novel—always keeping everyone in suspense, only to show up at the very last moment, just in time to save the day with a radiant smile, like he’s some divine light incarnate, the embodiment of hope.

“Rak hyung…! Are you okay!?”

The Hero, Iseol.

Leader of the Hero’s party that I was part of, and without a doubt, the strongest warrior among all humanity right now.

His annoyingly pretty face and his perfectly timed (or mistimed?) entrances were exactly as I remembered. It annoyed me… but given the situation, I couldn’t hide how glad I was to see him.

“…Can’t you show up just a little faster?”

Not that I’d ever admit I was happy to see him, of course.

“…It’s been a while, and that’s the first thing you say? I came to rescue you, you know…”

“If you don’t like it, feel free to leave me.”

Yeah, it’d be really bad if he actually did leave, but of all people, this guy was the one person I knew would never abandon someone. That’s why I could joke around, even in a situation like this.

“How could I possibly leave you…? Don’t be mad, okay? The elven village was under attack too, so I was handling that before coming here…”

He’s not the type who’d ever consider abandoning someone—not even if it wasn’t me—and yet he talks like that.

“Uh, anyway… help me up, will you? My body right now is…?”

It would’ve been nice if things had ended there.

If I’d just gotten some help walking and managed to escape this place safely, maybe—just maybe—I could’ve made some effort to see past the mistakes of the past. Not to forgive, exactly, but at least to consider leniency.

“…What are you doing?”

For some reason, the hero suddenly lifted me straight into his arms and gave a sheepish smile as if to say, “Just bear with it for a second.”

Okay, sure, I get that he’s trying to get us out of here quickly, but still…

“Isn’t this a bit much? If you’re gonna carry me, just throw me over your shoulder or something.”

Why the hell are you holding me like I’m some precious treasure, in a pose straight out of a romance novel?

“Hehe, that would hurt though.”

“This is humiliating, you bas—!”

It should’ve been followed by a “-tard!!” and a scream, but unfortunately, before I could finish, he was already bursting with blue light and mana, launching himself out of the elven hideout.

I braced myself, thinking that closing the distance to the virgin demon squad would bring another wave of crushing pain—but oddly enough, I actually felt a little better.

…No, it’s not just a feeling—I really am doing better.

The purity in the air from the maidens was even more intense than before, and yet somehow, thanks to the goddess’s blessing the hero carries, it seemed the curse of Baikon was being suppressed. 


It was humiliating, but I had no choice—I had to stick close to him if I wanted to survive.

★

The virgin assassin squad assembled by Kueren, captain of the Demon King’s castle guard, mostly consisted of lower- to mid-tier demons.

They had initially hoped to create a squad of upper-class demons, but it turns out that finding a virgin among upper-class female demons was nearly impossible. 

And even if there were one, unless she openly declared it herself, there wasn’t really any way to force that information out of her.

In the end, those who volunteered were mostly there for the support money—or because they had been promised their families would be taken care of if anything went wrong. 

Still, despite being such a modest force, up until just moments ago they’d been under the illusion that they might actually succeed in their mission.

Their target, the mage, was so crippled by the curse that he couldn’t even cast spells properly. Even when they attacked, he didn’t resist—he barely had time to throw up defensive wards.

They thought, We’ll complete this mission, receive a share of the Demon King’s power, and ascend to upper-class status. 

They even pitied the ones who had gone to delay the hero in the elven village, thinking, They probably won’t survive—but their deaths won’t be in vain, since we’ll complete the mission in their stead.

But that arrogant fantasy was shattered the moment a streak of blue light effortlessly sliced through the magic sphere they’d painstakingly crafted.

As if such a ragtag bunch could buy time against that monster.

The idea that they could hold him off even briefly was absurd to begin with.

A pointless death.

They tried to give meaning to the deaths of their comrades who had surely been slaughtered—but faced with the brutal reality that they couldn’t even last a moment, only one thought came to mind: a completely meaningless death.

They should run—but their legs wouldn’t move.

Or maybe their bodies already understood—better than their minds did—that running would make no difference.

And then, it appeared, carrying the mage in his arms. That figure radiated mana like starlight, staring them down.

The sheer overwhelming presence of it sapped most of them of the will to fight—they dropped to their knees, instinctively begging for mercy.

Because unless it showed mercy, there was no way they were getting out of here alive.

‘That’s the hero.’
‘The strongest warrior of mankind, and the arch-nemesis of demonkind.’

They trembled, thinking they were as good as dead—but unexpectedly, the hero only cast them a disgusted glance. He didn’t even draw his sacred sword. He didn’t move to attack.

‘Is he… sparing us?’

That fleeting hope crossed their minds.

‘Maybe saving that mage is more urgent… Maybe he’ll just ignore us and pass by…’

Foolishly, the demons lifted their heads with that spark of hope in their eyes.

But they quickly realized it was a mistake.

The moment divine energy mixed with the mana radiating from the hero, even without a direct attack—even without raising his sword—just walking toward them with that same unpleasant glare, their bodies began to unravel, starting from the weakest among them.

A staggering difference in power.

It wasn’t even about skill anymore.

He hadn’t even declared intent to fight. He’d just let off some energy… and they were melting on their own.

A weapon of last resort. A monster among monsters who reversed a demon-favoring war situation in just a few years.

‘So this… this is the hero.’

“Hey, stop mixing in so much divine power. It stings because of the curse.”

“Oh—sorry, Hyung!”

And yet the monster who had glared down upon them with disdain while scattering blue light now transformed the moment he heard the mage speak. 

His expression softened into a sheepish smile as he turned away from the demons, speeding off toward the elven capital.

‘…Wait. Did we… survive?’

‘Did we actually make it through this?’

Most of their comrades were dead, but a few—around ten—still remained. 

Just as they began to believe they might really survive, what they saw next were arrows flying straight toward their foreheads and hearts.

Arrows that moved with intent—like they had a will of their own—pierced both heads and hearts with deadly accuracy. The last remaining demons perished instantly.


And watching from atop a massive tree, Princess Erina of the elves observed their deaths with cold, unwavering eyes.

“…Ughh…! If I knew it’d be like this, I would’ve gone in to rescue him myself…! I’m so jealous~!”

After that short grumble, she returned to her usual laid-back demeanor and chased after Iseol, who was still carrying Rak in his arms.

The deaths of those demons? Whatever. What really stung was missing her chance to save Rak herself—it would’ve been the perfect opportunity to fix her image.

Still, the fact that she now had the chance to talk to Rak after so long made her decide that was enough for now. And with that, she picked up her pace.



 
  Chapter 20: Conflict


The reunion with the Hero was the worst.

“Um, are you uncomfortable, hyung?”

Now that I think about it, this is seriously embarrassing.

Of all possible situations, why this kind of pathetic encounter?

Originally, even if we did meet again, I had no intention of having any sort of conversation. But of all times, it had to be when I was ambushed like that—and I ended up getting help.

And it would’ve been humiliating enough just getting help, but now I’m literally being carried in his arms.
How could I not be embarrassed?

“I’m uncomfortable.”

And this guy—he’s annoyingly strong and oddly familiar in the way he holds me, which makes it even more irritating how comfortable it feels physically.

“Ah, um… then, should I fix how I’m holding you?”

…How do you even arrive at that conclusion?

“…Wouldn’t it make more sense to just put me down? I don’t see any more enemies.”

“…Ah.”

…What the hell? Why does he look disappointed?

Still, thanks to the goddess’s blessing, the curse of Baikon had calmed down a lot, and it seemed like the enemies had all been dealt with, so there really was no reason to keep being carried.

The Hero hesitated for some reason, but eventually, he did put me down.

…Now that I’m looking at him like this, he doesn’t seem to have changed much.

Back when we were first summoned to this world, he was timid and completely inexperienced in combat. He’d cry from just a bit of fear.

So many people questioned, “Seriously, this guy is the Hero?”

Compared to back then, he’d become absurdly strong and looked the part too, but I still couldn’t understand why he became so meek in front of me.

—H-how am I supposed to do this…?!

—Didn’t you say you wanted to become stronger? It’s okay if you can’t right now. It’ll hurt if you fail, but I’ll save you before you die, so quit whining and get moving.

—I didn’t think you’d go this far!? And wait, if it gets to the point of almost dying, that’s definitely not okay…! Aah!? Don’t push me…!

…Maybe I was too hard on him back in the day?

“U-um. Hyung, how have you been…”

While I was lost in memories, he hesitantly tried to strike up a conversation.

“Ra-Rak!”

A blonde woman came charging up from behind and cut between us.

It was Erina—the elven princess and a renowned divine archer.

Her gleaming blonde hair and light green eyes, along with that relaxed expression, were exactly as I remembered. 

But the way she looked at me now had a strange mix of guilt and fear, and instead of feeling happy to see her, all it did was bring back the memories of the day I quit the party.

“H-how have you been…?”

Since I was the one who got helped, I tried to act unaffected and maintain composure, but maybe her awkward behavior and stiff tone made it harder?

“You’ve probably heard the rumors.”

I didn’t mean to sound cold, but my voice came out sharp and unpleasant, and both of them flinched at once and started watching my reaction anxiously.

“Y-yeah. You’re amazing~ I mean, as soon as you left the party…”

Erina tried to smooth things over, but she realized mid-sentence that she’d basically dropped a bombshell—and started trembling.

…If you were going to tiptoe around like that, maybe just don’t talk in the first place.

“They said you caught a spy planted by the demon race… That’s really amazing…”

Well, at least she had the sense to stop there. If she kept going, it would’ve turned into a complete disaster.

Still, watching the two of them squirm and try to read my mood only made me feel worse. It was the start of a weird, unpleasant cycle.
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And Erina, the one who had dropped the verbal bomb, was now desperately trying to think.

At this walking pace, it’d take about twenty minutes to reach the village.

Looking on the bright side, that meant she could spend some time with Rak and try to talk things out, maybe even repair her image a little. 

But instead, she had to go and say something unnecessary and make things worse.

Trying to salvage it, she figured she should compliment one of Rak’s recent achievements…

“I-I heard even the Church acknowledged your accomplishments? Since the fall of the Sorcery King, you’re the first black mage they’ve ever recognized…”

She blurted it out too hastily, not thinking through the consequences.

“Right. The ‘Virginity Identifier,’ huh?”

She realized far too late just how terrible her choice of topic had been. When she heard Rak’s icy voice, a cold sweat trickled down her spine.

To borrow one of Seol’s favorite phrases: that’s two strikes.

One more mistake and she’d be out, so she couldn’t speak easily. But with a ticking time limit, she couldn’t stay silent forever either.

This wasn’t what she wanted to say at all…

It had been so long since they last met—she wanted to catch up, apologize, talk like they used to.

Most of all, she wanted to ask if he might consider rejoining the party, even if it was only after his curse was fully healed.

She missed him so much, had so many things to say.

So why, now that he was finally standing in front of her, couldn’t she say anything real?

—Hehe, Rak, are you tired~? You look sleepy already.

—…Yeah. Lately, I feel tipsy faster too.

—It’s okay~ You were busy again today. You must be tired. I’ll take you back to your room.

…Well, it’s not like they had nothing to feel guilty about. Acting all casual now would’ve been insane. But still, why was she this nervous?

She should at least greet him properly and apologize…

“R-Rak…!”

“What.”

She mustered up the courage to speak, but his voice was cold—just like when they first met—and it scared her.

“…How did you get here before us? Did Mom—uh, I mean, did the Queen contact you separately?”

In the end, what came out was neither a greeting nor an apology, just something she said to flee from the situation.

“I didn’t know in advance. I only found out they requested backup from you guys after I got here.”

“Oh…? Then why did you come here in the first place?”

Rak fell silent for a moment, but then, deciding it wasn’t worth hiding, gave a short answer.

“Because of the World Tree’s blessing.”

It was still a curt and blunt reply—but upon hearing it, Erina didn’t feel hurt. In fact, she felt… happy.

Because there was only one reason why he’d seek the blessing of the World Tree in the first place.

“Thank goodness… So you were trying to break the curse?”

It seemed like she had just confirmed that he hadn’t been broken by the curse—and that even if he felt betrayed and disappointed in them, the core of who he was hadn’t changed.

Come to think of it, Rak was always like that.

Whenever something went wrong, he would grumble and complain, but still find a solution, and in the end, he’d pull through.

“So what, did you really think I’d just give up? Once I get the blessing, I’m heading straight back to the front lines.”

“N-No, I didn’t think that! Really!”


Smiling as she answered, Erina suddenly had a thought.

If the World Tree were to lift Rak’s curse… could they fight together again?

Of course, things couldn’t go back to how they were right away. After all, they had wronged him. 

But if they took their time and made amends… maybe, just maybe, he would forgive them someday.

And if that day came, maybe things could go back to the way they used to be…

“Um… hey. Could you hear me out without misunderstanding?”

But while Erina was getting lost in those happy thoughts, the Hero, Iseol, looked at Rak with a nervous expression.

“Even if you do get the World Tree’s blessing, maybe it’s better if you don’t head straight back to the front lines…”

“…What?”

Startled by Iseol’s unexpected words and Rak’s sharp reaction, Erina didn’t even have time to intervene before the conversation continued on without her.

“The curse was cast with the last of the Demon King’s power, right? We don’t even know if it can be completely lifted. Besides, even if that weren’t the case… I just think it’d be good for you to rest, for once.”

“Rest, huh?”

“Yes. Honestly… I’ve been worried. Every time I saw you going wild on the battlefield, it always felt like…”

“I don’t recall ever asking you to worry about me.”

Rak cut Iseol’s words off with a sharp glare. The air between them turned cold.

“What, are you thinking you can handle things just fine without me now?”

“No, that’s not it. I would never think that, Rak…”

From a third-party perspective—and as someone who had spent a long time with both of them—Erina felt like she understood where both were coming from.

Iseol truly valued Rak.

From the moment he first arrived in this world, Rak had taken care of him. 

He was the one Iseol had leaned on most, and admired. So he genuinely wanted Rak to take a break and recover. 

And it was true that as a black mage, Rak had often seemed worn down and dangerously exhausted on the battlefield.

So maybe, now that things had come to this, Iseol just wanted him to take a long rest… to recover his humanity.

But from Rak’s point of view, those words probably didn’t come across as kindness—and perhaps, not even as concern.

He was the one who hated demons the most among them, the one who fought harder than anyone else.

So even if Iseol meant well, telling him not to return to the front probably just felt like a denial of his whole existence.

“No matter what you say, I’m going back to the front lines.”

“…What if, as party leader, I say I won’t allow it?”

“…You’re joking, right? When did I ever beg to be let back in? All I said was that I’m returning to the battlefield.”

“Rak…”

Both of them were emotionally charged now.

Iseol’s hurt feelings from not being understood, and Rak’s fury at feeling rejected—those emotions were on a crash course. 

At this rate, things would definitely explode into harsh words again, just like the day Rak left the party…

“…Ah.”

“…Huh?”

“Ah.”

But right at that moment, all three of us felt it—a sinister aura.

Whether it was lucky or unlucky, the tension between them came to a halt.

“I thought we handled everything on the village side?”

“…I was sure we got all the energy signatures…”

But now, faint traces of demonic energy were rising again from the village—the very place we thought we’d thoroughly cleared. 

It wasn’t yet a full-blown emergency, but there was a chance something had gone very wrong.
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We rushed over at once, fearing the worst—but thankfully, we didn’t find the village in flames, or a top-tier demon hiding among mid-level ones. Nothing that devastating had happened.

Well… depending on how you looked at it, I guess this could still be considered a serious issue.

“You think imitating me will fool anyone, demon? What a pathetic trick.”

“I don’t know who you’re calling pathetic. A filthy demon shouldn’t be mimicking me in the first place.”

Because instead of a massacre or an ambush on wounded evacuees, what we found was… the Elf Queen. Two of her.

Glaring at each other. Each claiming to be the real one.

Yeah. You heard me right.

We had barely set foot back in the village when we were greeted by the bizarre sight of two fairy queens—each accusing the other of being an impostor.

“There was an explosion,” one elf explained. “A shockwave hit the queen, and when the smoke cleared… this is what we saw…”

“…So what you’re saying is, you didn’t notice a demon sneaking into the palace, you missed them getting near the queen, stood there while the explosion happened, and just waited until the smoke cleared before reacting?”

Honestly, no matter how many times the elf explained it, it didn’t make any sense.

I stared at him, but he just looked back at me with a sheepish, embarrassed face.

I mean, I get it.

Most of the actual combat forces were spread out right now, cleaning up issues in other regions. 

The people left here were mostly non-combatants. They also thought the hero had cleaned up the demons already, so it made sense they let their guard down.

And sure, if you’re dealing with a race that specializes in stealth, it’s understandable you might miss something.

But still—even now, they couldn’t figure out which one was the fake? They were just standing there trembling?

Come on. It’s obvious. I could tell right away which one was the impostor.

“…This is bad. Must be a doppelgänger.”

“…Yeah. But what do we do? I can’t tell which one’s real.”

Apparently, it wasn’t just the elves.

Even Iseol and Erina were frozen, unable to figure it out.

…Wait. That’s weird.

Doppelgängers are notorious for being hard to identify once they change form. But somehow, I could tell which one was the fake. No problem.

What was it? Something about the fake just felt… wrong.

Disgusting. Like it made my skin crawl. If I got any closer, I felt like I might puke.

And when that thought clicked—I realized the answer.

Ah. I get it now.

Same as those demons earlier.

This one must’ve been sent here to assassinate me.

The doppelgänger noticed my stare and looked at me with a startled expression.


Yeah, you copied everything.

But there’s one thing you couldn’t mimic.

The real Elf Queen? She’s a mother of three. A married woman.

But that doppelgänger? It was practically radiating the energy of someone completely, unmistakably… pure.





 
  Chapter 21: Venting Anger


Seeing the guy desperately keeping up that pathetic act made me feel a little better.

I was already boiling with rage, and now, conveniently, a suitable outlet for that anger had shown up. I was honestly grateful.

“What’s the matter, Sir Rak? Do I have something on my face?”

“Or could it be… you can tell which one is the real one?”

Yes, I was angry.

I was angry at Erina, who could barely speak to me properly and just stood there hesitating.

I was angry at that so-called Hero, who looked at me like I was someone who needed protection.

But more than that, I was furious—disgusted—with myself. So much so, I could barely stand it.

If I hadn’t sensed the demonic energy just now, what on earth was I planning to say to the Hero?

“Me too”? Me too, what?

Was I going to impulsively blurt out that I had no intention of returning to that stupid party?

This is venting.

Childish, and on top of that, stupid.

Even though I’d been saved from a genuinely dangerous situation, I was about to lash out at someone who was just worried about me.

Sure, I could come up with a hundred excuses if I wanted to.

But none of that would change the truth:

I lashed out because I was afraid—afraid that I was no longer needed, that I’d become useless even on the battlefield.

I’m not a child. Taking it out on the Hero wasn’t right.

I know he didn’t mean it that way.

Sure, he’s an outrageous womanizer, and he almost drove the Allied Forces to disaster with his lust just before the battle with Baikon Road…

But still, he’s a good guy.

So there was no way I could start snapping at someone who’d genuinely been worried about me, especially when that someone had just saved me.

Which is why this new outlet for my anger was a very welcome presence.

What’s that? You’re asking why I’m looking for someone to take it out on when I just got mad at myself for wanting to vent on the Hero?

Well, this one’s a demon.

A cunning, vile bastard who even disguised himself as the queen of an allied race.

Who’s going to complain if I vent a little on something like that?

“As Her Majesty said, I believe I’ve identified the fake.”

Ah, so go ahead. Keep up that sorry act until I’ve calmed down.

Huh? You pathetic demon scum.

I only said I knew which one was the fake, but the crowd started murmuring.

Fortunately, the doppelganger didn’t seem ready to give up yet—it kept acting diligently.
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Doppelgangers, compared to other demons of equal rank, may lack magical power or physical strength, but they’re a special kind.

Each one varies slightly, but they can not only replicate their target’s appearance—they can read parts of their memory and impersonate them.

If they manage to kill their original, they consume the body and memories, making their mimicry even more precise.

Their ranks range from low-class demons with terrible acting skills to high-class ones.

Judging by how convincing the imitation was—and the fact that it had read so many memories without even killing the original—it was safe to assume this one was at least mid-tier or higher.

But no matter how well it copies memories and mimics behavior, it can’t fake experiences it’s never had.

Just like a non-virgin can’t become a virgin again, a virgin… is still a virgin.

…Slight tangent, but the elven country has always been pretty convenient for me to operate in.

Elves live long lives and rarely have children.

To put it bluntly, as long as you avoid the truly young ones, there are hardly any virgins around.

Most elves are at least 100 or 200 years old—how many of them do you think have untouched bodies?

In fact, some have experienced so much stimulation that they’ve gone beyond promiscuity and into madness.

It’s not even hard to find.

Of course, there are rare exceptions—true virgins do exist—but in those cases… let’s just say they’ve usually “explored” a lot on their own.

Not quite like a full non-virgin, but the pure aura is faint enough to be manageable.

…Anyway, elven sexual politics isn’t the point here, so let’s move on.

The real point is: unlike earlier when I was surrounded by virgins, the atmosphere now is thick with the energy of non-virgins.

Thanks to that, I can tolerate the discomfort of being near a single virgin, and better yet, this situation is very much to my advantage.

Sure, I’ll vent my anger—but I’ll also take full advantage of the opportunity.

I may be angry, but I’m not about to let something useful slip by.

Everyone looked genuinely shocked that I boldly declared I’d identified the fake.

Everyone except the Hero, Erina, and the real queen—they just stared at me calmly, with unreadable expressions.

“By the way, Your Majesty, I happen to have a favor to ask. If I do manage to reveal which one is the fake, would you be willing to at least consider granting it?”

“W-what…!? Sir Rak, is this really the time to be saying such things?!”

An old elf shouted, but obviously I hadn’t said it without thinking.

Sure, elves might not be very numerous, but they are an official allied race.

For a human who isn’t even a formal representative to make an offhand request of their queen—yeah, that sort of backlash is only natural.

“Of course, I’m not saying that I’ll refuse to expose the fake unless you agree to my request. That would be blackmail, wouldn’t it?

Even if you say no, I’ll still deal with the impostor.”

And that wasn’t a lie.

It was just a shot in the dark—if it worked, great. If not, oh well.

But that didn’t mean I’d give up on my shiny new punching bag.

Still, there’s a difference between doing something without warning and doing it after giving notice.

When you’re upfront about it, people tend to feel a little more indebted.

Well… unless they’re completely shameless, of course.

But come on—would the Queen of the Elves, of all people, treat the man who just saved her kingdom like that?

“I just thought I’d say it—try to win your goodwill.

Let’s be honest: I’m not exactly popular around here, am I?”

So look—

Even if you all don’t like me, I saved the World Tree, took out a traitor, and now I’m about to expose the fake queen for you.

Maybe they understood what I meant—because even the old elves fell silent.

“But how exactly do you plan to tell the real one from the fake?”

“A very good question. In truth, once a doppelganger has fully transformed, distinguishing them isn’t easy. 

Of course, there are ways to find out if you really go all in, but using holy power takes too much energy and isn’t efficient. And using rituals requires gathering materials, which takes way too much time.”

I dragged it out like a merchant hyping up a sale, drawing everyone’s attention—and then, I came clean about being cursed and explained the whole story behind this incident.

Well, the sharp ones were probably already thinking, ‘Wait a second, didn’t this guy say he came here on the Hero’s request? Was that a lie?’ But so what?


It’s a fact that I helped you all. What exactly do you think you can do about it?

The more I explained the curse, the more I felt like the younger elves were looking at me with pity in their eyes. But that was probably just my imagination.

“Now then, with all that explained, you all must have realized by now… ‘coincidentally,’ the blasphemous demon mimicking Her Majesty seems to be inexperienced.”

I figured there was no need to reveal that the creature was originally one of the assassins sent to kill me—and a virgin, at that.

Right now, it’s just an atrocious demon pretending to be the queen. Nothing good would come from sharing that little tidbit now.

“Seriously, you know better than anyone, yet you keep up that pitiful act. Tough one, aren’t you?”

I’d cornered it this far, so I figured it was about time it reacted—and, sure enough, it finally couldn’t hold back any longer. It unleashed demonic energy and lunged at the real queen.

It was too weak to go after me or the Hero. Even if it killed another elf, it wouldn’t have done much damage.

I guess it figured it would stake its life on taking out the queen at least…

“Not happening.”

Before it could even move properly, Erina’s arrow pierced the fake right between the eyes.

Honestly, either the Hero or I could’ve taken it out, too—we just let her have the shot. Even if the thing had gathered all its power and tried to self-destruct, not a single person here would’ve been hurt.

The monster lost its form and slumped into a gelatinous blob. It looked pitiful, still twitching like it hadn’t fully died yet.

When I reached out a hand, it seemed to think that was a sign of mercy and crawled toward me.

But as soon as it got close, I plunged my hand into its gooey body and yanked out its one remaining core. That’s when it finally stopped moving for good.

A high-ranked doppelganger’s core is quite valuable in rituals—so hey, not a bad bit of side income.

Though, judging by the way everyone was looking at me with slightly horrified expressions after I just ripped it out barehanded… well, I’m used to those looks by now. Doesn’t bother me.
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“…Did you say you wanted the World Tree’s blessing?”

“Yes.”

Once things had settled down a bit, I finally had a moment to speak with the queen.

She looked pretty surprised that I just came out and said it directly, but she kept her composure and continued the conversation.

“…I’d like to help, if I could—but that’s not something we can decide. It’s up to the World Tree to choose who receives its blessing.”

“Just let me speak with the World Tree. Isn’t it difficult to approach directly in the first place?”

“Well… the Hero did mention that before purifying your… brainwashing—”

“Temporary measure.”

The phrasing really makes a difference, doesn’t it? It’s a bit rude to call it brainwashing.

“…Right. We’ll have to lift the temporary measure first. After that, we’ll see about giving you time with the World Tree.”

She looked tired, but surprisingly cooperative. Honestly, I expected her to be a lot more unpleasant, even if she agreed. So I couldn’t help wondering why she was being so cooperative.

“…You’re more agreeable than I expected.”

“What, do you think I should bare my teeth at someone who saved my country—twice? Do you really think I’m that shameless? If you’d said you were going to break off a branch of the World Tree or something, then maybe I’d have had a problem. But giving you a chance to talk? That much I can do.”

“I thought you didn’t like me.”

“I still don’t like you. How could a mother feel kindly toward the man who kidnapped the daughter chosen as the World Tree’s priestess and dragged her to war?”

“Phrased like that, it makes it sound like I took her by force.”

“Oh? Are you saying you didn’t?”

Hmm… well… it wasn’t really by force, was it?

“I still remember it clearly. You stormed into the council chamber because you were frustrated with your party members, knocked out all the elders, and then said, ‘I’m taking her because I need her.’ I already knew you were crazy, but that day, I learned just how crazy.”

“Yeah… I was a bit more reckless back then. But to be fair, you were the one who lied first. You said you’d let her go after the succession ceremony.”

“Is it wrong for a parent to not want their child to go to war?”

“It is if you ignore your child’s will.”

“…Still never back down, do you?”

“We’re not really living lives where losing arguments is an option.”

We stared at each other for a moment. Not quite glaring, but not exactly friendly either. Just a weirdly awkward silence.

“…The Hero said he needs to recharge the Holy Sword’s power. The purification ritual will be done tomorrow. Until then, you should rest.”

Well, that sounded like a dismissal. Not that I had anything else to say to her anyway.

Just before I opened the door to leave, the queen asked one last question.

“…How has Erina been lately?”


“…You might want to ask the Hero about that.”

He probably knows better than I do.

She’s part of his harem, after all. And they’ve been fighting together on the front lines until recently.

The queen looked like she didn’t understand what I meant, but that’s probably just because she doesn’t know what happened between us recently.





 
  Chapter 22: The Mother-in-Law’s Love for Her Son-in-Law Is the Same!


Even after Rak had left, the queen sat in her seat for a while, mulling over her doubts.

“His attitude was a little strange… Did the two of them have a fight or something…?”

Though he was an insolent son-in-law, he was still the man her daughter had chosen. 

She had been trying to see him in a better light after this whole incident, but if their relationship had actually soured just as she was starting to accept him, it would be a rather ridiculous turn of events.

From what she had just seen, her daughter still seemed to like Rak, but the moment the topic of her daughter came up, not only did the atmosphere turn oddly cold, but Rak also completely shut down the conversation by telling her to ask the Hero instead. 

It seemed likely that her daughter had done something wrong to him unilaterally.

“No, even if that’s the case and she’s still a bit immature, he should try to work things out with her gently. I don’t know what she did wrong, but can people who love each other really treat each other so coldly?”

Since she had already decided to forgive what had happened in the past, she resolved to speak with the Hero, understand the situation, and help the two reconcile naturally.

Yes—

She had been under the misunderstanding all this time that the two of them were in love, ever since that day years ago when Rak had taken Erina away like he was kidnapping her during the succession ceremony.

Of course, there was some basis for this misunderstanding. Erina’s behavior, having already harbored feelings for Rak at the time, was part of the problem. 

And Rak’s words and actions when he took her away were more than enough to cause confusion.

…But no matter how convincing a misunderstanding may be, that doesn’t make it the truth.

Though the queen had firmly resolved to support her daughter’s romance, the current relationship between the two wasn’t just lacking in romantic energy—it would be lucky if it wasn’t completely clouded by tension.
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Then, on the bright morning of the following day, the purification of the World Tree finally began.

Well, “purification” just meant charging the Holy Sword with the Hero’s power and forcibly removing the poison and curse with overwhelming strength. Still, they couldn’t afford to be careless.

There was a chance that, once the temporary control—not brainwashing, of course—that she had placed wore off, it could go berserk. 

And in the process of cutting away the severely rotted roots, there was still a possibility the World Tree could be harmed. So it was still too early to relax.

“Can you do it?”

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Once they had confirmed there were no issues, the Hero drew the Holy Sword with a solemn expression. 

As the sword emitted an intense divine energy that enveloped the World Tree, the curse and poison began to recede.

In the past, he had been full of mistakes, constantly failing to control the sword’s power, but now, seeing him purify the miasma so skillfully made her wonder if her worries had been unnecessary.

As the curse and poison completely vanished, and the purple hue faded from the World Tree, returning it to its original blue glow, the observers’ expressions brightened.

“Well done, Hero Iseol and Rak. I wish to express my gratitude once again for saving me.”

At the sound of a familiar voice, they turned to see Erina—no, more precisely, the World Tree, which had taken over Erina’s body—watching them with an elegance unlike her usual self, a halo glowing above her head.

The elves all fell to their knees in unison, but she raised a hand to stop them and walked toward them instead.

“Not only me, but you also saved my children. A reward is in order.”

It was a solemn and divine atmosphere, but not particularly surprising—after all, it wasn’t the first time they had seen her like this.

The first time had been a shock. She had caused quite the scene, demanding to be returned to normal if they didn’t want to die. But it turned out she wasn’t forcibly taking over Erina’s body or anything like that.

“If either of you has a wish, please speak.”

“I don’t wish for anything. I’m just glad I was able to help in time.”

“I do have a request. May I receive the World Tree’s blessing?”

As their answers came almost simultaneously, the World Tree smiled, saying nothing had changed, and nodded, approaching him.

“You seek a blessing to dispel the curse. The curse placed by the Four Heavenly Kings, who sacrificed their own life—it carries a very powerful will. Even someone like you, who has borne countless curses, could not contain this one, could you?”

“Is it impossible?”

“No, of course I can. It will take quite a bit of power, but if I couldn’t lift even this kind of curse, how could I be called the Mother of Life?”

It could have sounded like a provocative remark, but the World Tree just smiled gently, saying there was no need for such provocation.

Up to that point, everything seemed to be going smoothly—but both the Hero and Rak already had a sense of what the World Tree was going to say next.

“However, if possible, I would like to postpone it just a little.”

Yeah, they figured as much.

Right now, the World Tree was like someone who had just finished a long, grueling treatment after being tortured with poison for ages.

Compared to how she had been in the past, her vitality was visibly weakened…

Of course, as someone known as a god, she still held tremendous power. If nothing else came up, she might be able to grant a blessing. But unfortunately, there was another issue.

“There are too many injured young elves from this incident, and many of the ancient trees vital to their survival have died. If I don’t take care of them, they’ll suffer for a long time.”

Yes—dealing with the aftermath.

The burned warehouses and supplies could be replaced with money, but the ancient trees that the elves shared their life force with couldn’t be restored.

The culprits were already dead, and even if they had lived, they wouldn’t have had the means to take responsibility anyway.

So, the situation had to be cleaned up—but after doing that, the World Tree likely wouldn’t have enough strength left to give him a blessing.

“Could you please show mercy? Of course, if you insist, I will still bless you. Repaying a benefactor is also an important duty.”

Depending on how you heard it, it could have sounded like an attempt to guilt-trip him, but that probably wasn’t her intention.

If he said he wanted the blessing, she would likely grant it without resistance.

Some of the elves who overheard the conversation were visibly trembling, assuming he’d demand the blessing without hesitation…

“That’s fine.”

Luckily for them, he was a rational human being. He wasn’t going to lift a curse at the cost of innocent children suffering.

His words were clearly unexpected—most of those around him looked surprised. Only the Hero nodded with a knowing smile, as if he had expected it all along…

Wait, was it really that shocking?

Isn’t it obvious?

If he had said, “I don’t care about the elves’ suffering. Use all your remaining power to lift my curse, World Tree,” how would that make him any different from the demon scum they had been fighting?

“What are you looking at?”

He was not a demon, but a human.

Sure, he hadn’t started this for any noble cause or for the sake of honor, but over time, he had built something with the Hero’s party, and there were lines he had drawn for himself—lines he wouldn’t cross.

If someone asked what kind of black mage talks like this, well—he wouldn’t have much to say. But then again, he never set those lines hoping someone would understand.

He had set those rules for himself, to still be able to think of himself as human.

And by that personal, arbitrary standard, he would give up the World Tree’s blessing.

“Thank you. I praise your generosity. If you return on the day my powers are fully restored, I will gladly bestow my blessing upon you.”

“How long will that take?”

“At least five years.”

“Wow, that’s quick. Don’t worry about it too much—I’ll find a way to lift it on my own before then. Just focus on healing the children properly.”

The World Tree nodded and bowed her head to me in gratitude. As the halo above her head vanished, only Erina remained—back to her usual self—tilting her head in confusion.

“Huh? Rak, what’s going on?”

“What do you mean, what’s going on?”

The energy flowing from the World Tree—fresh and warm like spring sunlight—spread across the entire elven kingdom. 

It was both mysterious and quite beautiful. Watching the withered plants regain their vitality brought a bit of comfort to my mood.

“Well, I guess the elves owe me one now.”

Still, just because I’m feeling a little better doesn’t mean I’m not disappointed. I’ll need to make sure I get proper compensation, right?

I thought about going down to settle things right away, but the hero guy begged me to let the emotional atmosphere linger, so I decided to wait a little.
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After that, a grand feast was held throughout the elven kingdom.

Some might think it’s ridiculous to throw a party when supplies are scarce, but honestly, after such hard times, a morale boost like this is actually a good idea.

Officially, it was a banquet to honor me and the hero as state guests and repay our kindness—but in reality, it was also a celebration for the safe recovery of the children and the healing of nature.

As long as they don’t go too overboard, especially since more supplies are supposed to arrive later, it should be fine.

At first, the elves were scared of me, but thanks to the good deeds that had spread around, some came to pour me drinks, and others even invited me to dance. 

I kept politely declining, but before I knew it, quite a bit of time had passed.

I wanted to talk to the hero sometime today if possible, but now I’m not sure if it’s too late.

I mean, I didn’t actually yell at him myself—it was the doppelgänger—but since I couldn’t get the curse lifted, who knows when we’ll meet again. 

I figured I should at least talk to him calmly once before parting ways.

Not in the heat of emotion like yesterday, but after I’d gathered my thoughts.

I know he worries about me, but I have a reason I must return to the battlefield. There’s still work left for me to do.

Not that I intend to go back without breaking the curse—so maybe I should just tell him not to worry too much?

Judging by his reaction yesterday, I have no idea how he’ll respond, but I should still make my intentions clear.

Even if he doesn’t allow me to rejoin the party, I can just form another one or go back alone.

But for some reason, I had a feeling that if we just sat down and had a serious talk, he wouldn’t flat-out reject me.

With that resolve in mind, I headed to the room where the hero was staying. I knocked on the door, and what I saw next was…

“Ah, ah…! Lord Rak! W-What brings you here?!”

Queen Tania of the Elves—wearing nothing but her nightclothes and looking flushed—greeted me instead of the hero.

…Uh, what exactly is going on here?

No way, that can’t be it… right?

Sure, the hero and Erina were both sitting awkwardly on the bed with guilty faces, like they’d been caught doing something wrong, but still…

…Right?

Otherwise, why would a woman—so worked up and in her nightgown—be in a man’s room in the middle of the night?

There was no strange smell or anything, so maybe they were just about to get started.

“…Sorry for interrupting.”

That damned perverted bastard—pulling this kind of stunt the moment the crisis is over…

Going after the elven princess wasn’t enough? Now the queen too? Unbelievable.

“Bro!? I think you’ve got the wrong idea!!!!”

As I shut the door and turned around, I could hear the filthy pervert trying to make excuses, but I didn’t care.

Yeah, if I go back to the party, this is the kind of nonsense I’ll have to keep seeing.

Sure, discipline can be relaxed a bit—but this is just too much. Why even bother talking? Why even think about going back?

I must have lost my mind for a moment there.
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About thirty minutes before Rak, filled with despair, summoned his Skull Wyvern and flew off toward the Empire—

The Elven Queen, unable to get any answers out of Erina, had gone to the hero’s room to ask him instead. Overwhelmed by her relentless questions, Isel finally confessed the truth.

“So you’re saying…”

That her daughter had mixed elven aphrodisiac into a drink to knock out a male party member, and then shared him around with the rest of the group?

“…Yes.”

“I-I mean~ It wasn’t our plan from the beginning or anything…”

Seeing the hero’s exhausted face and her daughter giggling sheepishly, the Queen could tell it was true. But her confusion only deepened.

“Why…? Things were going so well between you two. Did you really have to resort to that…?”

Indeed, in the Queen’s mind, the memory of that day was still vivid—when Rak had stormed in, demanding they return Erina, the newly chosen priestess of the World Tree.

When Rak saw Erina possessed by the World Tree’s will, he had flown into a rage and threatened to burn the World Tree itself.

“At that time, he was saying stuff like… ‘Say it with your own mouth—will you live as a priestess, or come with us?’ and ‘I don’t care who you are. Don’t use her body without permission.’ You two were really close…”

“Ahhh…! Mom, stop…! So embarrassing…!”

That memory still made Erina both happy and embarrassed, and she quickly hid her face. 

From the Queen’s perspective, she had already assumed her daughter had gotten married and was living her newlywed life.

To now learn not only was that not true—but that her supposed son-in-law had been violated by her daughter—it was infuriating.

“You were blushing and sticking to him like glue. What happened!? Say something!”

“There were so many girls building the same kind of romantic tension with him… I didn’t want to lose, so I just slipped a bit of the elven tonic in his drink…”

“And you’re proud of that!? Proud!!!?”

“Then I got caught…”

“Ugh…! Guh…!”

I mean, if you get caught drugging someone, you’re supposed to apologize—not share him around like some group prize!


Isel tried his best to calm the furious queen, who was clutching the back of her neck in frustration, but her rage didn’t subside easily.

And of course, it was at that exact moment—when she was the most worked up—that Rak arrived.

Overcome with guilt from revealing Rak’s past in his absence, Erina couldn’t say a word. And by the time Isel realized Rak had completely misunderstood the situation…

Rak’s misunderstanding had already grown even deeper.





 
  Chapter 23: Why are you coming to me?


Well, in the end, I didn’t manage to break the curse, but if I think about it carefully, it’s not like I gained nothing at all.

For starters, on the material side, I obtained a complete World Tree fruit and a doppelgänger core. And in terms of information, I learned that the enemies are aware of my weaknesses.

The World Tree fruit is a treasure among treasures, one that’s hard to obtain no matter how much money you have, and the doppelgänger core is useful in many ways—definitely handy.

Now that I’ll be more thoroughly prepared, there’s no way I’ll be in danger just because I’m swarmed by a bunch of virgins again.

Yeah, you could even say it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say I gained more than I lost, even if I didn’t break the curse.

Of course, I did suffer a completely unexpected mental attack at the end, but I already knew that bastard of a Hero was a pervert, so thinking about it calmly, it’s not like I have any reason to be mad, right?

“…So please stop grinning like that, young lord.”

Was it a mistake to head straight to my usual tavern to unwind without resting after arriving in the Duchy?

It’s not like this is the only tavern in the entire Duchy, but of all places, I had to run into the young lord who was already drinking there.

“Grinning? What are you talking about? I just thought I’d buy a drink to comfort a friend who looks down.”

“You can’t even see my face through my mask, yet you’re talking nonsense. Anyone could see that you’re in a good mood—like a drunk who just found a great bar snack to go with his booze.”

“Oh come now, don’t you know how happy I am to see my friend after a few days?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Then I’ll be blunt—did you manage to break the curse like you wanted? I’ll buy the drinks, so tell me what happened.”

When he called over the waitress, they were still all trying to avoid me, so I specifically requested the woman who tried to hide her face with a tray.

“Excuse me… I told you last time not to request me again…”

As I fought back nausea and finished my order, the waitress wearing cat ears made a miserable face.
Was her name Riza or something?

“Don’t look at me like that! Because of you, the number of customers who harass me has dropped drastically—our sales have taken a huge hit! I wore these just to try something, okay?!”

“Sorry about that. They’re cute and suit you.”

When I flipped a gold coin onto her tray as an apology, she made a frustrated face but still surrendered to capitalism and went to get the beer.

“So, you didn’t manage to break the curse, huh?”

Not knowing that I was debating whether to use the last bit of forgiveness I had for him, Lihin teased me with a smug smile.

“Yeah, I didn’t.”

“I heard there was some chaos in the capital too—did you know the youngest princess even sent someone to the Duchy asking if you were here?”

“…I thought that might happen, so I left right away. I’m once again reminded that it was the right choice.”

“Just how many incidents can you cause in such a short time?”

As I explained what had happened while we chatted, he laughed at times and looked dumbfounded at others. But by the time I finished, he had a fairly serious expression.

“You’ve been through a lot. Want to order some expensive food? I’ll pay.”

“Even if I ordered the most expensive thing here, it wouldn’t dent your wallet. Just buy a lot of booze.”

“Man, even when I try to cheer you up…”

Honestly, I didn’t even feel like I’d been through anything all that tough.

Just a year ago, almost dying on the battlefield was a regular occurrence, and going back even further, getting betrayed by backstabbing bastards was part of daily life.

Taking care of some idiot who insulted the royal family and the incidents in the elven nation—those aren’t even worth comparing to the past.

Well, whatever the case, there’s no reason to refuse free alcohol, so with a firm determination to bleed the young lord’s wallet dry, I downed my beer—until I suddenly felt something unpleasant and frowned.

“…What is it? Something in the drink?”

“No, it’s not that…”

Just a moment ago, the only trace of virgin energy nearby had been the cat-eared waitress trying to attract customers.

But now, I felt two virgins approaching the tavern at a quick pace from outside.

…Is the curse growing stronger or something? My senses feel strangely sharpened.

At first, I wondered if the Demon Lord’s army had gone mad and sent assassins again. But I quickly realized that wasn’t it.

There wasn’t even a trace of demonic energy, and before long, two nuns wrapped in holy energy entered the tavern.

For a moment, I hoped they weren’t looking for me—but they spotted me immediately and came straight over.

“Are you Mr. Rak, the sorcerer?”

“We’ve come from the Church.”

Yeah, I mean… I hoped it wasn’t me, but deep down, I figured this would happen.

I wanted to deny it, but considering how distinctive my outfit was, they probably wouldn’t believe me even if I lied.

“…Yes, I’m Rak. What does the Church want with me?”

“We had sent word via messenger pigeon of our intent to visit, and we’ve visited your residence several times, but you were always away.”

“So though we knew it might be impolite, we came in person after receiving a tip. If this felt intrusive, we apologize.”

Maybe it was because the last few Church people I encountered were completely unhinged, but seeing them bow respectfully in the proper manner felt oddly out of place.

“No, I’ve been away from home for quite a while due to a summons from His Majesty and some personal matters. I hope you understand that I never intended to ignore the Church.”

Perhaps because I responded politely in turn, their attitudes softened a bit.

“Ah, I see. It’s a bit complicated to explain here, but would it be possible to visit your residence tomorrow during the day?”

“May I ask what this is about?”

“Yes, of course. We can’t go into detail here, but we assure you—it’s not something that will cause you harm.”

“In fact, depending on how you look at it, it might be considered quite an honorable matter.”

The two women stepped closer to me with kind expressions, but I had no choice but to take a step back to maintain a safe distance.

“Ah, I see.”

“It seems to be true.”

Most women, whether pure or not, tend to avoid approaching me, but strangely enough, these two didn’t even flinch. Instead, they brought their hands together in prayer and knelt down.

“…Um, this is a bar, so the floor isn’t exactly clean, you know?”

I was the one drinking, so why were the nuns acting like drunkards? As I pondered this for a moment and observed them closely, I realized something.

“We are in the presence of someone truly worthy of respect. What does it matter if our knees get a little dirty?”

“To have remained pure even after being tainted by the evil magic and to be recognized by the goddess—how could we not kneel before an apostle of the divine?”

They were exceedingly polite and devout, but their attitude felt… slightly off.

“It pains us that we cannot offer you more than simply kneeling like this.”

An almost fanatical devotion, so immersed in their own world that they couldn’t see anything around them.

“Ah, the foolish may resist even when the conclusion is clear, but we are not like them.”

“His Holiness the Pope himself has acknowledged your innocence and your accomplishments as a representative of the goddess. What further proof could possibly be needed?”

And above all, they firmly believed that everything should be judged by religious trials and the Church’s decisions.

Wow. They looked like ordinary nuns—I almost didn’t recognize what they really were.

“Could it be… are you two Inquisitors?”

“Ah, yes. As expected of someone blessed by the goddess. I am Yumika, of the Holy Inquisition.”

“You recognized us right away. I am Helena, also with the Inquisition.”

The Inquisition.

One of the three major branches of the Church, alongside the Holy Knights and the general clergy. 

Known for avoiding public activities, and though they may have a different direction, they’re infamous for their fanaticism that rivals the Holy Knights.

So these people came looking for me?

I already had a bad feeling this was going to be a massive pain. But if I ran, it’d only become even more of a pain.


…Inquisitors never let go of a target once they’ve found one.

There was that one time when a fallen priest tried to flee instead of standing trial. A few weeks later, he turned himself in, begging to just be executed already.

Meanwhile, the young noble who hadn’t grasped the situation was still commenting on how beautiful the nuns were, completely carefree.
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The next morning came.

Well, the sun hadn’t risen yet, so maybe it wasn’t quite “morning.”

I briefly hoped it was just a weird drunken dream, but at the disturbingly early hour of 5 a.m., I began to sense a pure maidenly presence and the sound of people outside my door.

“Don’t you think it’s a bit early?”

I called out through the door, and the reply came in a remarkably calm voice.

“Ah, apologies, brother. We regrettably failed to discuss a time with you yesterday.”

“We concluded it was best to wait from early on in order to accommodate your schedule. We had no intention of waking you, so if you’re still tired, please rest more.”

“We’ll wait while offering our dawn prayers, so there’s no need to worry.”

For a moment, I seriously wondered if they weren’t devout nuns but loan sharks instead, but sadly, their words were probably genuine rather than threats.

They were truly going to pray and wait for me—with joy, no less—which only made me hurry even more.

If they were being malicious and threatening, I could just ignore them, but this type? They’re harder to deal with.

I hurried to get ready, put on my mask, and called them inside. They entered with polite bows.

“…Would you like some breakfast?”

“Oh, no. We couldn’t possibly impose to that extent.”

“Yes, we have emergency rations from the Church. That is more than sufficient.”

Ah yes, that edible-but-barely-so stuff. Ground grains, fully dehydrated to prevent spoilage, mixed with various herbs and a bit of honey, formed into rock-like lumps.

I once saw a saint eat it during a mission and got curious enough to try it myself.

It’s insanely dry and hard—melting it in your mouth takes forever—and it tastes absolutely horrible.

I remember asking if it was even food or just a rock.

But trying to convince Inquisitors to eat something else would just lead to a stubborn back-and-forth, so I gave up and reheated the leftover stew from last night, threw some grilled ham and cheese between bread, and started preparing breakfast.

“…Tss. Hrrgh. No, it’s fine.”

You might want to wipe that drool from your mouth.

“Of course. Tss… Naturally… Tss… I can overcome this level of temptation… Tss…”

Then how about you speak properly? I can’t understand you over the sound of all that saliva gulping.

“…Just eat. Please.”

And so, after feeding the starving nuns, we finally got to the main issue.

…This is kind of nostalgic. Reminds me of the old Saint.

After a long breakfast, what they said next was quite shocking.

“…There will soon be a selection for the next Pope?”

Given the current Pope’s age, it wasn’t all that surprising, but still somewhat sudden.

“His Holiness has achieved so much that he’s had the longest reign of any Pope.”

He successfully summoned a Hero, personally fought the Demon King’s army, and even received the goddess’s direct descent into a saint’s body to praise him. Quite a legacy.

“But his health has been declining. His Holiness believes it’s time to choose a successor…”

“Do you not like the current leading candidate?”

“…Yes, shameful as it is to admit. While we servants of the goddess should not form factions or fight among ourselves, not every believer is righteous.”

Yeah, I figured this was going to be a hassle, and I’d mentally prepared for it, but it was turning out to be even more of a colossal pain than expected.


“Would you… perhaps lend your support to the Inquisition’s side, Lord Lark?”

…Okay, I get what you’re asking, but why me?

I’m just a sorcerer, you know?

Wouldn’t it make more sense to go ask the Hero instead?





 
  Chapter 24: Persuasion


It is said that there are currently three candidates for the next Pope, one representing each major faction.

Shall we start by introducing the candidate who was originally the most likely to become the next Pope?

Cardinal Laika, a former leader of the Holy Knights, has since stepped down from the front lines, but he still commands great respect from many knights.

As a religious figure, he has a high level of prestige.

He is both highly capable and enjoys strong support, as well as the trust of the current Pope.

Everyone thought he would naturally become the next Pope.

However, for better or worse, he has the temperament of a pure religious devotee—he detests politics and has no interest in power.

Even the position of Cardinal was burdensome to him; he originally didn’t want it.

Apparently, he’s subtly rejecting the idea of becoming Pope.

Well, no matter how much trust and respect he has, if he himself refuses, you can’t exactly force someone into the Papacy.

The next candidate is Cardinal Yaskin, who seized the opportunity presented by Laika’s reluctance and rapidly expanded his own influence to become a strong contender.

Originally a layman, Yaskin is an unusual case who rose to the rank of bishop among the common faithful.

In contrast to Cardinal Laika, who is a former knight, Yaskin is highly skilled in politics and known for his calculated demeanor.

To put it kindly, he’s intelligent and competent—but it might be more accurate to say that he’s better suited to being a politician or merchant than a man of the cloth.

Still, it’s undeniable that he’s resourceful: despite having far less support than Laika initially, he quickly built a formidable base.

“So, according to the nuns, Yaskin has a cold and ruthless personality, and if he becomes Pope, there’s a real risk the Church will turn into a money-driven institution?”

“Exactly. Cardinal Yaskin is the type of person who sees people as chess pieces.”

“He’s repeatedly argued that ‘donations’ given in exchange for miracles should be increased, and he’s even been accused of using personal assets for bribery.”

Some might ask how someone like that became a Cardinal, or even a papal candidate—but the truth is, those who rise to the top often tend to be like that.

Especially during ongoing wartime, perhaps the Church needed at least one leader who could treat people like numbers to keep the organization running.

“So you’re saying that to prevent Yaskin from becoming Pope, you’re trying to make the Cardinal from the Inquisition the next Pope instead?”

“Yes. The concern isn’t just that the Church might be corrupted under his leadership—it would also become much harder to investigate the crimes he’s committed so far.”

“In the worst case, all of his misdeeds could end up buried in the shadows.”

Well, I get the point now.

I can more or less see how things are playing out.

But even so, there was one part I still couldn’t understand…

“So why did you come to me?”

Yeah. No matter how I think about it, I just don’t get this part.

Sure, I won’t deny that I have some symbolic importance and that I’m a significant figure for humanity’s side, but even considering that, I’m hardly someone who fits in with the Church.

I can understand excluding the Saint, since she’d have to stay neutral in the matter of papal succession unless something major occurred.

But still, wouldn’t it be much more effective to seek support from the Hero or other party members?

It’s not even like they came to me after being rejected by everyone else—they came to me first, and that was the confusing part.

“There are three reasons.”

“Three reasons?”

“Yes. First, the other members of the Hero’s party can’t freely leave the front lines.”

Ah, that makes sense.

If it was just a matter of making a statement of support, that would be one thing—but if they want someone who can actually take action, then I’m probably the best option among the Hero’s party.

Although the battle has temporarily entered a lull, there hasn’t been an official ceasefire declared.

Both sides are simply unable to commit to large-scale fighting at the moment due to circumstances.

No one knows when the fighting might flare up again, so the others can’t afford to leave their posts for long.

“What’s the second reason?”

“Recently, Sir Rak has officially been granted a religious activity license by the Church. It’s an honorary position, but it effectively makes you an outsider with authority equal to or greater than a lay priest.”

…You’re talking about that ridiculous ‘Virgin Detector’ title, right?

Just when I’d managed to forget about it, it comes back to piss me off again.

Well, frustration aside, I get what they’re trying to say.

It’s a bit of a stretch, but aside from the Saint or the Hero, I’m one of the few with any legitimate reason to interfere in Church matters.

Ironically, despite being a black mage—normally considered enemies of the Church—I’m the one best positioned to get involved.

Go figure.

“…Fine. What’s the last reason?”

“Because we’re part of the Inquisition.”

Unlike the first two reasons, which were fairly straightforward, this answer was much more abstract.

“We have many enemies. Not only do we investigate corruption within the Church, but we also bite down relentlessly on anything that goes against the Goddess’ will.”

Exactly.

Their primary role is to eliminate heretics and traitors within the Church, but that’s not their only target.

Their blades aren’t pointed solely at the Church itself.

They go after everything the Church defines as heresy.

As their name suggests, their job is to investigate and punish heresy.

But because of that, they’ve made many enemies.

Historically, heretical labels have been applied to out-of-control black mages, merchants who amass wealth by any means, and even entire societies that dared to classify people—nobles, commoners, slaves—despite all being equal before God.

Honestly, I was about to say, “So what if you’re the Inquisition?” But now I think I get it.

They probably won’t get much support.

No matter what they’re like now, the history of making countless enemies doesn’t just disappear.

The wealthy merchants, out of greed, would support the corrupt Yaskin. The imperial family and the nobility would likely support Laika, who is endorsed by the current pope, for the sake of stability.

Even among the commoners, neither has a particularly good reputation — it’s truly the worst-case scenario.

Someone with enough influence to overturn this situation, who isn’t directly tied to the Church, can act freely, yet still holds just enough justification to intervene…

Even I had to admit — that person was probably me.

But then, a new question arises.

“So now I understand why you came to me, but what makes you think I would cooperate with you?”

To be blunt, as long as the next pope isn’t some monstrous villain, I don’t particularly care who it is. 

Of course, if one of them decides to exterminate dark mages and comes after me, even revoking my credentials, that would be another story. 

But from what I’ve heard, Yaskin may be ambitious, but he’s no fool — he wouldn’t do something so reckless. 

As for Cardinal Laika, while we’re not exactly close, we’re at least somewhat acquainted.

“I don’t expect you to simply cooperate.”

But the response I got back was quite unexpected.

“To be precise, we do not expect you to help us for nothing.”

“Oh? So in other words, you think I’ll move if you pay the right price?”

“Regardless of the era, we dark mages have always been the most persecuted. Yet ironically, we are also the ones most concerned with what can be gained in the present.”

If he’d been some crazed fanatic, I’d have already kicked him out. But if all the flattery he showed me back at the tavern was leading up to this moment… well, I could understand it.

“That’s right. I care more about what you can put in my hands right now than about the past of the dark mages. But…”


Honestly, even hearing all this, I wasn’t that tempted.

“No matter how I think about it, I don’t see how you can offer me anything worthwhile.”

Would they be able to offer me a reward enticing enough to make me bother with this whole religious mess — something so compelling I’d willingly get on board with them?

And they weren’t even asking me to stop Yaskin from becoming pope — they wanted me to make their cardinal pope instead.

Let’s be honest: being seen as an ally to the Inquisitors doesn’t sound like much of a win either.

So come on, show me what you’ve got — throw out a bait so tempting I’d bite even knowing it’s bait, a trap I’d willingly step into because it’s just that alluring.

“You’re right. We can’t offer more riches than Yaskin, nor can we smuggle powerful holy relics outside the Church.”

“And?”

“But those aren’t things Lord Rak truly desires, are they? If we are to present a reward, we must first understand what our counterpart truly wants.”

I had suspected as much.

They hadn’t said it outright, but I figured there was a fourth reason they came to me.

“There’s a new divine technique we’re developing.”

“It’s not complete yet, and it requires an immense amount of divine power for even a single use, but we’re confident in its absolute effectiveness.”

Could it be that they had a card — something they knew wouldn’t appeal to anyone else, but would be uniquely attractive to me?

Maybe that’s why they chose to forgo everyone else and go all-in on convincing me — the one they had the highest chance of persuading.

“What does it do?”

“A perfect dispel of all curses.”

So I was right.

“Hard to believe.”

“There was an attempt within the Church to interpret the goddess’s blessing from the past and reconstruct it into a ritual. The Inquisition even held a hearing to determine whether it was heretical.”

“And what was the verdict?”

“As long as it’s not used for malicious purposes and benefits others, it is also considered part of the goddess’s will.”

“So, not heresy then.”

“While the other two factions gave up on it, saying it was impractical — it can’t be maintained long, and its efficiency is poor — we are not driven by efficiency. 

We continued the research and have finally achieved meaningful results.”

That was very good news for me.

“With the combined divine power of forty bishop-level priests, it can be invoked for a very short time. 

It’s not permanent, but for curses already in place, it can provide an almost perfect dispel.”

“And you’re saying you’ll use that on me?”

“If it means gaining Lord Rak’s support, we would consider it well worth it.”

I had already lost my chance to receive the blessing of the World Tree, and I was feeling rather lost about what legacy or path to pursue next.

This isn’t bad.

As far as bait goes, this was actually pretty good.

Yes, if you’re going to dangle something, make it something this irresistible — enough that I’d bite just to honor your effort, even knowing it’s bait.

“Alright, I admit it. Maybe not for others, but for me, this is a very tempting offer.”

Now then. Honestly, I was already getting a little excited about this, but I still needed to confirm one last thing.

“But before we make any deals, we need to cover the most important part. I have to inspect the merchandise, don’t I?”

Compared to the other cardinals, there’s barely any information on this one from the Inquisition’s side. What kind of person is he, really?


If I set my mind to it, I could probably support anyone. But even I wouldn’t put someone totally unqualified on the papal throne.

“Ah, of course. We’ll start by giving you an explanation, but if you wish, we can arrange a direct meeting with His Eminence.”

Alright then.

Let’s see if this ‘His Eminence’ has what it takes to be called ‘His Holiness.’





 
  Chapter 25: What the hell is this… a cardinal…?


Cardinal Olivia.

At thirty-nine, she is the youngest among the three cardinals currently in the Church, and also the only female cardinal.

A former inquisitor, she’s a figure about whom little information is publicly known compared to the other two cardinals.

From what I’ve heard, she maintains a strict separation between public and private matters, is kind-hearted, yet known to be fiercely unrelenting toward heretics—a so-called “guardian of justice” who brings down the hammer without hesitation.

Well, of course, this information came from people who are basically under her command, so it’s only reasonable to take it with a grain of salt.

But when I expressed doubt, I was even told I could meet her in person if I wanted.

Anyway, I’m in a position where, unless something truly problematic happens, I don’t really care who becomes Pope—so I had been inclined to offer my support.

But then…

“Hello, Sir Rak. This is our first time meeting in person, isn’t it?”

Life rarely goes exactly according to plan, and there are always exceptions to every rule, aren’t there?

“Yes, it is our first meeting. You must be Cardinal Olivia, correct?”

A cardinal is the highest rank among bishops, and aside from the Pope, the most powerful position in the Church.

Naturally, someone of such rank would have a lot of responsibilities, security concerns, and couldn’t just move around freely simply because they wanted to meet someone.

“Yes. I heard that you wanted to speak with me personally, so I’ve come to meet you.”

Why on earth did she show up just a day after I expressed my interest in meeting her?

And on top of that, there was no visible security.

I even started to wonder if this was an imposter, sent knowing I wouldn’t recognize the real person.

“You’re suspicious of me, aren’t you? I understand. It’s only natural to be wary when someone of cardinal rank shows up without an escort, especially all the way out here in the duchy.”

Frankly, yeah.

Let’s say she came alone either because she’s lost political power or was trying to avoid surveillance.

Even so, for her to come see me less than a day after hearing about my interest—well… if I try to look on the bright side, maybe she was just worried I’d change my mind, or maybe she genuinely wanted my support and was trying to express her sincerity.

But even considering all that, there was one thing I simply couldn’t understand.

“Um, is your current appearance the result of trying to disguise yourself in some way?”

“No, this is how I usually dress. Ah, of course, I have formal vestments too—this is just my casual attire.”

To describe her appearance as objectively as possible: she was a very tall woman, clad head-to-toe in jet-black clothing, and on her face was a massive gas mask that resembled the beak of a bird.

Considering this was her first meeting with someone who might even become her supporter, I couldn’t help but feel that her dress code was a bit… off.

And from my experience, people who claim that kind of getup as “casual wear” are often waving red flags for mental instability.

Granted, I’m also wearing a shaman’s mask, so I’m hardly in a position to criticize someone else’s attire.

But comparing a shaman to a cleric is already flawed logic, and besides, I’m not exactly the picture of mental health either.

“Are you perhaps feeling uneasy because of how I’m dressed?”

She tilted her head and asked the question, seeming genuinely surprised, which left me dumbfounded.

I mean, if she had worn that outfit to provoke discrimination—as if daring people to judge her like they would a dark mage—then maybe I could understand.

“I apologize. I tried my best to dress appropriately, but it seems my attire is still strange to you.”

Well… yeah.

She’s quite physically imposing, which adds to the intimidation, but just judging the clothing itself, it’s relatively neat and could be considered respectable.

Still, with that thing on her face—whatever it is, a gas mask or a mask of some kind—I just couldn’t, in good conscience, call it “appropriate.”

“I should’ve worn something with a bit of white, after all, shouldn’t I?”

No, that’s not the issue.

I don’t care about the color.

People can like black clothing. That’s fine.

But seriously, what is that thing on your face…?

Of course, I know it’s not right to judge someone based on appearances, but this feels like a whole different issue.

I’d bet I’m not the only one—there are probably fewer people who don’t form a bias from seeing her like this.

Still, as unsettling as it was, I figured maybe there was a reason behind it.

Maybe it wasn’t just about strange fashion sense.

What really matters is what kind of person she is—not the unidentified object covering her face.

So I tried to approach her with an open mind.

“Um…”

And luckily, it seemed she felt the same.

She was the one to speak first.

“Your mask is quite impressive. I had only heard about you in stories, never met you in person, but I’ve actually felt a kind of connection to you for a while now.”

…That’s not exactly comforting to hear, nor does it make me feel any closer to her.

As a side note, the shaman mask I’m wearing is enchanted to instinctively provoke disgust in humans while increasing my magical power.

She’s the first person to ever call it “impressive”—even as a polite lie.

Though maybe she wasn’t just being polite…

“It’s really impressive… I feel like I’ve found a kindred spirit. I already feel much closer to you than I expected.”

…Wait. Was she serious?

Well, whatever she might feel, I personally don’t develop a sense of closeness to someone just because they’ve got something on their face.

“To be honest, I have a hard time talking to people without this mask. I’m not good at making eye contact.”

That’s… not really something I wanted to know.

We’re not close enough to be sharing personal secrets like that.

And hearing something like that only makes me think, ‘How is someone like this even a cardinal of the Church?’

“Sir Rak, don’t you happen to have any habits similar to mine?”

Why does her voice carry a strange sense of anticipation?

Surely she’s not happy at the thought that she might have found a kindred spirit, is she?

First of all, I’m not someone who avoids eye contact, nor do I have any particular fetish for masks.

If this whole act were some elaborate ruse to make me drop my guard, and all her behavior was just acting, I’d be clapping right now and pledging my full support.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem that way—she just seemed to be genuinely like this.

“What kind of mask does Sir Rak like? Do you perhaps have another mask you frequently wear?”

…This person is a cardinal?

A righteous judge with a fiery temperament who is merciful yet never forgives heresy?

What a joke.

This is exactly why people should always check listings in person.

I almost fell for a crazy scam listing.

★

Though it was hardly a positive first encounter, aside from her initial obsession with masks, she turned out to be a more decent person than I expected.

“I see. Actually, it’s not like I’m dead set on becoming the Pope. If Sir Laika changes her mind, I’m also considering supporting her.”

“Then your top priority is more about stopping Yaskin than becoming Pope?”

“Exactly. In fact, while my fellow inquisitors want me to become Pope, I don’t have the best image since I’m from the Heretic Inquisition. And my personality isn’t exactly suited to being the leader of a religious order—I’m a bit of an introvert.”


After getting into the main topic, she showed a more serious side.

Apart from claiming to be a bit of an introvert, she was surprisingly self-aware.

What stood out most was her lack of lust for power, and her clear distinction between means and ends, which I found appealing.

Usually, in situations like this, “becoming Pope” ends up becoming the goal itself, and the original goal of “stopping Yaskin and exposing his corruption” fades.

But she maintained her focus well and didn’t lose sight of her goal.

Come to think of it, didn’t they say she was strict about separating public and private matters?

She does come across as calm and composed when in her official capacity—maybe she’s actually not that bad.

…But still, why that mask of all things?

If it weren’t for that, I wouldn’t be this conflicted.

“I’ve also uncovered circumstances where Yaskin tried to bribe inquisitors. Of course, since Heretic Inquisitors receive thorough training in such matters, it just resulted in more evidence against him. But because it wasn’t direct gifts of money or property, he slipped through the cracks again.”

Her ability to handle things isn’t bad either.

The more I see, the more it feels like a shame.

“Would you mind taking off that mask for a moment?”

So I asked without thinking.

It was a simple thought: removing the one minus point I had so far might raise her overall evaluation.

And it’s better to show your real face than some bizarre mask in front of churchgoers.

“W-what!?”

For some reason, she was shocked like the world had turned upside down, springing to her feet.

“H-how could you say something like that to someone you’ve just met…?”

Wait… did I say something inappropriate?

Did she think I told her to take off her clothes instead of the mask?

I felt like I’d committed some huge offense, but I was pretty sure I just asked if she could remove her mask—so I was left confused.

I know her values aren’t exactly standard, but even so, her reaction was too extreme.

“I… I’m a priestess who has dedicated her body to God… of the dark magic order…”

…Wait, what?

Her reaction was more like I asked her to strip off her underwear, not a mask.

No, no, let’s not be biased.

Maybe she’s not from the Empire.

Maybe she’s from a minority group with customs I don’t understand.

“May I ask where you’re from?”

“Why do you suddenly ask that…? I’m from the old capital of the Empire. Oh, come to think of it, I’ve been meaning to thank you—thank you for helping reclaim our homeland.”

Hmm.

Unfortunately, she was born in the same culture as me.

So then why is she like this?

She doesn’t seem to be ignorant of social norms…

Could there be some unknown rule among the Goddess Church’s Heretic Inquisitors that I don’t know about?

Maybe sensing my confusion, she calmed down and sat back down to explain.

“These eyes have been dedicated to God, so I can’t show them lightly. And they wouldn’t be a pleasant sight anyway. Of course, I won’t deny that I personally like masks, and I do get embarrassed easily.”

As far as I know, the Goddess Church doesn’t practice human sacrifice or rituals involving offering body parts…

“Alright, I understand.”

I wasn’t planning on getting deeply involved anyway.

Meeting and talking with her today was just to verify whether she would be a stable candidate for Pope and whether she was someone who would break promises and run.

She wasn’t fully trustworthy yet, but she didn’t seem to hold any dangerous beliefs or be the type to betray people.

That was enough for me, given my current priority was breaking a curse.

“Very well. As the dark mage of the Hero’s Party, I’ll support you. And if it looks like you can’t win, I’ll try to sway Yaskin’s supporters to make Sir Laika the Pope instead.”

“Thank you. I’ll count on you, Sir Rak.”

“But.”

“Yes?”

“Would you mind if I made some adjustments to your usual attire?”

If we’re doing this, we might as well go all the way.

“What do you mean by…?”


“You said yourself you don’t particularly want to be Pope, so it’d be better if we win on this side instead, wouldn’t it?”

“Honestly, I don’t really think I’m fit for the role of Pope either…”

“It’s alright, Your Grace.”

Frankly, it’s better to pick someone who doesn’t want the job but will grit their teeth and do it, than someone who actively seeks it.

I smiled reassuringly, but unfortunately, both of us were wearing masks, so neither of us could see the other’s expression.



 
  Chapter 26:  Who would bet on such a reversal?


The fact that she isn’t well-known could certainly be seen as a disadvantage, but surprisingly, it might actually work in her favor. 

At the very least, she’s not infamous—meaning, if she puts her mind to it, she can shape her image however she likes from now on.

It would have been a problem if her bizarre fashion sense were already public knowledge, but apparently, she always wore formal attire in public settings. 

Even within the church, personal acquaintances were rare for someone of her rank as a cardinal, so she could pass the mask off as simply part of her ceremonial outfit. 

And as for her casual clothes—if we insisted they looked more “normal,” people would likely buy it.

So, to start revamping her appearance, we stopped by a clothing store. 

But no matter how much time passed after I picked out some outfits, she didn’t come out of the fitting room.

Who knows how long I waited…

“Um… excuse me…”

“Yes, Your Eminence. Please speak.”

“This is way too embarrassing…! The outfit’s way too revealing… It shows more than it covers… How could a clergywoman possibly wear this in public…?”

At last, her voice came from within the fitting room. But strangely, her tone was both shy and—how should I put it—full of misunderstanding, as if I had given her something completely inappropriate.

“…Excuse me?”

Now, I won’t claim to be a man of great virtue or anything, but just to defend the last shreds of my dignity and honor: I swear, none of the outfits I picked were revealing in the slightest. 

In fact, compared to the battle nun uniforms from the Goddess cult, which show way more leg, these were positively modest.

“I think there might’ve been a mix-up with the outfits. I’m sure I didn’t hand you anything too revealing…”

“Ah, ah… The outfits themselves aren’t the issue…”

Hmm. Is this some kind of guessing game?

She says it’s embarrassing and shows too much skin, yet the outfits aren’t the problem? 

I was confused for a moment, but thanks to my experience dealing with all sorts of bizarre people, a certain possibility flashed through my mind.

“…Is it because of the mask I gave you instead?”

“Yes, yes…! That’s it! How could I possibly go out wearing just this flimsy strip of cloth that looks practically see-through…?”

“…Your Eminence, if you put it that way, the others in the store might get the wrong idea and think I handed you something indecent.”

That’s an awfully misleading way to explain it.

All I did was give her a lace-decorated eye patch to replace that strange bird-like mask. But apparently, in her eyes, it was an incredibly inappropriate item.

Well… fair enough. Standards vary from person to person.

Even if I don’t understand it, I know better than to scold someone outright just because their standards differ from mine. 

Still, could she at least phrase things a little more carefully? People will think I gave her lingerie or something.

And for the record, I have no interest in gifting lacy underwear to a woman I’ve known for less than six hours. 

I’ve already been burned by enough malicious rumors—I don’t need any more controversy.

“Your Eminence, unfortunately, the public cares as much about appearances as they do about sincere faith. That mask you’ve been using might actually turn people away.”

“But the nose part of that mask contains herbs boiled in holy water. It helps calm the mind, you know?”

…Ah. That would explain the weird medicinal smell I noticed around her.

“Using items like that can lead to bad rumors. It’s better not to rely on them.”

“I—I’m so embarrassed I can barely speak…”

At this point, I began to feel like no matter how long we stood here, I wouldn’t be able to convince her. 

But sadly, being behind the other cardinals in terms of public appeal, I didn’t have the luxury to waste time.

“For the greater good, Your Eminence, you must set aside your personal feelings. Or would you rather let Yaskin become the next Pope?”

“That’s…”

It was a bit underhanded, but fortunately, appealing to her sense of duty worked. She trailed off, then finally stepped out of the fitting room.

Honestly, all I hoped was that she wouldn’t look too strange—I needed her to make a good impression, after all. But this… how should I put it?

“Well? How do I look…?”

I guess you could say it was unexpected—in a good way.

“Yes. I believe this will make a good impression on the public.”

“R-Really…?”

Though both eyes were covered with a lace eye patch, the look wasn’t unpleasant—in fact, it gave off an air of mystery. 

There was something strangely captivating about it, as if it made you imagine what her eyes might look like underneath. 

Perhaps due to her holy aura, her unblemished white skin showed not a single wrinkle despite her age, and the contrast with the black fabric enhanced her charm even further.

Not bad.

Actually, more than “not bad”—it was a huge win.

Of course, good looks alone don’t make a great leader, but physical appearance is a bonus. At the very least, it’s better to look pleasant than unpleasant.

Up until now, I thought our chances were slim and that we had to avoid a head-on confrontation. But at this rate… I was starting to think a direct approach might not be so bad after all.

“Well then, shall we get started in earnest—”

“Hiiik…! W-Wait a moment…!”

“…Yes?”

Just when I thought things were finally going smoothly, a new problem appeared.

“Huff… Huff…! No, it’s fine. Yes, it’s for the greater good. I can endure this. I must endure this, even if I can’t.”

Looking like someone having a panic attack, Cardinal Olivia took a deep breath like she was about to perform some sacred ritual, and then stepped outside the shop…

“I—I can’t do this!!!!”

About 35 seconds later, she returned with fierce momentum and snatched back the bird mask I had confiscated, pulling it over her face again.

…Was she always like this?

I hadn’t known her for very long, so I couldn’t say I had a perfect grasp of her character, but still, this didn’t seem like her usual behavior.

After putting the bird mask back on and taking a few deep breaths, she stood up again and regained her usual composed demeanor.

“I’m sorry. That was an unsightly display. I’m not used to this, so I panicked a bit.”

Even though a rather unsettling feeling began to rise inside me, I forced myself to ignore it and decided to ask for clarification.

“Your Eminence, this might sound strange, and I assume it’s not the case, but… is it impossible for you to function without that mask?”

“Surely not, Sir Rak. It’s true I’m a bit timid and introverted, and I dislike being the center of attention, but it’s not like I absolutely can’t be outside without the mask.”

“Haha! Of course, I thought so too.”

“Yes, it’s just been a long time since I took it off. Usually, I can manage for about a minute, even around others.”

…A minute? Not an hour, but a minute?

Ah, damn. I was wondering why things were going so smoothly.

“Wait, so you really can’t manage without covering your face…?”

“It’s partly because I get nervous when my face is exposed, but also because without the herbal medicine boiled in holy water, my hands and feet start trembling…”

…Are you a drug addict or something?

“Just to be clear, we’re not talking about dangerous herbs, are we?”

“Sir Rak. I understand I haven’t shown you the most reliable side of myself, but I am a Cardinal of the Church of the Goddess. I would never use addictive or harmful substances.”

The way she confidently declared that was rather impressive and dignified—if only she weren’t wearing that ridiculous mask or had just not shown such an embarrassing side earlier, I might have actually believed her.

“Alright then.”

“Aaaaah! What are you doing?! Please give it back…!”


But alas, truth isn’t so easily concealed. When I forcibly took the mask away again, she instantly panicked—covering her face with one hand and reaching desperately for the mask with the other.

It was a bit different, but it reminded me of when demons once spread drugs through the Empire, and addicts reacted this way when their supply was taken.

She was almost in tears, begging for the mask back, but because she was covering her face with one hand, her flailing didn’t come across as threatening at all.

Watching her for a moment, a thought began to form in my mind…

“…Maybe we should go with ruining Yaskin.”

No matter how I thought about it, there was no good solution here—approaching the situation from a different angle seemed best.

The essence of the mission was to prevent Yaskin from becoming the Pope. Making her the Pope was only a means to that end.

But really, why would we go through the trouble of supporting this person as Pope and gamble on such a risky outcome?

It made far more sense to find some dirt on Yaskin or to persuade Cardinal Laika to become Pope. Either would be far more viable than trying to crown this woman.

“Please… give me back the mask…”

Seriously.

Who bets on odds this ridiculous?

★★★

At the same time…

“…This is troubling.”

At the northern border—currently the frontlines of the war—a woman stared at two letters in her hands, deeply troubled.

Saint Seria.

As a member of the Hero’s party and a high priestess of the Church of the Goddess, she was known for being both kind and cautious. So naturally, she often had a lot on her mind.

However, because she was exceptionally capable and her position was so high, most problems didn’t trouble her for long.

This time, though, the issue wasn’t so easy—even for her—and she kept sighing.

That was because the two letters came from none other than Cardinal Laika and Cardinal Yaskin, the Church’s two highest-ranking clergy.

And that alone was headache-inducing, but the contents made it even worse.

“Yaskin I could understand. But what is Cardinal Laika thinking…?”

Yaskin’s request was, at least, straightforward.

Though cloaked in flowery language, the gist was clear: he wanted her to abandon neutrality and support him in becoming Pope.

In return, he promised greater support for the Hero’s party and, in the long term, to elevate their authority to a status higher than nobles.

Given his ambitious nature—some might say he’s bold, others that he’s ruthless—this kind of request wasn’t surprising.

In fact, had his been the only letter, she would’ve simply dismissed it without a second thought.

Apparently, he thought the Hero’s party was in it for power and glory. But unfortunately for him, none of them had any interest in such things.

The real problem was Cardinal Laika’s letter.

If he had asked her to support him, she might have refused, but at least it would have made sense and wouldn’t have caused her such confusion.

After all, while she had to maintain neutrality as a Saint, she personally would’ve welcomed Laika as Pope.

But instead, his request was the complete opposite—something she simply couldn’t understand.

“…Why would you ask me not to stop Yaskin, Cardinal Laika?”

What Laika requested was for her to turn a blind eye to Yaskin’s actions—whatever they may be—for the time being.


Cardinal Laika wasn’t the kind of man to cave under pressure or be bribed.

Though he had no desire to become Pope himself, his love for the Church was unmatched—he would never, even in jest, consider someone like Yaskin as a suitable candidate.

So what was he thinking?

Worried something might have happened to him, Seria stared at the letter again.






 
  Chapter 27: Hey, has the sure bet been called?


No matter how much I thought about it, I just couldn’t see a future where this person would be crowned Pope.

Sure, it was true that I said I wouldn’t care if it were just any ordinary person, but come on—he’s not only a drug addict, but also a terminal case of social anxiety.

You can’t seriously make someone like that the head of the world’s largest religious organization.

Of course, on the flip side, you could say that the fact someone like that is even a cardinal speaks volumes about the organization.

But that was only acceptable because this inquisitor belonged to a rather unique group within the Church of the Goddess.

If they’d been from a different faction, there’s no way it would’ve flown.

“…Looks like we really do need to bring down Yaskin.”

“Is it that serious…?”

“Everything else might be manageable, but the drug addiction is a hard line.”

“But it’s not even illegal drugs… It’s just herbs and calming plants boiled in holy water and dried…”

“Whether it’s technically addictive or not doesn’t matter. What matters is how the public perceives it.”

Even if it’s not chemically addictive, the effect is probably not far off from what you’d get through alchemy.

If it were just something she used sparingly when overwhelmed, that might be understandable—but someone who can’t go a minute without it?

How do you think that’ll look to the general public?

Even if, by some miracle, we managed to wrangle things so she became Pope, keeping her in that position would be an entirely different matter.

“Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that I somehow manage to pull off a miracle and make the Cardinal the Pope.”

“And say we somehow manage to cover up the drug use.”

“But then what? Will the public really trust and follow a Pope who never even shows her face?”

No.

I could guarantee they wouldn’t.

And if the worst happens and she gets disgracefully removed from the position, then there’d be no way to stop Yaskin from becoming the next Pope for real.

“You’re right… That’s actually why I said, from the start, that I wasn’t suited for the papacy.”

Oh yeah.

Now that I think about it, she did say that.

But back then I thought it was just about her obsession with masks and her eccentric fashion sense.

I mean, come on—who would’ve guessed that a cardinal would be both a drug addict and severely socially anxious?

Anyway, dwelling on an impossible option isn’t going to help.

If the best path is closed off, then I’ll have to consider the second-best.

“Would it be possible to arrange a meeting with Cardinal Laika?”

“Or at least share any weaknesses the Inquisitors have gathered on Yaskin?”

“I think I can arrange a conversation with Cardinal Laika.”

“But as for Yaskin’s weaknesses… That might be difficult.”

“We know a few minor things, but anything big enough to actually threaten him…”

“If you haven’t found any evidence, then he’s probably already destroyed it.”

“You did say he’s greedy, not incompetent.”

“Yes, that’s our current assumption.”

Right.

If they did have decisive evidence to bring him down, they would’ve just held an inquisition already.

No need to waste time like this.

“It’s fine. Digging up that kind of dirt is sort of a specialty of shamans like me, anyway.”

★

Honestly, if it weren’t for the reward on the line, I’d have walked away from this already.

But since the reward is what it is, I need to at least try to find another path forward.

After exchanging that bit of information and hearing her say she’d contact me once a meeting with Cardinal Laika was arranged, I parted ways with Cardinal Olivia and began heading home.

And that’s when I had the unpleasant experience.

I’d been tailed.

Not that I had gone out of my way to hide my movements.

Once I made contact with one of the cardinals, I expected that other factions might make a move.

So I wasn’t too bothered by being followed.

What was annoying, though, was who had been assigned to the tail.

A group of nuns, all with fairly strong divine energy, and suspiciously composed entirely of extremely chaste young virgins who seemed to know my weaknesses very well, had been set to follow me.

Hmph.

I doubt this was Cardinal Laika’s doing—He’s not the type to do something this provocative unless the opponent is truly evil.

So it must be Yaskin.

If this surveillance really was his doing, I could afford to lower my opinion of him just a little further.

He hasn’t even confirmed me as an enemy yet, and already he’s doing something this disrespectful.

People who provoke others without knowing their full strength tend not to live very long.

There were five in total.

They were all virgins, which was admittedly a little awkward, but it wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t shake them off like in the elven village.

Still, I didn’t bother running or picking a fight because they weren’t actually getting in my way.

They were just following quietly.

And I was curious—what exactly did they think they were doing?

Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

It had seemed a bit much for mere surveillance—especially when they knew full well how I react to virgins.

“Pleased to meet you, Sir Rak.”

When I arrived home, a man I’d never seen before was waiting for me in front of the house.

He looked to be middle-aged at a glance.

His appearance was average, but his expression was warm and friendly—oddly trustworthy, even.

Before I knew it, he’d naturally closed the distance, gave a polite nod, and introduced himself.

“This is probably the first time we’ve met in person, yes?”

“I’m Yaskin.”

“I currently hold the far-too-grand position of Cardinal in the Church of the Goddess.”

Well, I’d known who he was the moment I saw him.

He looked just like the portrait Olivia had shown me, and the divine energy he radiated was nothing to scoff at.

He did have a kindly expression, but his eyes were sharp.

Let your guard down around this one, and he’d deceive you without hesitation.

He gave off the air not of a priest, but of a salesman—or maybe a con artist.

“So?”

I was curious about his true purpose — going as far as to provoke me with an unpleasant tail and even waiting near my home. 


At first, I decided to just watch and see how he would act.

However, his first move was quite unexpected.

Without caring that his pristine clerical robes were getting soiled by the dirt, he immediately knelt before me and bowed his head.

“Although it was to demonstrate my abilities, I sincerely apologize for causing Lord Rak any unpleasantness.”

He even pressed his forehead to the dirt, rubbing it against the ground as if to prove his sincerity, apologizing with fervor.

“…What are you doing?”

Honestly, I had expected him to come here to declare some kind of war, so seeing him act so humbly was a bit bewildering.

“You are one of the heroes of the Empire—no, the world—and a proud member of our Goddess Church’s Hero Party. Even if it was to prove my abilities, making such a figure feel uncomfortable is something that undoubtedly deserves an apology.”

“Hmm?”

“Of course, I don’t expect your mood to be completely lifted just by dirtying my robes and pressing my forehead to the ground. However, if I were to continue further, I fear I might attract the attention of the neighbors.”

Oh, interesting…

“I do not wish for a hero to be dragged into unnecessary gossip. So if you would allow, may I stand up now? Of course, if you feel your anger hasn’t yet subsided, I am willing to remain like this.”

He was speaking politely as if giving me control, but in reality, he was saying everything he wanted while softly pressuring me with a mixture of persuasion and veiled threats.

“And what if I say that I’m not concerned about appearances, and I demand more apologies to feel satisfied?”

“Then, of course, I will gladly offer my forehead for as long as needed. However, gossip doesn’t just affect oneself — that’s why I’m speaking out of concern. I hope you won’t misunderstand my intentions.”

“Oh, I see. You’re quite the smooth talker. But you know, I really don’t like smooth talkers. What shall we do about that?”

“Would you feel better if I offered my neck instead?”

I was genuinely curious how he planned to get out of it if I said yes.

But with so many eyes around, and even if I missed just one of the nuns tailing me, it would definitely make the headlines the next day.

They’d twist and exaggerate everything to paint me as some vile villain.

“I’m joking. Cardinal Yaskin. Please stand up. As a priest of the Goddess, I’m sure you had your reasons for your actions. It would trouble me if you took a joke so seriously.”

Yaskin slowly rose to his feet, looking slightly surprised.

It seemed he had thought of me as someone who didn’t care at all about decorum.

Well, he quickly composed himself and bowed again, but his light, overly quick bow didn’t exactly inspire trust.

“I’m glad you understand, Lord Rak. Truthfully, I did not wish to greet you in such a rude manner, but the circumstances were urgent.”

“Yes, I understand. You must have been displeased because I spoke with Cardinal Olivia.”

“That’s too harsh a word. I was merely concerned that Lord Rak might have developed a prejudice against me after hearing misleading things from Cardinal Olivia.”

“Oh?”

“I misspoke. It’s true that Cardinal Olivia seemed wary of me.”

“I see. That’s understandable. She has her own duties to fulfill. Even within the same Church, her position forces her to distrust everyone. Sometimes, I even feel pity for her.”

“I hadn’t realized you were such a warm-hearted person.”

“No need to flatter me. It’s enough that you realize it now. It seems we’ve cleared up some misunderstandings between us, and I’ve shown you a bit of my capability. May we move on to the main point now?”

He was probably referring to how he quickly noticed the contact between Olivia and me, and how he arranged the situation to have nuns nearby as natural witnesses, all under the guise of surveillance.

Honestly, I had to admit it —
If he were a merchant instead of a priest, I’d have given him at least near top marks.

“Of course, I respect Cardinal Olivia’s role as well. But I have my own duties to perform. I can’t stop just because she doubts me.”

“May I ask you to be a bit more direct about what you’re trying to say?”

“Of course. Seems I get a bit wordy with age.
The Goddess Church is a massive organization. Naturally, there are many within it, and it needs people like me to keep it running.”

Hmm.

So he’s not even bothering to paint himself as a saint or a good man from the start.

Honestly, that’s better than offering half-hearted excuses.

“She is too pure to understand. Any large organization inevitably needs grey people to function properly.”

I can understand that, to some extent.

Sure, in an ideal world, everything would run beautifully without backdoor deals or political maneuvering.

But reality is never so kind.

“But you, Lord Rak, are different.”

“Hmm?”

“You have no reason to bind yourself to Cardinal Olivia. Nor do you have any reason to oppose me.
Moreover, you seem like someone who could understand my perspective.”

Ah, so that’s what this was about.

I had wondered what grand purpose he had behind all this — but it was just this.

“You mean you wanted to test whether I was firmly on Olivia’s side, and if not, to try to recruit me?”

“Exactly. Think about it.
Maybe—just maybe—I could offer you greater rewards than what she promised.”

“You talk as if you know exactly what she promised me.”


“Hardly. I’m no great goddess who can read hearts. I’m merely guessing.”

As he said that, he gestured lightly, and the nuns surrounding me stepped back a little, making it easier to breathe.

“This is just my humble speculation.”

…Really, he would make a better merchant than a priest.





 
  Chapter 28: If you’re a man, you must have a reverse badge


The bastard was making it clear — by causing the nuns to keep their distance — that he knew what Olivia had offered me, and that he could offer something similar, if not the same.

Well, maybe he had someone tailing me like he is now, or maybe he just figured it out through sheer guesswork. 

Either way, he seemed very eager to show that it wasn’t hard for someone of his abilities to figure out this much.

“You’re a sharp man, so I believe you’ve understood what I’m saying, Brother.”

So then, what should I do?

Assuming his offer was genuine, the truth was — there wasn’t much reason to side with Olivia.

Even if Yaskin got caught pulling some shady deals or handing out bribes, people would just grumble, “Yeah, that’s the kind of guy Yaskin is,” and leave it at that.

But if Cardinal Olivia were caught doing the same thing, the backlash would be incomparable.

In the worst-case scenario, she might have to give up her candidacy for the papacy entirely.

Yaskin was already ahead in approval ratings, and he had far more tools at his disposal. Obviously, it wouldn’t even be a fair match.

If both parties were offering the same reward, who in their right mind would bet on the one with lower chances?

Of course, if this guy were truly evil incarnate, then the situation might be different. But if, as he claimed, the crimes he committed were necessary evils for the organization, then that might be forgivable.

Hell, I’m using dark magic myself — who am I to throw stones about being clean?

“Hmm.”

So then, why am I hesitating to give him an answer right now?

His side clearly seemed more advantageous, and yet… something was bothering me.

He had a smile on his face, but there was a familiar kind of discomfort behind it.

It was a familiar gaze.

He was smiling, yes, but his eyes were cold and calculating, utterly devoid of warmth.

It was the look of someone who didn’t see a person in front of them, but a tool — measuring whether it would be useful, and how much it was worth.

Put bluntly, it was a gaze I absolutely hated.

People who looked at others like that always ended up doing something messed up while pretending to be clever.

“…You’re wary of me. I understand.”

“Surely not. Why would I be wary of someone who’s a Cardinal of the Goddess’s Church?”

“It’s fine. I’m well aware of how Lord Rak has lived up until now. Something like this isn’t enough to offend me. You’ve lived a life where you couldn’t afford not to be suspicious of others.”

And just like his eyes, his tone — as if he knew everything about me — really rubbed me the wrong way.

If he really did know me well, he’d know I hated it when people brought up my past.

“To win over someone like Lord Rak, of course, I came prepared as well. It would be ideal to pay your reward up front, but given my position, I’ve brought something else instead.”

His tongue was wagging long enough that I was curious what grand item he was about to pull out — and sure enough, what he produced was a high-end object.

“A divine contract. I assume you’re familiar with them, given the similarities to curses?”

“Of course I am.”

A divine contract, to put it simply, is a document imbued with the divine punishment spell — one of the highest-level divine rituals.

This divine punishment spell is usually used for executing criminals. It has the strange characteristic of varying in power depending on the severity of the crime.

Several high-ranking bishops must come together and store the spell in a contract using a special ritual. If the contract is broken, the divine punishment is triggered based on the party’s share of fault.

Depending on how many clauses there are and which one is broken, the punishment changes in intensity — but given the amount of divine energy poured into it, and the fact that just breaking the promise counts as a sin, it can inflict significant damage.

In short, it’s a contract you must fulfill unless you don’t value your life.

I had a feeling he was coming in too heavy from the start, so I checked for tricks — like double-sided printing, microscopic text, or hidden pages — but none of that.

“Heh, I wouldn’t pull such childish tricks. How could a servant of the Goddess stoop to that?”

I’d tried to see if he was trying to scam me openly just to insult me, but seeing him respond with such calm confidence… Most would probably think, “Wow, he’s really confident. Maybe he’s not scamming after all.”

But I thought differently.

Wasn’t that the look of a hunter who’s cornered his prey?

Or maybe the smirk of someone who thinks, “This is all you’ve got?”

That’s why I didn’t drop my guard and took a closer look at the contract — and soon, I started noticing the problems one by one.

‘Under the following contract, Cardinal Yaskin shall be referred to as Party A, and Rak as Party B.’

‘If the actions undertaken by Party A do not threaten the life or financial well-being of Party B, then Party B must cooperate with Party A.’

‘As compensation, Party A shall reward Party B with the agreed-upon payment.’

‘This contract shall remain in effect until Party A’s goals are fully achieved and may not be canceled without mutual agreement.’

There were a few other minor points, but these were the critical ones.

At first glance, nothing seemed too strange — but in reality, this was a terrible contract.

“What do you think? No issues, right?”

I thought he was more of a businessman than a clergyman — turns out he’s more of a con artist than either.

Not everyone who smiles warmly is a villain.

But someone who hides their schemes behind a warm smile — there’s a high chance that one is.

“Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with the contract.”

“Haha, then—”

“The problem’s not the contract. It’s your dumb head. What a waste of a perfectly good document. Those aren’t cheap, you know.”

Oh, the way his face twisted in real time — it was like a balm to my bruised pride after being treated like a fool.

“What…? You must be mistaken. Did something in there upset you so much that you’d speak this way?”

“Oh, there’s plenty. How dumb do you think I am, to try to sneak something like this past me?”

I considered burning the fluttering contract right then and there — but decided to keep it. Could be useful evidence.

“Yeah, it’s not a misunderstanding. Friends like you always start crying ‘misunderstanding’ when things go south. A misunderstanding is when there’s a difference in perception between people. But when someone like you deliberately tries to swindle another, that’s called fraud.”

He quickly tried to fix his expression, but I clearly saw the mix of embarrassment and humiliation twist his face.

Well, I suppose from his point of view, as a cardinal, it must have been both shocking and degrading for someone like me to suddenly take this stance.

“I don’t understand what has made you angry. If you tell me, I’ll fix it.”

“First off, there’s no one else around to read this, so why did you write that I should help you achieve your goal, instead of saying we’re cooperating to make you pope? 

And why does it say I have to help you unconditionally unless it threatens my life or causes me loss?”

“That’s…”

“You thought that if you stole me away from Cardinal Olivia, your victory would be almost guaranteed, right? 

And you figured if you were going to steal me anyway, might as well get an extra strong card on your side. 

But you got greedy. This basically says I have to stay under your thumb for the duration of the contract if I don’t want divine punishment.”

His previously friendly smile faded, and he stared at me with cold eyes.

Maybe he’s reevaluating me in his head right now?

“Next, there’s no mention of when you’ll provide compensation. That way, I wouldn’t be able to mistreat you, since I’d be waiting for payment — making it easy for you to handle me like an obedient subordinate, right?”

“Hmm, is that all?”

Oh, this bastard. That slight curl at the corner of his lips makes him look even more obnoxious than before.

“What the hell are you smiling for? I’m not done. You added a clause that says the contract can only be broken with mutual agreement — just in case I realized this was a scam. 

Damn, you really packed a lot of tricks into a thin piece of paper. But you know what…”

Seeing those eyes still trying to judge me made my stomach churn.

“Do I look like an idiot to you?”


I said it plainly, and even then, the bastard suddenly burst out laughing like he’d lost his mind.

“Ah, my apologies. Truly. You’re much smarter than I expected. Honestly, since you’re from the slums, I assumed you’d be unfamiliar with contracts like this. I admit my misjudgment. You’re far more impressive than I anticipated.”

…Wow. I asked if I looked like an idiot, and he basically replied, “Yeah, I kinda thought you were, but not as much as I expected!”

I wanted to wipe that smug grin off his face, but whether he knew my thoughts or not, he kept talking.

“I’ll revise the contract. No — I’ll adjust it entirely in your favor.”

“…What?”

“I’ve proven my abilities, and now you’ve proven yours too. So, what I’m proposing is that we enter serious negotiations over your value.”

…Is this bastard serious?

After all that, he thinks I’ll cooperate?

“I understand you’re angry. But if you think about it rationally, nothing has changed. I still have the highest chance of becoming pope, and I still have the most to offer you if I do.”

“Hah.”

“If you suspect I’ll try something shady, then verify it yourself with that brilliant mind of yours! It’s true that I initially hoped you’d be an easy subordinate. But not anymore. I really believe we can be great business partners now.”

This guy wasn’t begging for his life out of fear. He wasn’t just saying anything to survive.

I’ve seen countless people grovel to stay alive, but never once did I see someone do it with such hope and optimism for the future like this bastard.

He was genuinely asking me to take his hand.

But perhaps he guessed from my expression that I was going to refuse, because disappointment began to show on his face.

“Ah… what a shame.”

“What now.”

“If I had known you were this capable, I would’ve approached you more carefully from the start. Making such a mistake has left a stain on my record… one of the few in my life.”

I’ll admit it.

This guy isn’t just crazy — he’s insanely talented at getting under people’s skin.

And clearly, he didn’t just rely on talent. He’s spent years honing this skill.

“Maybe I should’ve tried approaching other members of the Hero’s Party first.”

But now, this bastard was really crossing the line.

My house is in a relatively secluded part of the duchy, but it’s still within the territory. It’s not like people never pass by. I’ve been holding back…

“The other party members… well, the Hero and the Saint, for instance — I’ve made similar offers to them. Though the divine contract is still in the works, truthfully…”

That’s it.

I never intended to forgive what this bastard had already done.

But that didn’t mean he could look down on our party like that right in front of me.

Who the hell did he think he was to underestimate the Hero’s Party?

Anyone who knew what we had accomplished — what we had sacrificed — would never even dare.

“Oh, by the way, are there any among them who might be easier to fool than you?”

That clear provocation and mocking tone made my anger boil over to the limit…

“You know what?”

I became calm.

He looked startled when the rage disappeared from my face, but it wasn’t because I’d calmed down — I had simply crossed the threshold.

He probably thought that if he couldn’t have me, he’d at least make sure Olivia couldn’t use me either.

Even someone as reckless as him must have assumed I wouldn’t kill him here.

Maybe he planned to provoke me into assaulting a cardinal, so the Church could bar me from any future involvement.

If he could have me, great — if not, make sure no one else could use me. A decent strategy, I’ll admit.

But he went too far.

“You’ve never been cursed by a shaman before, have you?”

So I’ll make him pay the price.

“What do you mean…?”

Feel the weight of a shaman’s words. Understand that some curses are more terrifying than prophecies.

“You’re going to lose everything.”

You can think it’s nonsense.


You can laugh it off.

But no matter how much you struggle, I’ll make sure — with my own hands — that you fall into ruin.

Once you’ve hit rock bottom, remember this moment, and understand the curse came true.

You piece of garbage.





 
  Chapter 29: The path I chose is the path to be determined



↑↓








 
  Chapter 30: You have to trust me completely


Before we move on to properly “reconstructing” Cardinal Olivia, I thought I’d first talk about how a pope is actually selected.

It would certainly make things simpler if the goddess herself, like a saint, just chose someone after setting candidates aside.

Unfortunately, however, the goddess has never directly intervened in the voting process — whether because she regards the pope as merely a representative or leader of the bishops, or for some other reason.

Normally, the current pope selects candidates from among the bishops, and the faithful choose the next pope through a vote.

But in practice, unless something happens to the cardinals, it is usually among the cardinals that the pope is chosen.

If there is someone among the archbishops or higher-ranking bishops that the pope really favors, he may exceptionally add them to the list of candidates — but even so, no such added candidate has ever actually become pope. In truth, it’s more a matter of raising their profile for the future than a real chance at election.

“Respected Cardinal Olivia, do you understand what I’m trying to say?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t. It sounds like you’re simply explaining the standard rules for electing a pope…”

“Hm, yes, that would be a natural interpretation. On the surface, there doesn’t seem to be much of a problem. But to someone as twisted as me, those rules are full of loopholes.”

“In what way?”

“Don’t you think there are too many opportunities to interfere? Since it’s not a strict decision that only cardinals can be candidates, but more of a tradition to register them all, the current pope — not that he would — could abuse this system quite easily.”

“If you’re suggesting they could limit it to just one candidate, that would be impossible. Other bishops and the faithful would never stand for it.”

“The fact that it’s even possible to try is the problem. And the fact that the only check against it is the backlash from the faithful — that’s a weakness too.

In the end, if only one candidate remains and they get a majority of support from the faithful, they become the next pope.”

“Well… that’s true, but…”

“Frankly, you wouldn’t even need to go that far. Someone like Yaskin — he knows very well the plight and circumstances of the poor faithful. He could bribe them.”

“Bribery is a clear violation of church regulations.”

“A donation without any apparent ulterior motive is considered an act of charity. Just smile warmly and embrace them under the name of ‘charity’ — no one would suspect a thing.”

“People wouldn’t fall for such an obvious play…”

“Go a little deeper — anonymously send donations and relief goods, and right before the election, conveniently let the information ‘leak’ and ride the wave of public sentiment.

Sure, there might be an investigation later, but by then, he might already be pope.”

Honestly, the scenario I was painting was extremely extreme.

At least for now, Yaskin had no reason to resort to such tactics.

He was almost certain to win even without crossing such dangerous bridges — why take the risk?

Still, the reason I brought this up now was partly to make her more desperate, and partly to prepare her for a time when their approval ratings became neck and neck — or if she even managed to surpass him.

Considering his personality and methods, he might not resort to dirty tricks immediately, but if he even smelled a hint of trouble, he’d likely act fast.

It was better for her to be mentally prepared.

“Of course, compared to Yaskin, we have fewer means at our disposal, less wealth, and even less public recognition.

This means Yaskin might not stoop to dirty tricks for now — but it also means that, as we are, we stand no chance of winning.”

Her face brightened briefly at the idea that Yaskin might not use foul play, but she quickly fell into gloom again when faced with the harsh reality.

Really, people should listen to the end of a conversation.

“So first, I’ll take responsibility for boosting your public recognition — to the point that, ‘no matter what methods it takes,’ you’ll stand above Yaskin.”

“…Does this have something to do with you taking my mask?”

“Ah, sharp as ever.”

“You’re not thinking of damaging the mask or trying some barbaric shock therapy, are you?”

At that moment, she was nervously clutching the lace blindfold she had bought previously, glancing at the mask I had taken from her.

It seemed she was worried I would force her to face the public without it.

“Haha, no, I won’t do anything so crude and inefficient. It would be great if you could overcome the root issue yourself — but at that rate, when would you defeat Yaskin and expose his schemes?”

“Then why did you take my mask?”

“Oh, nothing major. I’m enchanting it to turn you into my secret weapon.”

“…What?”

“I’ve already finished preparing the materials while we were talking. I just need to inscribe the last characters — it’s nearly done. Just a moment longer.”

“Wh-what are you trying to do, Sir Rak!?”

Startled, Olivia tried to snatch the mask back, but the inscription was already complete — the enchantment was finished.

“Aaaaah!! I can’t even work properly without this mask!”

“Calm down. Aside from a few new markings, it’s not really any different.”

“…Huh? Y-you’re right?”

Still suspicious, she cautiously put the mask on again — and finding no noticeable change, she tilted her head in confusion.

“…It feels completely the same.”

“Yes, from your perspective, nothing has changed.”

“Then what exactly is this enchantment? I can feel some kind of power from it, so it doesn’t seem like you failed. But if it’s hypnosis or charm magic—”

“Even I am not so mad as to use forbidden arts in front of a Cardinal of the Inquisition.”

“Then what does this enchantment actually do?”

“I placed three enchantments on that mask.”

“Th-three!?”

“Yes. The first is: ‘A fabric invisible to some.’ It makes the mask — or anything worn on the body — invisible under certain conditions.”

“…Invisible? But I can feel it, and I can see it just fine.”

“Exactly. The ‘condition’ is about distinguishing the audience. For example: ‘Those who are foolish beyond a certain point cannot see it.’

So people wiser than the set threshold will see it as normal, but those who fall below that level of perception won’t see anything at all.

Interesting, isn’t it?”

“Yes… It’s amazing, but then, what kind of condition did you set?”

“I set it so only clergy with authority equal to or greater than a cardinal can see it. So right now, only His Holiness the Pope and the cardinals inside the church can see you. Ah, maybe the Saintess would be an exception.”

“Does that mean… you can see my whole face right now?”

“Of course, I can see you very clearly. You appear just as you did when you were wearing that lace blindfold I bought for you last time.”

“Then what was the point of me wearing this mask?!”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“What do you mean by that, Lord Rak!?”

“Do you, by any chance, feel like running away right now as you look at me? Embarrassed or ashamed? Try to focus on your emotions, not your thoughts.”

“Well, of course I… of cour… huh? Huh?”

Right now, she probably wasn’t feeling the slightest bit of embarrassment or discomfort.

Her brain simply held the memory and information that she couldn’t function properly without the mask, so she was just reacting out of habit—but in truth, she was remarkably calm.

“Wh-why is this…? Is this also the effect of the spell?”

“Yes, I adjusted the mask so it can now naturally emit an effect similar to the calming herbs you used to keep inside it. This should finally put an end to the controversy about drug dependence.”

Well, in reality, the calming effect is about five times stronger than the herbs she used to take, but… there’s no need to tell her that, right?

“…You’re saying it’s not an addictive substance? And even if it were, wouldn’t magic be seen just as negatively?”

“Well, if you get caught, sure.”

“…Isn’t that basically the same thing?”

“I’ve made it detectable now just to let you know you’re under a spell. But if I really tried to hide it, no one would notice unless they brought in the Saintess herself. So don’t worry.”

“That’s… a relief. But didn’t you say there was another spell on me?”


“The last one doesn’t have an immediate effect. Think of it like insurance—something to prepare for a dangerous situation. There’s no need to worry too much.”

“Ah, I see…”

Judging by her face, she still seemed to feel quite guilty about relying on magic to gain confidence. But with that kind of hesitation, she would never be able to defeat Yaskin.

“I understand you might feel uncomfortable using magic. You may even think it’s cowardly. But you know very well—we can’t afford to worry about methods right now, as long as they aren’t illegal.”

“Yes, that’s true…”

“Yaskin will use far more ruthless tactics. We’re already behind in many ways. If we’re going to catch up, you’ll have to endure at least this much.”

“Hmm, you’re right, Lord Rak. Thank you. You’ve prepared so much for me—I shouldn’t just complain.”

“Yes. Just think of these spells as giving you a little extra courage.”

“Then, now that everything’s ready, shall we begin the actual meeting…”

“Hmm? What do you mean by that?”

“Eh…? Wasn’t your goal to help me speak face-to-face with the believers? Now that I can talk to others without trembling, thanks to the mask…”

“Of course, that’s part of it. But since we’ve come this far, we should do everything we possibly can.”

“…That sounds even more ominous than when you took my mask.”

“It’s fine. I’m just planning to use a tiny bit of humanity’s primal instincts.”

“…Can I ask what exactly you plan to do to me?”

“I’m going to help you win over nearly half of the congregation with a very simple method.”

“That’s… quite a claim. So what exactly is this method?”

“You’ll have to trust me completely.”

Strangely, despite the calming effect that should have been active, she still looked a bit uneasy.

Perhaps he needed to strengthen the magic even more?

★

Meanwhile, Yaskin, who had checked his approval rating during a prior investigation, smiled in satisfaction as he poured himself a glass of wine and celebrated his early victory.

Thanks to Laika stepping back so easily, his approval had already surpassed 30%. Factoring in those who would abstain, it was nearly certain that he would be elected the next Pope.

There wasn’t much time left until the election—how could public opinion possibly change at this point?

“Hmph…”

The only concerns were the lack of a reply from the Saintess he’d reached out to for support, and that annoying sorcerer he’d met yesterday.

“That unpleasant bastard…”

He’d thought the guy might be somewhat useful despite being a slum-born piece of trash, so he’d treated him decently. 

But not only had the man been defiant, he’d also cursed him with disgusting arrogance.

“Let’s see if he can still act like that once I become Pope.”

If the guy had just acted out yesterday, Yaskin could’ve crushed him with public opinion. Now, the uncertainty was just irritating.

“Whatever. So what if he’s in the Hero’s party? What can one little sorcerer do?”

No matter how skilled in battle, human society is ruled by cunning, not strength. And a black mage with no political backing was nothing to fear.

As he sipped his wine, trying to push away his unease, the door slammed open and a subordinate rushed in, interrupting the moment.

“Your Excellency…! We have a problem!”

“What’s the matter, Bishop Bruce? Calm yourself and tell me—has something happened?”

“Th-the thing is…!”

Tsk, so undignified. And this guy’s supposed to be a bishop?

“Calm down. Whatever the problem is, we can resolve it if you explain it properly—”

“Bishop Olivia’s figure is incredible!”

…What the hell did this lunatic just say?


“N-no, I said that wrong! I mean, Bishop Olivia’s popularity is through the roof!”

That made a little more sense… but still, why now?

“Explain the reason. There has to be something that caused this sudden change.”

“It’s because of her body and beauty!”

…Yeah, this one’s definitely getting fired when I become Pope.



 
  Chapter 31: Mud Fight


“Um… Sir Rak. Are you sure this is the best way?”

“Of course, Your Excellency. You must trust me completely.”

Of course, that was a lie.

Sure, if you thought about it for even a moment, there were certainly healthier and safer methods.

But this was undoubtedly the most effective, the fastest, and the method most likely to thoroughly piss off Yaskin.

“All I did was change into plain clothes and greet people. The reaction wasn’t bad, but honestly, I doubt it will have much of an impact…”

“Well, for an ordinary person, maybe. But Cardinal Olivia is anything but ordinary, so you have nothing to worry about.”

Her mysteriously youthful appearance, thanks to the blessings of divine power, was certainly a powerful weapon.

But her greater weapon was something else entirely.

Normally hidden under her drab black garments, which covered up her body shape entirely, her figure was… rather excessively blessed.

To some, it might seem like just a change of clothes, but depending on the person, that small change could have an enormous effect.

Of course, when it comes to a leader’s virtues or necessary qualities, physical beauty isn’t supposed to rank high, but attractive appearances generally work in one’s favor in almost every situation.

It might not look like there’s a big effect right away, especially since many of those indebted to Yaskin would be too self-conscious to openly show favor.

However, I could confidently say that she had already captured the hearts of more than half the men here.

Men, by nature, are creatures who are predisposed to be fond of women with large breasts and pretty faces.

Of course, there are exceptions — like those with unique tastes or who prefer slimmer figures — but in my experience, most men I met had fairly predictable preferences.

To give a simple example: there was a time when the Hero himself admitted he liked large breasts.

It happened when the two of us were coincidentally standing guard together.

— Um… Sir Rak, do you also prefer women with big breasts?

Idle chatter during a guard shift isn’t exactly ideal, but it wasn’t a dangerous mission, and the rest of the party was all women. Who else would he talk to about that kind of topic?

— Why are you asking all of a sudden?

— Ah, no reason… I just heard that most people like them big…

He still had an innocent, bashful side back then, getting embarrassed over a few lewd jokes…

— It depends on the person, but isn’t it better to have them than not?

My master once said that men who only like small ones are a bit dangerous — that it’s fine to also like small ones, but if it’s because they’re small, you shouldn’t get too close.

— R-right…? Um, are there any potions in this world that can make breasts bigger…?

— Yeah, there are.

— I knew it—wait, really!?

— …Is it that surprising? You really do love breasts, huh? Yeah, of course there’s a potion for that. This is a world where you can reattach severed limbs; of course there’s a potion for growing breasts.

— I-I see… hehe… hehehe… so even if I get stuck here…!

— Uh, hey, quiet down. Something’s coming.

The conversation got cut short because a wild animal attacked, but anyway, even a Hero who saved the world couldn’t resist the charm of big breasts.

Men, by nature, are weak to that sort of thing.

Actually, not just men — women, too, surprisingly.

At first, there’s often a bit of vague jealousy toward what they don’t have, but once they can touch it freely, most end up liking it.

That’s something I learned very clearly over six years of traveling with the Hero’s party.

…What happened, you ask?

Well, let’s just say that Ria, who was initially depressed over the size difference between her and the Sage or the Saint, eventually started to really enjoy bath time.

Anyway, back to the point: most humans love beautiful, mysterious vibes and large, soft things.

Wearing clothing that hugs the body — not overly revealing, but still tight — makes the effect even stronger.

It would have been even better if the fabric were something extremely breathable, but Olivia refused, saying she couldn’t go that far.

“I assume you don’t really think this alone will be enough to beat Yaskin…?”

“Ah, yes, of course. This is merely an emergency measure to improve Cardinal Olivia’s image.”

“Yaskin is a meticulous man. If he finds out about this outfit, he’ll surely create some scandal around it.”

It would certainly be effective to some extent, but obviously not enough to win.

Yaskin already had a solid foundation, and a little media manipulation would easily spark a storm of accusations about vulgarity.

There could even be worshippers who, out of petty jealousy, turned away from her.

“Yes, I’m well aware. In fact, I’m counting on it.”

“…Excuse me?”

Exactly. That was precisely the part I was aiming for.

Yaskin had undoubtedly invested quite a bit of money in the press.

Now that a powerful rival had appeared, he would naturally try to smear her image using the easiest means available.

I didn’t have Yaskin’s money, connections, or underhanded methods.

But if I could make him underestimate Olivia — see her as nothing but a pretty face to be crushed quickly — then half the battle would already be won.

“I truly have no idea what you’re thinking…”

“Good. Cardinal Olivia must never know. She must stay pure, beautiful, and noble. Completely unaware.”

She looked at me with a mixture of fear and suspicion, but honestly, I wasn’t planning anything too outrageous.

I was simply using what could be used.

Yaskin, who had discreetly bribed the media under the guise of charity, spread malicious rumors about Cardinal Olivia.

“Making such a fuss over nothing…”

Of course, even another Cardinal like himself was genuinely surprised at Olivia’s appearance.

But that was all.

If beauty alone could make you Pope, then all past Popes would have been women or stunningly handsome boys.

Excluding legendary cases like the first Pope, who supposedly retained a youthful boyish face through divine blessing, there had never been such an occurrence.

In the end, what Yaskin thought was an opponent with no weapons had suddenly unveiled a surprise trump card — but if he stayed calm and handled it properly, his victory wouldn’t waver.

“That sorcerer… Was he really so confident with just this? No way…”

Yaskin was greedy, but he wasn’t a fool who underestimated his enemies.

He had already done research into the Hero Party’s symbolism, the ridiculous verification he’d received from the Church, and the sorcerer’s personal network, preparing countermeasures.

Still, he hadn’t anticipated Olivia’s looks being weaponized like this.

Even he had been caught off-guard.

“So he’s more rational and calculating than I thought…”

Honestly, when I realized he didn’t seem very fond of me and provoked him, I was sure he would react with violence.

Based on what’s known about his temperament, I thought he would lash out without thinking, and then I could use the media to prevent him from getting involved in the election.

But he responded far more calmly than expected, and the plan got tangled up.

“Maybe I should have tried a bit harder to persuade him…?”

It wasn’t productive to dwell on things that had already gone wrong, but the curse he muttered at the end kept echoing in my ears, irritatingly so.

“Um, Cardinal Yaskin.”

“Yes, what is it?”

Just when I thought it was about time for the media reaction to kick in, a bishop arrived. I pretended not to know anything and waited for the news he came to deliver.


But no matter how long I waited, he didn’t speak.

Feeling something was wrong, I lifted my head and noticed the bishop looking unusually restless, even frightened, which gave me a strange sense of foreboding.

“Did something go wrong? Did the media say it wasn’t enough? Or did that sorcerer pull something?”

“W-well… You should see this…!”

“This is… today’s newspaper…?”

The front-page article was just as I had instructed: full of slander against Olivia.

It criticized her civilian clothing as being too revealing for a clergyperson, suggesting her private life could easily be imagined from how provocative her appearance was compared to her normally reserved demeanor.

The article disguised its attack as mere speculation, just as planned, so I couldn’t see what the problem was.

“It looks like it came out exactly as planned, though…?”

However, the moment I turned to the next page, I immediately realized what had gone wrong.

“…What is this?”

‘Bishop under Cardinal Yaskin caught meeting with media and offering gifts! Was it an order or excessive loyalty…?’

‘Exclusive! The secretive dealings of Cardinal Yaskin!? Was he really manipulating the media out of fear of Cardinal Olivia…?’

‘Who is Cardinal Olivia, that Cardinal Yaskin fears her? A silent, true servant of the Church.’

‘Cardinal Olivia’s overwhelming beauty, unmatched for her age, sparks jealous criticisms.’

From the second page on, the articles openly aimed to drag things into a mudslinging contest, with floods of stories disparaging me and portraying Olivia favorably.

…I had been outmaneuvered.

I thought they would try to polish up Olivia’s image by making her appear glamorous and desperate, but I had completely misjudged them.

Right — in a media war, if it turns into a mud fight, the one with the greater fame (me) is obviously at a disadvantage.

The other side didn’t have much to lose anyway.

Even negative attention could be spun into free publicity, introducing Olivia to those who didn’t know or care about her before.

Dressing her provocatively, acting desperate — all of it was bait.

Since I wouldn’t react to media attacks unless they made the first move, they feigned vulnerability to draw us in.

“Those bastards…! After all the money I poured into them…! And they dare publish this!?”

This was a clear betrayal.

I had literally spent an enormous amount lobbying the press to write favorably about me.

If they thought they could claim “neutrality” just because they printed the article I asked for, I felt like marching over there and demanding every coin back.

“W-well…”

“What now?”

“It seems… the sorcerer visited the Count who controls the central press…”

“…Tsk, I see. The Count had two daughters, didn’t he?”

Hearing that, I quickly grasped the situation.

The elder daughter nearing marriageable age, and the younger still underage — both were probably “certified” by that bastard in exchange for favorable coverage.

The Count must have hesitated, but once that man allowed them to still publish the article I ordered, the Count likely gave in.

If only the articles supporting Olivia had come out, it wouldn’t have been a big deal.

But because the scandalous article about her appeared first, the positive articles that followed seemed all the more credible.

“…I’ll have to work to keep the rumors from spreading too much and prepare a scapegoat to take responsibility.”

I had been hit, but it wasn’t yet fatal.

It would be amateurish to panic, try to dig up dirt on Olivia, or desperately try to win now.

If anything, the smarter move would be to act confident.

Struggling would only make me look guilty and give credibility to their accusations.

The sorcerer probably expected that too — by mixing the attacks with some truth, they made them seem more believable.

Still, if I fired the subordinate who handled the bribery under the excuse of “excessive loyalty” and expressed regret, the damage could be contained.

As long as I stayed calm and didn’t fall into their traps for the rest of the campaign, this could still be managed.

“This is still a fight I’m winning. No need to overreact.”

The only real threat would come if they used their strongest connections — the royal family or the ducal houses.

Otherwise, I just had to ignore or counterattack when appropriate.

★

“Emergency!”

…How many emergencies has it been today already?

“What is it? Is it Olivia again? Or are the Inquisitors throwing another fit?”

“No! It’s not that!”

“Then speak clearly. What’s the problem this time…”

“The sorcerer has gone to meet His Holiness the Pope!!!!!”

“…What?”

What kind of insane news is this?

Not the emperor, not the dukes — the Pope?

Why?

No — never mind why for now — how?

You can’t just meet His Holiness because you want to!

Especially not at a time like this, when he wasn’t meeting anyone, not even for light conversation, only dedicating himself to prayer!


Why would he meet a mere sorcerer…!?

“Can we stop it…? No, wait, is it just the sorcerer trying to visit him uninvited? There’s no guarantee His Holiness will actually agree to see him…”

“He already gave his official confirmation that he would meet him.”

“Why!? We searched all the official records! There was never any mention of any prior acquaintance between His Holiness and that sorcerer!!!!”

Shouting at the bishop wouldn’t solve anything, but I couldn’t stop myself.




 
  Chapter 32: The Truth Revealed


To be honest, when I requested an audience with the Pope, I didn’t really expect a positive response.

Or rather—if I’m being exact—I thought maybe he might accept, but it wouldn’t have mattered much if he didn’t.

The point was to leave the impression that I was a wild card who might react unpredictably if refused, and if he did respond, I could pretend to have a closer relationship with him, just to add another factor for Yaskin to worry about.

But then, the Pope actually said he wanted to see me again, to catch up.

Let me make this clear: I’m not particularly close to the Pope.

If we’re counting proper meetings, it’s only been three or four times.

Once in my early childhood in the slums, once when he visited my master after I became his disciple, once after the Hero was summoned, and finally once on the battlefield. That should be it.

I still don’t understand why the man who swore to reject all visit requests—even during the papal election—suddenly agreed to see me.

But well, this works in my favor.

The smarter someone is, the more vivid their imagination tends to be.

Yaskin’s probably trembling now, imagining some deep connection between me and the Pope that doesn’t even exist.

Now, whatever move I make, he’ll overanalyze it and overreact in paranoia.

“Sir Rak, you’ve arrived.”

As I arrived at the Vatican, a man who looked like a bishop greeted me with a bow.

“The sisters and priestesses are currently praying in the annex, out of concern that your condition might make their presence uncomfortable.”

Ah, that explained the absence of the many priestesses and nuns typical of the Church of the Goddess.
It seemed the Pope was being considerate.

Honestly, I had braced myself for a rough encounter on the way here, so this was a surprisingly welcome gesture.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel a hint of suspicion.

As I quietly examined my surroundings, a nearby priest chuckled softly.

“Heh heh.”

“…Why are you laughing?”

“I just thought what His Holiness said was quite accurate.”

“…And what did His Holiness say?”

“He said Sir Rak may appear fierce and edgy, but is surprisingly cautious by nature.”

“He clearly misjudged me.”

“Oh no, you just suspected that perhaps we had something to hide, and that’s why we removed the women from view. But instead of saying it out loud, you chose to observe your surroundings first. That shows you’re rational and cautious.”

“You’re reading too much into it.”

“Well, speech and temperament aren’t something you’re simply born with. They’re shaped by the course of one’s life, and once set, they’re not easily changed. Just because one’s words are sharp or their manner rough doesn’t mean that’s who they truly are inside.”

…This is exactly why it’s so bothersome to deal with the real priests.

If they were dumb like that bald fraud I crushed before, or greedy like Yaskin, I could at least handle them.

But the ones like this—who approach you softly, kindly, and seem to see right through you—those are the ones I never know how to deal with, no matter how much time passes.

“I appreciate your kind assessment, but if I may correct you—speech and attitude may be hard to change, but it’s not impossible. 

Many people do change. But even so, how one chooses to live is still their choice. Life’s cruelty may be a reason for sympathy, but never an excuse.”

He gave a bitter smile at that.

“I’d say that’s further proof that Sir Rak is more thoughtful and upright than he seems.”

“You and I have quite different views. I usually just call that stubbornness.”

Perhaps realizing he wouldn’t change my mind, the priest gave up, and we continued walking in silence toward the prayer room where the Pope was waiting.

“Well then, His Holiness awaits you. Please, go on in.”

“…There are only two guards here, and not even an attendant for His Holiness? What if I had ill intent?”

“Ah, the Holy See is protected by the highest-level divine law. Anyone who intends harm toward His Holiness would feel discomfort just approaching, and wouldn’t be able to move freely within the premises.”

“…I have no ill intent, but if I did, I’d still go through with it. Yet I feel perfectly fine.”

“Then I suppose that means you don’t have any ill intent! Haha! What a relief!”

With that, he bowed once and left.

…Still, I can’t bring myself to trust in things like “divine law” or “faith.” I don’t really understand how any of it works.

How is it that a warlock can just stroll in to meet the Pope like this?

But thinking about it on my own wasn’t going to get me any answers.

I knocked twice on the door, and soon, a voice answered.

“Ah, Sir Rak. Come in.”

With permission granted, I opened the door and entered.

Inside, an elderly man not too different from what I remembered knelt in prayer.

“My apologies, I haven’t quite finished my prayers. Could you wait just a little?”

As expected of the Pope, he wore ornate robes and a golden crown, but outwardly, he looked like any kind, gentle old man.

He seemed warm and amiable—but no more, no less.

“Thank you for waiting. It’s been a while, Sir Rak! I remember greeting you when your master was around… and again when the Hero was summoned. Was it the first time since then?”

“We also met once on the battlefield during the Lich subjugation, Your Holiness.”

“Oh, that’s right. My memory’s not usually poor, but you seem like a different person every time we meet… so I always forget.”

Of course, my outward appearance never changes—I’m always wearing this mask.

“I wasn’t referring to your appearance.”

…Do all high-ranking priests read minds or something?

“It’s truly strange. You’ve changed so much since the first time I met you that sometimes I wonder if you’re a different person. If I could, I’d go back and scold my younger, foolish self.”

The Pope, clearly full of regrets, always brought this up whenever he saw me.

When I first met him as a child, he had received an oracle stating that one of the Saint candidates was in the slums. 

He came to the slums to find Seria, who is now the Saint, and happened to meet me by chance.

And when he saw me shivering in the cold winter, he said:

—”A little demon is here.”

He called me a demon.

I was so curious at the time why he would call me a demon with such a gentle expression and a voice filled with pity, but he never answered, no matter how much I asked.

—”It’s not your fault that you were born with such a fate, but perhaps… perhaps meeting your end here would be the best life you could hope for…”

After hurling such cruel words at me, he simply offered a prayer and took Seria, the Saint candidate, under his protection.

Or more precisely, he handed out bread to most of the other children in the slums and blessed the sick before he left.

It was a rare day when life stirred in the alleyways where nothing ever happened—and I still remember it clearly because I was the only one untouched by that warmth.

I vaguely—very vaguely—remember having a thought:

—“As I thought, I’m someone who can’t be loved.”

It was a truth I already knew all too well, but having it thrown in my face again hurt so badly that the tears, still not dried up at that age, flowed from my eyes.

I was foolish. Crying didn’t change anything, so why cry at all?

I should’ve used that energy to rummage through a trash can or bash the back of the head of the kid who always annoyed me and steal his bread.

But sadly, I didn’t know better back then.

“…I’m sorry.”

“I believe I’ve told you before that you don’t need to apologize every time you see me.”


For the record, the second time he met me—after I had been taken in by my master—his attitude had completely changed. 

He knelt down and sobbed, saying he’d been a fool, and even prayed for peace on the path I had chosen, asking my master how he could think of taking such a path.

Anyway, he tried to treat me kindly as if he had become a different person, but by that time, I was already a sorcerer’s apprentice and had developed a deep dislike for clergy, so I refused all his offers of support.

“Truthfully, I didn’t come here because I had something specific to say.”

“I figured. You wouldn’t come all the way here just to see me without reason.”

“…Aren’t you angry? I came here without a reason.”

“What is there to be angry about? A hero of the Empire has come to visit an old man tucked away in the back room. It’s an honor, really.”

“Well, since you’ve agreed to meet me, may I ask you a few questions before I go?”

“Of course. If it’s something I can answer, I’ll answer anything. I can even swear it on the name of the Goddess.”

“I’ve spent a lot of time around the Saint, so I know that the high clergy don’t take the Goddess as seriously as they pretend to—but still, please be careful. I’m a sorcerer. If I get branded a heretic, it won’t end well.”

“Oh, come now. What’s worse, a Pope being branded a heretic or a sorcerer? The Goddess wouldn’t be petty enough to care about a silly joke.”

…Well, if She really punished people for swearing, I’d have been struck by lightning hundreds of times already.

“What’s your question?”

“…Your Holiness, you seem to be in good health. So why are we electing a new Pope?”

When is a Pope replaced, anyway?

Of course, sometimes a candidate is chosen in advance, but usually a Pope only gets replaced if they commit some grave sin or die unexpectedly.

Unless, of course, they throw a fit and claim they can’t do it anymore—but the man before me didn’t seem the type.

At first, I wondered if the rumors about his health deteriorating were true, but now that I’ve met him in person, that doesn’t seem to be the case. So naturally, I was suspicious.

“Curious, are you?”

“Yes, wouldn’t anyone be? And I don’t think this is a very good time to elect a new Pope either.”

The Empire has finally reclaimed its original territory and is just beginning to rise again.

If the Pope’s absence posed a critical issue, then sure, an election would be necessary—but otherwise, wouldn’t it be wiser to wait until things stabilize?

“You’re quite well-informed.”

“…Excuse me?”

For a moment, I thought the old man might be senile, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

Rather than telling me directly, he seemed to want me to find the answer on my own.

The political situation isn’t good, and there’s no urgent reason to replace the Pope. Yet, an election is underway.

The strongest candidate stepped down, saying he wasn’t suited for the role.

And instead, someone who likes money and has a rather corrupt nature has become the de facto sole candidate…?

When my thoughts reached that point, a certain possibility suddenly crossed my mind.

“Seeing Your Holiness still so well puts me at ease.”

“Thank you for saying so, Sir Rak.”

This is a purge.

When humanity was struggling in the war, money was needed, and more bishops had to be appointed to expand the Goddess Church’s influence.

But things are different now.

Though those people were necessary at the time, in the long run, they’re just seeds of division that will rot the Church from within.

Naturally, to a Pope who cares about the future of the Church, they would be nothing but an eyesore.

“You’re quite ruthless.”

“I’ve already given them several chances for redemption.”

The one who best represents that group is Yaskin.

A man who doesn’t even try to hide his ambition—and the parasites who cling to the crumbs he scatters.

If you could gather them all in one place, and if you had a just cause to purge them…

“Originally, I didn’t expect you to get involved. Honestly, I didn’t think Olivia would go this far. And Sir Laika is secretly on assignment, so I couldn’t afford to pay attention to this side of things.”

“Your Holiness…”

“Yes, Sir Rak. I have a small favor to ask of you. Yaskin is a cunning man. Please continue to play your part well, so he doesn’t realize our plan.”

Now that I understood his true intent, I could finally smile with ease.

If the strange behavior of the Pope and Cardinal Laika had been a performance from the start, it all made sense.


In that case, there was only one thing left for me to say.

“For free?”

“Yes, I’m grateful for your hel—huh?”

Let’s see. Just how far would the Pope go to repay me?

Now this is getting interesting.




 
  Chapter 33: The Thing Called Sin


I understood the flow of the story well enough.

In a way, it’s an act akin to “use and discard,” so one might question whether such behavior is appropriate for a group that claims to believe in a goddess. 

But if even a good-natured man like this is resorting to such things, then Yaskin must be far filthier than I had imagined.

“Of course, Your Holiness doesn’t need to repay me or anything.”

But understanding the story is one thing, and debts should still be properly paid, don’t you think?

“Sir Rak…?”

“I’ve had quite a few emotional wounds inflicted by Yaskin this time.”

“That’s… truly unfortunate to hear…”

“Well, you see, if he’d only insulted my personal honor, I would’ve let it slide. But the bastard went and disparaged our entire party.”

“Haha… to think such a thing happened is truly regrettable. I’d like to compensate you in any way I can…”

“Oh dear, if you say it like that, it sounds like I brought this up just to get something from you. I only wanted to share my grievances, that’s all.”

…Alright, then let me change the way I say this. I really want to compensate you for the pain you’ve endured, but I can’t think of a suitable reward. Could you name something?

Well, it’s unlikely, but just in case someone records that a black mage made demands of the Pope first, it wouldn’t be ideal—so it’s better to make this clear now.

“Since Your Holiness has gone so far as to say that, I can’t really refuse. Honestly, I don’t ask for anything too big.”

In truth, what I wanted wasn’t anything too great.

If I had tried to blatantly exploit the Pope, the holy laws or whatever would have been triggered—but the fact that nothing has happened is proof enough.

“I understand Your Holiness has no intention of stepping down from the papacy just yet. But I made a promise to make Cardinal Olivia the next pope. Since it’s Your Holiness’s actions that are forcing me to break that promise, I believe an explanation and sufficient compensation are in order.”

“Hmm, of course. This happened because we hid information, so when this is over, both you and Olivia will be properly compensated.”

“Great. Then, please send the details of that compensation in writing after we’ve discussed them.”

“Is a verbal promise not enough…?”

“Haha, how could I doubt Your Holiness? Still, even if that’s not your intention, someone like Yaskin might tamper with it behind the scenes. If that happens, I’ll be quite furious.”

“…Yes, of course. I’ll be sure to put it in writing after we’ve consulted.”

“Next, there was a reward that Cardinal Olivia promised if I prevented Yaskin from becoming pope. Even after Your Holiness reveals your original intentions, I hope that promise will still be fulfilled.”

“Of course. That’s something I can easily promise.”

Honestly, I was pretty sure everything up to this point would be agreed upon without much resistance.

None of the requests are difficult to grant, and there’s no ethical issue with any of them. Of course, he’d agree readily.

“But lastly, this is about Yaskin himself…”

However, I wasn’t so sure he’d readily agree to my final request.

“His punishment. May I deal with him personally?”

I had no intention of letting the man who provoked me—and disrespected our party’s accomplishments—go unpunished.

To be honest, I was already planning to crush him completely.

Still, from the church’s perspective, this might be a very uncomfortable request.

I did, by some twist of fate, receive the unheard-of title of non-virgin inspector from the church, but strictly speaking, I was still an outsider. 

Not to mention, I was a black mage—someone the church didn’t look favorably upon.

If a believer commits a crime, the proper procedure is a thorough inquisition, followed by punishment based on clear evidence and defined charges.

Unless someone is truly heinous, the church’s doctrine requires that they be considered for reform through love. 

So for a foul-tempered black mage to suddenly barge in and impose personal punishment—that could easily be seen as a challenge to the church’s authority.

“Oh, and just so we’re clear before you refuse—I’m going to crush Yaskin, even if it means giving up the promised compensation. This part is not negotiable.”

Frankly, I thought this might be treated as a threat against the Pope, but so far, there was no sign of the holy laws activating.

“Sir Rak.”

“Yes, Your Holiness?”

“What do you think sin is?”

“If you’re about to say that I should hate the sin, not the sinner—then I’ll be on my way.”

“Haha, no, that’s not it. I’m genuinely asking. I don’t know anymore.”

‘…Sin is sin, is it not? Doing wrong or harming others—that’s what makes something a sin.’

I thought he might be trying to get philosophical, but after hearing my answer, the Pope only let out a tired laugh.

“That’s right. That’s what sin is. Everyone knows that. But let me ask you—if something seems like a sin in general terms, but the victim gave consent and was compensated, is it still a sin?”

“I suppose it depends on the situation. Even if there’s consent, there might have been pressure. And even without pressure, there could’ve been circumstances that forced their hand.”

“Exactly. You’re right. That line is awfully vague, isn’t it? Even if we figure it out, sometimes the doctrine makes it hard to administer punishment.”

For a moment, the kindly, gentle look in the old man’s eyes was replaced by a glimpse of deep contemplation.

‘…Could it be that Yaskin committed sins beyond anything I imagined, and His Holiness already knows?’

“You could say that. Or not.”

“You can’t speak directly, can you?”

“Haha, I’ve lived a long time as a servant of the Goddess. Sometimes, She shows me things that others can’t see. 

Since I didn’t discover it myself, I have no proof. And since the victims gave consent, by the doctrine, I can’t punish him severely.”

Someone else might’ve thought he was senile. But having seen the woman known as the Daughter of the Goddess up close, I could tell his words were true.

“Originally, that’s why I laid a trap to get rid of Yaskin and the bishops who follow him. I staked my most precious asset on it, shared the plan only with those I could truly trust, and carried it out in secret.”

So this wasn’t just about removing a source of internal strife.

“I believed that Yaskin would inevitably reveal his ambition. And in that process, he would commit new sins on top of the old ones. 

At that point, I’d take him down and punish him for both past and present wrongdoings.”

“That’s… contrary to doctrine.”

“You’re right, it’s completely different from the teachings the goddess gave us. Instead of embracing others with forgiveness and love, we’re guiding sinners into committing new sins just to punish them more thoroughly.”

He was in a kind of mental struggle—a spiritual crisis.

“I thought I already understood that the affairs of the world don’t always unfold as beautifully as doctrine suggests. 

War has taken so much from us, and I turned a blind eye to reality, telling myself it was unavoidable. I knew that one day, that reality would come back to strangle me…”

The old man hung his head and let out a deep sigh, as if bearing the guilt of the entire world.

“But it shouldn’t have come to this… I truly didn’t realize things had gotten this bad. If ignorance is a sin, I’ll accept that punishment. Still, I wanted to at least correct my mistakes with my own hands…”

By this point, it wasn’t hard for me to guess what he was going to say next.

“So when you started getting involved, I found myself thinking, maybe this is the goddess’s will. Sir Rak.”

“The goddess didn’t send me.”

“I know. Of course I know. It was just a passing thought—I haven’t completely lost my mind.”

The Pope let out a small sigh and looked at me.

“As the Pope, I must stop you. I must oppose you. If it concerns church matters, it should be resolved by the faithful, as is proper…”

“Then what you’re about to say next… won’t be as the Pope.”

“That’s right. This is a personal request—not from Pope Francis, but from Francis the man.”

“I’m listening.”

“Hold Yaskin accountable for his sins. If the goddess, who so dearly loves humanity, commands that even someone like him be loved—then unlike me, you’re not bound by that mercy. That’s why I want you to do it.”

I never once considered forgiveness for that bastard to be an option. Still, I needed his explicit consent.

“If I do it, the punishment might go too far. I won’t weigh the severity of his crimes—I’ll prioritize how I feel. In doing so, I might go far beyond the level of punishment the goddess would wish. Are you truly okay with that?”


“It would be ideal if we could reform everyone through love. If we could, the world would surely be more beautiful…”

He wasn’t wrong.

“But ideals are called ‘ideals’ for a reason.”

Unfortunately, that was true as well.

“There is always a gap between ideals and reality. As unfortunate as it is, I believe Yaskin’s crimes have already crossed the line.”

“I’ll take that to mean I can handle it my own way.”

“Perhaps I’ll be punished by the goddess for saying this, but tell me—should the punishment of a sinner ever be less than the pain they caused their victims? 

What good is reflection and repentance when the screams of the victims still echo through the world? 

Forgiveness belongs to the victims. It should never be forced. And a half-hearted apology shouted into the void should never be accepted.”

“Those are truly wise words. And if I may be so bold, I think the goddess might agree with you.”

“She couldn’t possibly. The goddess commands us to love all people.”

“Yes. She said to love people.”

“…Hm?”

“I don’t know exactly what that bastard did, but seeing how enraged Your Holiness is, it must have been something he did to another person—another of his own kind. If he fed on his own, then how could he be called a person? He’s just a beast.”

“…What?”

“I mean to say, there’s nothing wrong with beating that bastard to a pulp. Just because someone is born human doesn’t make them a person. 

Only when they act with basic decency and uphold the right values do they earn the right to truly live—and to be called human.”

Well, someone could say it’s pretty hypocritical for a guy who uses black magic and sorcery to say all this, but still.

“Ha!”

Thankfully, he seemed to quite enjoy what I said. The Pope burst out laughing, loud and long.

“You’re right. Truly right. Just being born human doesn’t make someone a person. That’s a wise statement indeed.”

Perhaps the weight on his heart had lessened a little, for he closed his eyes again and knelt before the small holy statue.

“Sir Rak. Please. Use any means and any method you see fit. Just make sure Yaskin pays for every one of his crimes.”

“I’ve been waiting to hear those words, Your Holiness. I’ll make sure to collect interest as well.”

After laughing heartily for some time, the Pope finally stopped and looked at me with deep, thoughtful eyes.

“You’ve become very much like your mentor.”

“…Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Of course it is. She was one of the most admirable people I’ve ever met.”

People who only knew my master’s good side sometimes said things like that. But unfortunately, she had been a painfully ordinary person.

Just as we neatly wrapped up our discussion of compensation and I was about to return, eager to go tear into Yaskin, the Pope suddenly grabbed me.

“Hm?”

“This is just curiosity, but… what would you have done if I said I couldn’t allow you to punish Yaskin?”

“Well, it didn’t happen, and it’s in the past now—are you still curious?”

“It’s just a personal curiosity. If you don’t want to answer, that’s fine. But I am a little curious.”

“It’s not a big deal, so I’ll answer… but please promise not to misunderstand—I’m not planning anything.”

“…Now that you say it like that, I’m starting to feel nervous. What were you planning to do?”

“Oh, nothing much. Even if you didn’t want me to, the vote would’ve happened anyway.”

“…Hmm?”

“I was just wondering… if, you know, besides punishing Yaskin, we might also be electing a new Pope!”

“Haha! What a joke!”

“Yes! Just a joke!”

While he laughed cheerfully again, divine law suddenly flared up for the first time, sparking faintly around his body.


“…It was a joke, right?”

Since I couldn’t answer, I just smiled instead—but with my mask on, he probably couldn’t see it.

“It was a joke… right…?”

I mean, wouldn’t you stop asking with that tone if you were really sure?

Ah… this is actually starting to sting a bit.




 
  Chapter 34: If you want to deceive the enemy, deceive your own army first


Since I’d received permission, it seemed I could now seriously prepare to crush Yaskin.

Well, although during the process of getting that permission, His Holiness did briefly misunderstand me as a lunatic who might even replace the pope if things didn’t go my way, I reassured him there was no reason I would do such a thing. 

Once I calmed him down, despite his trembling, he understood, so there shouldn’t be any more issues now.

“Hmm, let’s see.”

His Holiness had asked me to do a few things: First, to continue pretending to support Cardinal Olivia in a way that wouldn’t alert Yaskin. 

Second, to help her uncover Yaskin’s corruption and crimes if possible. 

And third, to keep this whole matter a secret from the Saint—even if I were to come into contact with her, I should be careful not to let anything slip.

The first two conditions were already part of my plan, so they weren’t a problem. But to be honest, I wasn’t too keen on the third one…

The Pope probably didn’t want the Saint to see the darker side of the Church. 

Unfortunately, though, she wasn’t nearly as pure as he seemed to think, and she was already well aware of the Church’s shadows.

Honestly, I didn’t want to meet her. 

But knowing her personality, if she found out about Yaskin, she’d definitely interfere. Even if I tried to avoid her, we’d probably end up crossing paths.

“What to do…”

I mulled over what the best course of action would be, but in the end, I couldn’t come up with a perfect answer at this stage. 

I still had to see how Yaskin would react to the news that I’d spoken with the Pope, and I didn’t know when the Saint might decide to step in.

For now, I figured it would be best to prepare in a way that I could respond no matter how things developed.

★

“Ah, you’re here. Sir Rak. Do you know how startled I was when you suddenly said you were going to see His Holiness?”

As I looked over at Olivia, diligently organizing various documents, I felt a slight pang of guilt.

They say that to completely fool your enemy, sometimes you must fool your allies too. But wasn’t this treating Cardinal Olivia like nothing more than a pawn to distract Yaskin?

Of course, she didn’t have any grand ambition of becoming Pope herself, and since her goal was to expose Yaskin’s crimes and bring him to justice, maybe she’d actually welcome this situation. 

Still, seeing her being used like this was a little painful.

“You must steel yourself. After speaking with His Holiness, I’m convinced—Cardinal Olivia, you’re the only one who can truly stop Yaskin now.”

“…Did something happen to His Holiness?”

“I can’t go into details. Just understand that it’s something better left unspoken.”

Hmm, so why, if I feel bad about this, am I playing up my role even more and pushing Olivia further into the spotlight?

Because feeling bad is one thing, but it’s not a good enough reason to abandon the investments I’ve made or give up on Olivia’s potential.

Let’s be blunt—sure, His Holiness may have only faked his retirement for now, but how many more years do you really think he can last?

The Pope will inevitably change in a few years anyway. So if I’m going to invest, I might as well make it count, right?

Olivia’s face darkened noticeably as she bought into my performance.

No, actually, maybe “bought into” isn’t quite accurate.

I hadn’t exactly lied—I just hadn’t told the whole truth.

So what part of my words were false?

First: After speaking with His Holiness, do I still support Olivia and believe Yaskin must be stopped?

Absolutely, I can say that confidently.

Second: Would it do her any good to know the Pope is faking his retirement and using her?

Probably not. If anything, that knowledge might just make it harder for her to play her role convincingly—or hurt her emotionally. So that’s not a lie either.

Third: Do I intend to make her the next Pope?

Of course, I don’t want to waste my investment. But more than that, considering her potential, I think she could surpass Cardinal Laika and make a great Pope.

And besides, we’ve done business before—if she becomes Pope, maybe she’ll loosen some of the restrictions on black magic for me.

So I genuinely support her, even from the depths of my heart. That’s no lie either.

“Don’t worry. After speaking with His Holiness, I realized how serious this situation is. I’ll fully cooperate to stop Yaskin from becoming Pope and to expose his crimes.”

“Ah… Sir Rak, thank you so much. I don’t know how I could ever repay this kindness…”

“There’s no need to say such things. Though I am a wretched black mage, I’m still someone living in this world by the grace of the Goddess. I’m only doing what anyone should.”

Just not right now.

If you repay me now, it’ll come cheap.

Let’s wait a little longer—until the good Cardinal becomes Pope. Then you can repay me… with plenty of interest.

“How can you say that… I won’t claim black magic is a righteous power, but do you know how many people you’ve saved with it? Your heart is noble enough to serve as one of the Goddess’s own priests.”

“Ha ha, with such praise from you, Cardinal, I’m truly at a loss.”

The Goddess probably hates me, but no need to bring that up and spoil the mood.

“Well then, shall we give it our best?”

“Yes, Sir Rak. What should we start with?!”

Hmm, she seems motivated. That’s good.

“Let’s start with practicing the song.”

“…Excuse me?”

“My face is already well-known enough, and as for dancing, I can just guide—no, train you. That’s easy. But singing is a bit harder, so I’d appreciate it if you could work on that yourself.”

“I have a question, Lord Rak.”

“Yes, feel free to ask.”

“…This is a papal election. Why do I need to learn singing and dancing like a performer?”

“You must make use of every tool at your disposal.”

Having already seen the benefits of her beautiful appearance, there was nothing more effective to expand on that than singing.

“Don’t worry. I’m well-versed in the teachings of the Goddess myself. I wouldn’t have you perform anything indecent.”

After all, even a simple dance performed by Cardinal Olivia would be powerful enough, so that wasn’t a problem.

“A hymn or two will be sufficient for the singing.”

Her voice was better than expected, and with some intense training and a few enchantments for buffs during the actual performance, she could likely secure a significant number of votes.

“One more question. If I’m focusing on singing and dancing like a diva… who’s going to investigate Yaskin’s corruption? I mean, yes, there are other inquisitors, but with their limited authority…”

“Haha, you’re asking the obvious.”

“…Excuse me?”

Of course. Ordinary inquisitors wouldn’t dare directly oppose Yaskin. And if he resorted to dirty tactics, the investigation would hit a wall.

“Your Holiness should focus on what only you can do. Should a future Pope be digging up dirt personally?”

“Are you saying…?”

“That kind of work is best left to lowly black mages like me.”

Now then, with promises made by the Pope, a solid appearance as a major investor in the next pontiff, and the authority to oppose a cardinal without flinching—or even retaliate against any underhanded moves—this black mage’s time had come.

★

Yaskin was troubled.

Just what had the Pope and that black mage talked about when they met?

Why did he accept a private audience with him of all people, and then turn down everyone else’s visit requests?

No—maybe the black mage had always been one of the Pope’s agents from the start.

Even if he was a black mage, he was part of the Hero’s Party. It wouldn’t be strange if he had a secret line of communication with the Pope.


The more he considered the possibilities, the more suspicious it all seemed. But Yaskin forced himself to bury his anxiety and do what he could for now.

Even if—just hypothetically—the Pope and the black mage did know about his misdeeds, the ecclesiastical laws made it difficult to punish him outright. 

Besides, judging from that guy’s attitude back then, it was more likely that he didn’t know.

Or maybe he just suspected something but wasn’t sure yet.

“Phew… First, I’ll just wrap up the promises I’ve made with my current investors. After that, I need to lay low for a while.”

The existing deals were already in place, so he’d have to handle those cautiously. But after that, he’d need to be very careful until the election was over.

As Yaskin massaged his aching head and waited for his subordinate to return, he finally heard a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

The priest who bowed and entered was someone he had never seen before.

He suddenly recalled that he had dismissed that overly loyal but terribly incompetent bishop and asked for a new, younger priest to be scouted. Still, the man would need to be vetted, so Yaskin greeted him.

“Welcome, brother. I don’t believe we’ve met before?”

“Yes. A humble servant of the Goddess, here to meet Cardinal Yaskin.”

Yet, even after Yaskin’s greeting, the man kept his head bowed.

“Why are you not raising your head even after I’ve greeted you?”

“Because the next Pope has not permitted me to look upon you. And, truthfully, I’m somewhat afraid to see your face.”

Not bad—this one has a silver tongue. Let’s test him a bit more.

“Haha, no need to be so formal. I may be a Cardinal, but we all serve the same Goddess. There’s no need to be so stiff.”

“I wouldn’t dare feel uncomfortable. This is simply a personal expression of my respect.”

He’s flattering me so openly it’s embarrassing. But since he’ll be working directly under me, I should at least see his face.

“Well then, please, show me your face.”

“Then, with your permission, I shall.”

When the man raised his head, his features were so delicate it was hard to believe he was male.

With enchanting red eyes and a handsome face that could easily be mistaken for a woman’s, even his plain black cleric robes looked beautiful on him.

“…Did I do something wrong?”

By the time Yaskin realized he had been blankly staring in a daze, he panicked and blurted out a clumsy excuse.

“N-no, it’s just… you’re so beautiful, I was momentarily surprised. Forgive me if that was rude. You are a brother, right?”

He felt ridiculous saying something so idiotic, but the man responded with poise.

“Hehe. I hear that quite often, actually. I suppose I don’t have a very masculine face.”

As he chuckled softly, his black hair swaying, his smile had an oddly calming effect.

…Now that I think of it, I had a particularly picky client I couldn’t match anyone to. I’ll need to observe him a bit longer, but he might be the perfect candidate who came walking right through the door.

“Well, a routine question… What made you want to work under me?”

“Hmm, my family’s financial situation isn’t great.”

“Oh dear… I see.”

No money either? Perfect.

“Don’t worry. If you work with me, I’m sure the Goddess will grant you a fine opportunity. Ah—what was your name again?”


“Ah, no need to apologize. I forgot to introduce myself.”

The black-haired priest gave a polite bow and a lovely smile.

“My name is Luke. I’ve come to be the hands and feet of Cardinal Yaskin.”

The name somehow felt unpleasant, but it didn’t matter—he said it so beautifully you couldn’t even care.






 
  Chapter 35: Special Prayer Mediation






“Easy.”

Honestly, I thought there was a chance I’d get caught, but I managed to infiltrate Yaskin’s faction more easily than expected.

Well, I did use a simple spell, but even considering that, it was surprisingly effortless. Apparently, Yaskin doesn’t trust people easily. 

Aside from a few he truly relies on, he seems to frequently cycle through his lower-level staff.

Even the requirements weren’t that strict. All I needed was to be a priest at the academy with financial difficulties and get a recommendation from one of Yaskin’s trusted aides.

Brainwashing a corrupt bishop to get that letter, and forging a fake identity—those were no big deal. And since I infiltrated directly, gathering intel wasn’t all that hard either…

“Still… it’s lacking.”

Information about his corruption kept surfacing, but it was mostly minor crimes—like helping merchants launder money by taking donations and kicking back part of the funds, or sending priests to privately treat the wealthy first.

Of course, those aren’t petty crimes. They’re serious offenses in their own right. But they’re also the kind of underhanded dealings that existed even before Yaskin gained power.

To be honest, it’s not the sort of thing that would make His Holiness tearfully ask me to bring divine judgment in his place while invoking the code of discipline.

I wasn’t expecting to instantly uncover major evidence and crack Yaskin’s skull just because I got in, but still—he’s done a better job controlling information than I thought.

I even used a bold spell to peer into the mind of one of his close aides, but didn’t gain much from it.

The only somewhat useful intel I got was that there are suspiciously few nuns in Yaskin’s faction, and that sometimes he personally oversees something called “special prayer arrangements.”

Anyway, I figured snooping too aggressively on the first day wouldn’t be wise, so I decided to at least pretend to play along for now.

“He’s so devout…”

“He’s been praying for seven hours without even twitching.”

“His faith in the goddess must be that strong. I bet he has something truly desperate to pray about… He must, too…”

So, my undercover identity—Luke—is a devout believer who was abandoned by his family as a child and now lives frugally on a meager priest’s salary while caring for his ailing mentor.

Because of this backstory, I spend most of my time praying. 

In the Goddess Church, interrupting prayer is considered extremely rude, and thanks to my recommendation letter, no one’s picking fights or demanding random displays of divine power. 

So, the infiltration was going smoothly.

Of course, a few people approached me out of curiosity, but most would just back off with a polite smile if I looked slightly troubled, or blush and stammer before awkwardly retreating.

…Of course, whenever men acted like that, I felt a strong urge to kill them, but since I’m undercover, I have to avoid making a scene.

★

And then came the third day.

I nearly killed someone.

“Hehe, that startled look makes you even cuter~ I figured you’d be surprised by such a sudden offer~”

No, seriously. I was quietly organizing intel in my head while pretending to pray, and this fat priest walked up out of nowhere and started saying, “When I see someone as devout and cute as you, I just want to give you a chance~”

Then, to top it off, he reached out saying, “Your skin is so smooth~” like he was going to touch me.

I’m not exaggerating—I got chills. I almost unleashed my full power, forgetting where I was. But I held back when he suddenly said a certain name.

“Actually, Cardinal Yaskin wants you to participate in this round of special prayer arrangements.”

Special prayer arrangements—led directly by Yaskin.

It’s the one thing I haven’t been able to get clear information on, no matter how high up the hierarchy I dig. I’m starting to suspect it might be their biggest secret.

…Of course, no one would expect the person in charge to be someone like this. He’s not a high-ranking bishop, just a regular priest, and he doesn’t seem the discreet type either. That’s probably why I overlooked him.

“Thank you for the offer, but I’m still unworthy… I’ve never heard of Cardinal Yaskin’s special prayer before, and I fear I might tarnish his reputation.”

“Oh, it’s fine. I’ve been watching you pray sincerely these past few days. This isn’t an opportunity given to just anyone. It’s only for pure believers like yourself.”

“…An opportunity?”

Feigning uncertainty, I asked with a timid expression, and the priest grew even more enthusiastic.

“Yes, an opportunity. The Goddess has appointed Cardinal Yaskin as her proxy to help faithful believers in difficult situations.”

“…Could you perhaps explain in more detail what exactly the special prayer is?”

“I don’t know.”

“…Sorry?”

“I’m just the messenger for those who catch the Cardinal’s eye. I haven’t been allowed to know more, and I’ve never asked unnecessary questions. Just doing my job properly has earned me enough rewards.”

I thought I’d finally hit something big, but instead, he just spouted nonsense. Still, it didn’t seem like a lie.

“The real explanation will come from Cardinal Yaskin himself. I merely deliver his words. If you’re interested, visit him today at 3 p.m.”

As the man turned away, clearly done talking, I began to get a sense of how the scheme worked.

No wonder there was so little information about this “special prayer”—the key details are handled by Yaskin himself, while the rest is managed by unimportant lackeys who are easily placated with rewards and don’t ask questions.

It’s clever. I get why there’s been no solid evidence so far.

Now the question is:

Did they figure out I’m a spy and are testing me?

Or…

Do they genuinely want to include me in this “special prayer arrangement”?

Well, to catch a tiger, you have to enter its den.

“You said 3 p.m., correct?”

“I’m glad you’re interested. May the Goddess grant you a share of His blessings~”

★

In truth, Yaskin had initially been wary. The arrival of someone who perfectly matched his needs seemed too convenient.

It was strange that someone as cautious as him had so easily accepted a newcomer, and even stranger that the recommender had suddenly fallen ill and gone into convalescence.

But after a thorough background check, he confirmed that the sickly old man who took Luke in was real, and that Luke had nearly passed the seminary exams to become a bishop.

With nothing suspicious left, there was no more reason for hesitation.

Some people are just meant for success, no matter what.

Perhaps the Goddess herself had extended a helping hand through Luke, to aid Yaskin in his moment of need.

While uttering nonsense even he didn’t believe, and waiting a little, a knock was heard precisely at 3 o’clock.

“Come in.”

“Yes, Cardinal Yaskin. It’s Luke.”

The person who entered, after opening the door, was a priest who still had an excessively beautiful face for a man.

“Did you happen to meet anyone on your way here?”

“No, it was eerily quiet in the hallway. I didn’t run into anyone.”

“Good. The proposal I’m about to make is a bit special, and it’s best if not too many people hear about it.”

‘…A special proposal?’

“Yes. Have you heard anything from Father Forin?”

“Oh, are you talking about that rather stout priest?”

“Seems like you know who I mean. Ah, it’s nothing too serious, but before you hear this, could you sign a confidentiality agreement? 

Of course, signing doesn’t mean you have to accept the offer. It’s just to prevent unnecessary rumors.”

Though he hesitated for a moment, he eventually signed, as if he didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity.

“Actually, I’ve been selecting individuals within the Church who are struggling and connecting them with sponsors.”

Even though his tone changed abruptly, the priest didn’t seem particularly surprised. 

He had been quite sharp when they first met too, so he had probably prepared himself mentally to some extent.

“A sponsor, you say?”


“Yes, a sponsor. There are many wealthy people who wish to forge close ties with the Goddess Church.”

“I understand.”

“We introduce struggling priests or nuns to such people and, in return, receive a small ‘donation.’ 

It’s like an exclusive contract—they stay by the sponsor’s side, pray for them, and soothe them when they’re in a bad mood, among other duties.”

Although the explanation was heavily sugar-coated, given his sharpness, he likely understood the gist.

Sure enough, when glancing at his face, it had turned deathly pale as if he hadn’t expected this at all. 

It looked like he might run away immediately—but unfortunately for him, I knew the magic words that could easily bind these pure-hearted servants of God.

“You said you had a benefactor who helped you after you were abandoned?”

“…Urgh.”

The more pure and kind-hearted they are, the harder it is for them to turn their backs on a kindness received.

“I heard their illness has worsened recently… and that you’re short on medical expenses?”

“…Yes, to be honest, the salary from the Church alone is far from enough.”

“Once you start receiving sponsorship, your circumstances will improve greatly. Especially since there are those who specifically prefer ‘special cases’ like you, they tend to donate even more.”

There was still no reply.

Well, it’s not the kind of decision one can make immediately.

“Your benefactor’s health will improve, and you’ll be able to live in a better home. You’ll even be able to eat meat every day—your health will recover quickly.”

If persuasion didn’t work, exploiting weaknesses would.

“Uh, could I… at least hear about the sponsor first?”

Asking that meant he had already been won over. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to act a little more cautiously.

“They are very kind. But their tastes are a little… unique. Ordinary women no longer entertain them, so they seek something a bit more ‘rare,’ haha.”

His face paled even further, and he began to back away in terror. Yet, despite the tears welling in his eyes, he froze in place, unable to run.

No matter how many times I saw it, I couldn’t understand it.

If they hated and feared it that much, why didn’t they just throw away their debts and run? What kind of foolishness made them sacrifice themselves for a childhood favor?

“You’ve made a good decision. Your benefactor will surely be pleased. Let’s pray under the name of the Goddess.”

Well, I was just delighted that someone who met the exact conditions I thought I’d never find had appeared.

“Uh, when do I have to leave?”

“You’ll need time to prepare yourself mentally. Of course, we can’t wait too long, haha, but I’ll give you two days.”

Even while trembling with fear, he was desperately trying to steel his resolve—it was almost admirable.

★

Look at this guy.

I take pride in my acting, but if I hadn’t bowed my head pretending to be afraid at the end, my disgust would have clearly shown on my face.

I had suspected something was off from the moment I heard about this ‘special prayer arrangement,’ but I hadn’t imagined the methods would be this twisted.

Of course, in a world where some bastards straight-up kidnap and enslave people, one could say at least getting formal consent was “better,” but to me, it felt just as bad, since they only targeted those with vulnerabilities.

Yeah, I knew all too well there were those who desired to possess pure nuns and priests as slaves.

Still, I didn’t expect a Cardinal to be secretly and painstakingly arranging such things.

The real horror of it all was that, since “consent” was obtained and “compensation” was provided, by the Goddess Church’s standards, the crime wouldn’t be judged too harshly.

A major offense, sure, but not one that warranted death.

I don’t know how the victims feel, but if the Pope foresaw this through prophecy, it makes sense he’d be absolutely disgusted.

Calm down.

I’ve finally caught the tail—I can’t let it slip now.


Just a little longer, until I gather solid evidence.

“Then, I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Yeah, you do that. Once I get the evidence, I’m going to tear it all down.

Honestly, I despise prostitution in any form—so you’d better brace yourself.

Got it?




 
  Chapter 36: The Saint Appears!





Just in case, I shared all the information I had gathered so far with Cardinal Olivia, and after making thorough preparations, I expressed my intention to participate in the special prayer mediation.

Yaskin nodded with a very pleased look and immediately began the transfer process. 

During this, a sacred-sealing orb was placed on my arm, and a blindfold was tied over my eyes before I was guided onto the carriage.

…Normally, these kinds of tools are used to restrain heretics whose sins have been proven during inquisition trials. To think they’re being misused like this.

I could understand that this was probably to prevent those who were weak-hearted and had been coaxed into joining from running away or resisting at the last moment—but precisely because I understood, it was even more absurd.

Do these bastards even realize they’re supposed to be priests?

So the plan is: Yaskin personally selects the targets, an ordinary priest makes initial contact, then Yaskin comes in to persuade them, and the coachman focuses purely on transporting the people?

Well, no wonder they hadn’t been caught until now.

If a priest or nun were to suddenly disappear, it would naturally raise suspicion. But they even periodically silenced and returned them to avoid that. That part was the most vile of all.

Since the victims had signed a confidentiality oath, they couldn’t speak out carelessly. Plus, they were probably offered enormous sums of money—enough to save a beloved family member or benefactor held as leverage.

The overly kind and naive ones would likely compromise, thinking, At least I saved someone important to me, or they would despair upon realizing they had accepted dirty money and trap themselves in guilt.

It was an impressively well-crafted scheme.

So disgustingly clever and well-executed that, honestly, part of me almost wanted to praise them for it.

“…Hoo.”

…Okay. I need to calm down a bit.

I was clearly agitated—even I could tell.

I couldn’t help the awful memories that came flooding back after seeing people make money in such a wretched way, but I couldn’t afford to let my emotions ruin the mission.

That sacred-sealing orb? It didn’t affect me in the slightest.

And whoever claimed to be “tired of ordinary women”—I didn’t know who that lust-driven bastard was, but I doubted he’d leave a pure woman nearby if he was really like that.

All I had to do was enter the house and find evidence. Once I had that, I could take the whole operation down cleanly.

Right now, what mattered was keeping my emotions in check.

As the carriage rumbled on for quite a while, it suddenly came to an abrupt stop.

At first, I thought we had finally arrived, so I tried to sit up—but the atmosphere outside felt… off. There was an odd amount of noise coming from outside.

“A-a raid…!”

I soon heard a man’s voice—likely the coachman—shouting.

What the—? I wondered what was going on, only to realize we’d simply run into bandits?

Since the carriage had been shaking quite a bit, I knew we were on a mountain road, so the possibility of becoming bandit prey had crossed my mind. 

Still, it was unfortunate that they showed up when I couldn’t reveal my powers.

Sometimes you get lucky with bandits—some of them carry quite the stash. There’s a strange thrill in robbing them back.

“Here it is!”

…Huh?

When it comes to bandits, you usually expect a gruff male voice saying something like, Keh-heh, I wonder what noble is riding in this fancy carriage~? If there’s ransom money, I might let you go!, but instead, I heard the gentle voice of a rather delicate woman.

“This is wrong. No matter what, this can’t be allowed to happen…!”

Oh, looks like she successfully overpowered the coachman. The unknown assailant was now approaching my carriage, voice growing clearer.

…Wait. Her voice sounds oddly familiar? Like I’ve heard it many times before?

“You must’ve been so scared, right? It’s okay now…! I’m here to rescue you…!”

Finally, the door opened. And the voice—yes, it was unmistakably familiar. As she came closer, even her familiar scent reached me.

“…Excuse me for a moment.”

It seemed she also thought I looked familiar, because with trembling hands, she removed the blindfold from my eyes.

“B-Brother!?”

As I suspected, the assailant was someone I knew very well.

“Why are you here…?”

Saintess Seria.

Daughter of the Goddess, and among all the people I knew, the one with the strongest divine power.

“And wearing… that outfit?”

She was, incidentally, my former party member.

Just to clarify, the “outfit” she mentioned was a standard priest’s robe.

“What are you doing here?”

“That’s my line…? I received a letter from Cardinal Laika, but something about it didn’t sit right with me. So I started looking into things on my own. That’s when I found suspicious signs and came here to rescue the victim…”

“…And the party?”

“There haven’t been any major undead attacks lately, and most battles have been minor skirmishes, so I explained the situation to the Hero and took a short leave of absence.”

Unbelievable.

The Hero’s party on vacation? If someone had told me that a few months ago, I would’ve called them insane.

“How did you even find this place?”

“I prayed for guidance from the Goddess and did some investigating. Eventually, I managed to piece things together…”

Well, every member of the Hero’s party has their own specialty, and they’re all uniquely skilled. 

Especially Seria—she’s so blessed by the Goddess that everything she does seems to be accompanied by divine luck. It wasn’t that surprising that she stumbled across Yaskin’s secret operation.

The Holy One probably warned me about her because of exactly that.

“…That’s strange? I’m sure the victim was supposed to be in this carriage…? Ugh… I wasn’t mentally prepared to see Brother again yet… B-but I guess this is my chance to apologize before anyone else…?”

Knowing her personality, she probably planned to rescue the victim first, then gradually collect evidence and confront Yaskin afterward.

We had clashed constantly in the early days of the party because of how different our approaches were.

“Saintess.”

“Y-yes!? No! Brother! I wasn’t having any shameless thoughts or anything like that…!”

I needed to get a clear read of the situation, so I called out to her, and she jumped in surprise and looked at me.

…Honestly, it would be a lie to say I had no lingering resentment. 

But right now, acting separately could endanger the mission, and above all, her help would make things go more smoothly—so I kept my feelings to myself.

“…Who’s arguing? From what I can tell, you seem to have a general idea of the situation too, Saintess. But this is more urgent, so let’s deal with this first. Do you know exactly what kind of backdoor dealings Yaskin is involved in?”

She looked a little disappointed by my calm response, but perhaps realizing I had a point, she nodded and opened her mouth.

“No, there’s so little information that I haven’t been able to grasp the specifics. I only picked up on something suspicious by sheer coincidence… Still, I’m guessing it’s something close to human trafficking.”

It’s not completely accurate, but she’s not far off…

The Pope seemed reluctant for the Saintess to get involved in this matter, but she clearly wasn’t the kind of person to obediently leave just because someone told her to.

If anything, trying to force her to leave would only make her cling to the case, saying she couldn’t just stand by and do nothing—so being honest and asking for her help was probably the better route.

“You’re right, it is a crime that’s almost equivalent to human trafficking. Even if the victims ‘agree’ and get some form of compensation.”

“You mean… there’s no coercion involved?”

“No, it just seems like there isn’t. In reality, there is. They’re targeting people who can’t afford to say no in the first place. And this is still just my hypothesis, but maybe…”

“…You mean, they might be deliberately putting people in situations where they have no choice but to accept?”

…See, people in the Goddess Church tend to view the Saintess as this overly naive young lady—but that was only true at the start of our party. 

By now, after everything we’ve been through, most of that innocence was long gone.

In fact, when it comes to intuition, she sometimes outperforms even me or the Hero.


“Now I get it. It’s not that I came to the wrong place—you were planning to deceive Cardinal Yaskin and infiltrate the operation yourself.”

Seria’s expression stiffened, probably thinking she had interfered with my plan.

Well, depending on how you look at it, you could say she had gotten in the way. But truthfully, I didn’t mind that much.

If it had been someone incompetent causing trouble, I’d have shut it down immediately—but the Saintess had more than enough ability to make up for her mistake.

“B-Brother…? Why are you smiling like that…?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just—since you caused a mess, you’ll help clean it up, right?”

“Uh? Oh, of course…”

The moment I heard her answer, I stepped outside and grabbed the coachman she had knocked out. I used a spell to read his memories.

“…Brother?”

“No one knows the coachman’s unconscious yet. No one knows anything went wrong. So there’s no reason to give up now, right?”

“Then…?”

“I’m counting on you to play the coachman, Saintess.”

Why’s she even asking when she already knows the answer? Now that we’ve got more hands, the operation continues.

Before long, we arrived at a large mansion deep in the mountains.

“Welcome. We’ve been expecting you.”

When the Saintess and I—her disguised as the coachman—got out of the carriage, a young boy who looked like a servant came to greet us. 

It was revolting, but the curse of Baikon reacted to him like it was glad to see him, lifting its head and starting to restore my energy.

The Saintess probably couldn’t feel it as directly as I could, but given how sharp she was, she must’ve sensed something off by looking into the boy’s dead eyes.

“Yes, we’ve received the goods. The coachman can return now.”

The Saintess looked at me anxiously for a moment, but I gave her a nod. 

She understood and climbed back into the carriage. Once it drove off, the boy opened the door and motioned for me to come inside.

“You’re Priest Luke, correct? We’ve received your basic information, but we still need to confirm your identity.”

“Yes, I am Luke, servant of the Goddess. I’ve come here by Cardinal Yaskin’s grace to offer a special prayer.”

“Were you told anything about this place?”

“No, I haven’t been given any specifics.”

The boy briefly looked at me with pity, then quickly returned to a blank expression and continued.

“There’s no particular schedule today. Please wash yourself thoroughly—every part of your body. Afterward, we’ll give you a brief tour of the mansion, followed by a meal.”

Hmm. The emphasis on being “thoroughly clean” made me feel uneasy already, but I couldn’t let it show.

“…If I may give you one piece of advice, it would be best not to eat too much dinner tonight—or even better, skip it.”

Just as I thought we’d go straight into the mansion, the boy hesitated and offered me an ominous warning.

“…May I ask why?”

“…You’ll end up vomiting it anyway. Everyone does. I won’t go into detail, since you probably already have some idea. Just keep that in mind.”

…Wow. This place is disgusting.

I probably won’t be able to endure it for long. Hopefully, the Saintess can handle things before I lose patience and blow it all up.

★

Meanwhile, Saintess Seria, who had only pretended to return in the carriage, activated the invisibility spell on the necklace Rak had given her and was now climbing over the wall.

“Here we go!”

From what she had observed inside the carriage, there were no magical wards or holy barriers—only human surveillance by eye. 

So, as long as she could get over the wall with the invisibility spell active, sneaking in wouldn’t be too hard.

While Rak drew the attention of the servants and mansion owner, she would sneak in to find evidence—and rescue any victims if there were any. That was how they’d split the roles.

Some might think it would make more sense for the Saintess to pretend to be the priest, while Rak went searching for evidence instead—but Rak wasn’t the kind of fool to assign roles without reason. There was a clear purpose to this arrangement.

“Invisibility lasts for thirty minutes. If I make physical contact, get attacked, or touch holy energy, it weakens or breaks entirely. So while I’m invisible, I can’t fight or use any holy magic…”

Even in such a limited state, her face remained calm and confident.


“This is nothing. Goddess, I leave it in your hands!”

With a proud smile, she picked up a twig from the ground, stood it upright, and let go—watching the direction it fell.

“Alright! This way, then!”

She started walking in the direction the twig pointed, and while that might seem ridiculous, let me repeat myself:

Rak wasn’t a fool who made decisions without cause—and the Saintess wasn’t joking around either.




 
  Chapter 37: Broken Dolls





After a rough tour of the mansion’s interior, I was led to the study on the second floor, told it was time to meet the master.

Knocking and opening the door, the first thing I saw was a middle-aged man sitting at his desk, reading.

He looked utterly ordinary, at least on the surface. If I passed him on the street, I might have pegged him as a kindly neighbor. 

But from the moment I laid eyes on him, I had to struggle to keep my expression from twisting.

“Ah, you’ve arrived. Welcome, Father Luke.”

The damn curse was practically fawning over him.

It had been vibrant ever since I entered the mansion, but facing him directly, it went far beyond simply feeling energetic or light. Power surged through me.

Seriously, how depraved did he have to be for the Baikon’s Curse, which barely reacts to men, to be this excited?

“Hmm…”

As his gaze swept over me, as if appraising me, I saw a filthy desire flicker in his eyes. His Adam’s apple bobbed, as if he were swallowing.

I couldn’t help but feel disgusted, but oblivious to my feelings, he soon plastered on a friendly smile and approached me.

“Just as I heard, no, even more beautiful than I was told. To think such a beautiful priest will be offering prayers for me…”

…Should I just kill him?

Ugh, I just want to kill him right now, evidence be damned.

“Haha, I’ve met many nuns, but you’re far more beautiful than any of them”

 I could probably get away with killing them all, if I played my cards right.

I felt like I’d snap and kill him if he so much as touched a hair on my head, but thankfully, or perhaps disappointingly, he stepped back and smiled.

“I’m looking forward to it, but not yet. It’s your first day, so you’ll need time to relax. I’ll look forward to the night. Rest well and have a hearty dinner. You’ll need to build up your stamina from today onward.”

He seemed genuinely delighted to have a new toy he liked so much.

As I endured his unpleasant gaze, a mixture of anticipation and lust, I suddenly realized something.

The reason the Baikon’s Curse favored this man so much, compared to other corrupted individuals, was that he went beyond simple lewdness and depravity. 

He used his wealth to defile the pure and devout.

“Hehe, you’re so cute when you’re nervous and speechless. If you’re this tense already, you won’t last long.”

Hmm, it’s hard to explain in a sensory way, but it felt like the more he defiled someone, the more power he gained, beyond just how depraved he himself was.

I didn’t want to know, but as repayment for forcing this sensation on me, I vowed to thoroughly and wholeheartedly destroy this bastard.

Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to shake off this unpleasant feeling.

★

After leaving the study and questioning the servants, I was able to gather information about the mansion’s owner without much difficulty. They all told me things out of pity, if I approached them with a pitiful, sad face.

“I don’t know whether to be relieved… or curse this son of a bitch…”

Well, I never cared much for villains’ circumstances, but it had been a while since I’d met such an easy-to-deal-with piece of trash, so it felt a bit novel.

His name was Warry Picker, forty-two years old. Originally a wealthy merchant, he became a nobleman by marrying the daughter of the Picker baronet family, who had no heir.

However, not long after the marriage, his wife died in a mysterious carriage accident, and the remaining members of the Picker baronet family, including his father-in-law, supposedly committed suicide, unable to overcome their grief…

That was just the official story, though. Among the servants, it was almost universally accepted that he had orchestrated their deaths.

He had always enjoyed playing with animals and people, using his original wealth to run illegal fighting rings and prostitution businesses, until he was caught and barely escaped with a huge fine.

Since then, he had been holed up in this mountain villa, pretending to be well-behaved, but people don’t change so easily.

He would mess with the pretty servants whenever he was bored, and eventually all the normal servants quit, leaving only those with inescapable circumstances or slaves he had bought.

Apparently, more than half of the well-dressed servants in the house were actually slaves.

Anyway, after hearing all this, I could roughly picture the situation.

He was a villain who satisfied his desires with slaves and those in trouble, but he got tired of that and sought greater stimulation. 

Probably Yaskin contacted him while he was doing that, aiming for his funds.

“At first, nuns came, but at some point, he started targeting handsome male priests. Huh…”

Defiling the pure turned out to be to his liking, and he played with them until he got bored, then picked up a new hobby. So, his being into men wasn’t that unnatural.

There are so many kinds of trash in the world, it makes me feel sick just to look at them, so I usually try to turn a blind eye. 

But if you really look for them, there are plenty of even worse guys out there.

“By the way, it feels like she should be here soon…”

If I thought about it any deeper, I would have been overwhelmed with disgust and wanted to flip everything over, but fortunately, before my patience ran out, someone entered the room.

“…Saintess?”

“…Brother. It’s me, so don’t look at me like that.”

Of course, I expected her to appear in a different form, since the invisibility spell would have worn off, but I thought she would at least steal some servant’s clothes.

For some reason, she appeared wearing a helmet that completely covered her face and iron armor.

…This was probably another result of the Saintess’s ridiculously good luck, but what kind of adventure did she have in this short time to end up like that?

“I found the entrance to the basement and the evidence…”

“That’s good to hear, but judging by your expression, it’s not pleasant news?”

“…Yes, it’s faster to see it for yourself than to explain it.”

…The Saintess doesn’t express such displeasure very often.

Of course, she was a bit fragile in the past, but she’s been worn down by the battlefield, so she’s used to most of the terrible and disgusting things.

When was the last time I saw the Saintess make that face?

Was it when we discovered the human farm created by the demonkin?

Ah, no, I guess it was when we rescued the guys captured in the succubus village, and they betrayed us, saying they couldn’t forget the perfect dream world?

Anyway, it’s certain that I haven’t seen that expression much since then, so what’s in the basement here must be worse than those things. 

“What about the guards on the way?”

“I’ve neutralized them.”

“We don’t have much time. Let’s move right away.”

“Yes, I’ve hidden the unconscious people for now, but we can’t afford to be too relaxed.”

The Saintess used to be unable to hurt even a bug, let alone a person, but seeing her like this, she’s changed a lot.

★

Most people tend to be very thorough when hiding their shameful secrets.

But the security here went beyond that, to the point of feeling like madness. Frankly, if I had come alone, I don’t think I could have found it so secretly.

First of all, the entrance to the basement was incredibly difficult to find. You had to press seven switches inside and outside the mansion in the correct order to unlock the hidden door.

And it didn’t end there. The hidden entrance had to be found again from there, which was ridiculously complicated.

You had to manipulate the devices hidden in the statues inside the mansion in order, and then a staircase to the basement would appear in an abandoned warehouse outside the mansion.

And it wasn’t over when the staircase to the basement appeared. When you entered the staircase, a barrier made of divine power blocked the entrance.

It wasn’t being maintained by someone using holy magic, but by a holy artifact…

The interesting thing was that this barrier didn’t prevent entry from the outside, but prevented escape from the inside.

Would it be easier to understand if I explained that it was a barrier that absorbed the divine power of those inside to maintain itself?

It would normally be a holy artifact that creates a fairly strong barrier, but whether it was because the divine power of those inside had all been depleted, or because they couldn’t even pray, it seemed like I could completely destroy it if I tried.

Anyway, since the original purpose of the barrier was so weak, it was more accurate to say that it was installed to drain the power of those inside.

“…The barrier is so weakened that you can pass through it.”

As she said, there was very little resistance when I tried to break through the barrier, but it was at a level where I could ignore it and break through.


When I entered, the first thing I felt was a truly unpleasant sense of comfort.

Faster than the cruel sight that naturally made me frown, or the unbearable stench that stung my nose, the aura of corruption that had been blocked by the barrier rushed towards me, activating the Baikon’s Curse and giving me immense power.

“…Ha.”

I saw so many different cages.

And I saw so many different dolls.

You might say, how can you call a living person a doll? But can you really call a being who has lost all hope with such empty eyes a person?

Some dolls were decorated in neat cages, wearing pretty clothes, because they listened well. Other dolls were badly injured, with parts broken here and there, and left in dirty, cramped cages, because they resisted a lot.

Or maybe it was just bad luck. Maybe the owner was in a particularly bad mood on the day that doll was on duty, and that’s how it ended up like that.

There were differences even among those with injuries.

Whether it was because they distinguished between dolls they cherished and those they didn’t, there were dolls with missing parts, and there were dolls with some injuries but all their parts intact.

“Disgusting.”

Of course, if someone asked me if I had ever seen a worse hell than this, I would say no.

If they asked if this was the most terrible place on earth, I would say no again.

The world is such a damn place that it’s taken for granted that countless weak people suffer just because there’s a villain with a little more power than others, and it’s damn hard to punish them.

But even if there’s a worse hell somewhere in the world, I can’t say that the hell in front of me is pleasant.

“Brother…”

“What, are you going to stop me?”

“No. I was going to say that I would be a witness to whatever happens here.”

That was welcome news.

I was already so disgusted that I couldn’t stand it unless I flipped everything over, evidence be damned.

The Saintess, called the daughter of the goddess, said she would testify, so if we had a religious trial, there would be no more solid evidence than this.

The moment I decided to flip everything over, the Baikon’s Curse exploded with mana as if it was happy, and the artifact that was producing the barrier was strained by the aftermath alone, and the barrier was shattered.

This would have signaled to the mansion’s owner that there was an intruder, but I was too disgusted to care about that.

The holy power seal on my arm and the iron cage imprisoning the dolls melted away in the face of my magical power. 

Some of the dolls, still retaining some consciousness, reflexively turned their heads, but most of them were already robbed of even the will to escape, remaining completely still.

That sight was disgusting, sickening, and infuriating.


I composed a spell with my massively swollen magical power.

A spell to forcibly return the dolls to human form.

Footsteps rushed toward us from outside, detecting the intruder, but the moment the Saint knelt and began to pray, a barrier of a completely different level than the shoddy one created by the holy relic blocked the enemies from us.

Yes, Saint. Don’t let those bastards get away while I’m creating the spell.

I’ll take care of them as soon as I put out this urgent fire.



 
  Chapter 38: Collecting Evidence





There was a time, back in the early days of the party, when I had a major argument with the Saintess over a similar issue.

Back then, she was still pure-hearted, and upon seeing me torturing a criminal and using sorcery to tamper with people’s memories, she reprimanded me, saying it was a sin.

I asked her, “Then what do you think about erasing or altering the memories of those who’ve been deeply wounded?”

And she replied, “That too is a sin, because it robs them of the opportunity to overcome their pain and grow from it.”

Of course, much time has passed since then, and we’ve both come to admit that there’s some truth in each other’s views.

But in this particular case, I was sure even the Saintess would fully agree with me.

— I knew nothing of the world. I thought I had seen the bitterness of life just because I’d gone through a handful of childhood hardships…

— How foolish… How arrogant I was. I should never have thought such things… But for the first time, Brother, I find myself doubting Him.

— How can the world be so full of pain and steeped in despair? If He is truly omniscient and omnipotent, why would He create a world like this?

— This can’t be right… This isn’t right.

— Will He punish me for having such doubts?

Just like the day she first admitted her ignorance and dared to question the goddess’s competence.

That day, there were no survivors in the village burned by the hands of apostates, and she had wept bitterly, clutching the charred corpse of a child.

What did I say to her then…?

— I don’t know.

Ah, right. That’s what I said.

— …Pardon?

— I don’t care. Maybe she’s not omniscient and omnipotent after all.

— The goddess… is not omnipotent?

— Isn’t it better to be someone who, though lacking in power, genuinely wants to save others, than to be some lunatic who watches this twisted world and does nothing despite being all-powerful?

Some might ask how such incompetence could be called divine,

but I would ask in return—if one has the power to save yet chooses to look away, do they truly deserve to be called a god?

— Rather than a god who brands someone a heretic for a bit of doubt and drives the Saintess to madness,

I’d rather have a god who, even if they can’t do much, at least listens calmly to the grievances of their followers.

Honestly, I only said that because she looked so pitiful in her daze.

But she looked like she’d realized some grand truth, and from that day on, she stopped sharpening her words against me so much.

“That’s enough.”

As I recalled the past, the sorcery I’d completed almost out of habit began to take effect.

A peaceful hue returned to the once-empty eyes of the puppets.

After extracting their pain and traumatic memories, I cast a spell to trap them in an illusion.

<Dreambind.>

A spell derived from the powers of succubi. Normally, it causes its target to forget who they are, fall into pleasure and corruption, and eventually become trapped forever in a dream realm.

But for those already irreparably broken, it would serve as a momentary rest—a dream where they could escape from their pain and despair.

With this, I had done all I could.

It was no different from completely rewriting their memories, so there might be side effects.

Still, it was better than leaving them broken, kept barely alive as playthings of that wretched bastard.

“I’ll handle the rest. Take care of them, Saintess.”

While the Saintess was holding off those damned villains, I had forcibly repaired their dying minds.

Now it was her turn to heal their bodies, and my turn to drive those bastards into the abyss.

As she dispelled the barrier and approached the prison to begin healing, the guards—visibly shaken—and the flushed owner of the place came rushing over.

“…Who the hell sent you?”

He had even dropped the formal speech.

His flushed face looked so ridiculous I almost laughed, but oddly, my lips didn’t so much as twitch.

“Was it the Colton Company? Did they do this as some kind of revenge over delayed payment? Or maybe the Ronwell Company? How did you deceive Cardinal Yaskin?”

Even to the very end, what a ridiculous bastard.

How, in this situation, did he come to the conclusion that a trade guild—one that might bear him a personal grudge—had sent someone before the Church did?

I don’t know if he fully trusts Yaskin, or if he thinks the entire Church is corrupt.

Either way, I had no reason to enlighten him.

“So, you’re not answering? Fine by me. That just means I don’t have to be careful. I’ll take my time figuring it out while I play with you.”

At his signal, the guards raised their spears to threaten me.

There was something unsettling about the whole thing.

Why weren’t they begging for their lives? Why weren’t they running?

Why were they pointing their weapons at me instead?

They weren’t particularly strong.

And there weren’t many of them either—barely ten.

To think they could restrain me with such weak force… it was laughable.

I quickly scanned the guards and pointed at two of them.

“You and you.”

They looked confused at the sudden callout,

but unfortunately, I didn’t have the luxury to kindly explain everything to each one.

“You two, don’t move.”

The others, whether because they’d received favors or taken part in the crimes,

were reeking with the same corrupt aura as their master.

But those two… at least for now, they seemed clean, so I gave them a warning.

“Senior, he told us not to move.”

“…Are you that clueless? Who do you think you are, barking orders? Can’t you see the numbers?”

Unfortunately, they must’ve taken my kind warning as nothing more than bravado.

They gripped their spears tighter, and that sight alone began to reignite my irritation.

Why couldn’t they just listen when given a warning?

At the bastard’s command, the guards came to subdue me.

The idea that they were doing this for money, or for the scraps thrown their way by that filth, made me feel my faith in humanity withering in real time.

The one in front lunged clumsily, aiming for my leg—not my heart or torso.

That meant he had experience attacking people who were trying to flee.

A trained fighter would never aim for the leg, since it’s neither broad nor especially fatal.

Only those used to tormenting and killing the helpless, or to preventing prey from escaping, went for the legs first.

“Well, of course…”

The spear that had pierced his leg melted away and evaporated.

By the time he realized something had gone wrong, it was already too late—his body had already been scorched by the heat and turned into a shriveled-up mummy.

It didn’t really matter where that bastard was aiming to attack from—he’d have met the same end regardless.


Yes, that’s how it always is.

Only after one of them died as an example did fear finally reach the eyes of those idiots who thought they understood the situation.

Only then did they lower their stances.

The moment the bastard died, Baikon’s curse devoured the surrounding corrupt energy, and information about the sins he had committed was transmitted.

Apparently, that bastard had played around with the nun the master of this place had violated and grown sick of.

Whether it was because I felt good about killing such scum, or because Baikon’s curse—having consumed the corrupted aura—was energizing me, I didn’t know.

But seeing myself start to smile, I figured I was in a better mood than before.

“You… who the hell are you?!”

The sight of him fleeing far behind his guards as the situation suddenly turned made me laugh.

But even funnier was what came out of his mouth next.

I couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

“Impersonating a priest is a crime! Aren’t you afraid of the goddess’s judgment?!”

What kind of mouth does one have to say crap like that with?

If I were supposed to be afraid of divine judgment, then that bastard should’ve already been deep-fried by heavenly punishment.

Just a moment ago, they were all trying to capture me for their glory, but now with a single step forward, they were scrambling to flee with their tails between their legs.

“D-Don’t run away! Who else is going to hire defective guys like you besides me?!”

Yeah, I get it.

No matter how much you love money, few people value it more than their lives.

They must’ve thought I was just some no-name priest, maybe even noticed the divine seal on my arm, and assumed it would be an easy job like usual.

But I don’t pity them.

They tried to make easy money by hurting people, so they can’t complain if they lose their lives just as easily.

By the time I had killed every guard except the two who ignored my initial warning, Baikon’s curse had devoured their sins and began pouring out energy as if to reward me.

“Gaaahhh!”

I took that amplified energy and infused it into the spear lying on the ground.

Just like the bastard who attacked me earlier had done, I hurled it at the leg of one of the fleeing fools.

He screamed as the spear pierced his leg and rolled across the floor.

“Useless bastards…! Not even worth the money I paid! You couldn’t even hold out for a few minutes?!”

When I stepped forward again, he tried to crawl away.

So this time, I disabled both of his arms before approaching him.

His face, smeared with tears and snot, looked like he was in excruciating pain and filled with resentment.

But the punishment hadn’t even started yet.

It was laughable.

I hadn’t “erased” the victims’ pain and nightmares—I had “extracted” them for this very moment.

I wasn’t going to kill this bastard right away.

I’d throw him before Yaskin as evidence.

I understood that it was necessary.

But if I didn’t also hold him accountable for his sins, how unjust would it be for his victims—and how disgusting would it feel for me?

Sure, I’d kill him after using him as evidence, but before that, he had to pay the proper price for what he did.

He had no idea what I was about to do, but seeing him shake his head at the ominous energy in my hand was downright revolting.

If he didn’t want to suffer, if he wasn’t even willing to pay for his sins, then why the hell did he commit them in the first place?

“This is the pain you gave them. The despair you planted in them. So now, you reap what you sowed.”

Of course, what he would receive wasn’t just their raw pain.

It had matured over time, fermented into something even more bitter and agonizing—

But even that wasn’t enough to balance the scale of his sins.

When I shoved the victims’ pain and nightmares into his mouth, ignoring his shaking head, his screams echoed through the underground chamber.

★

A holy saint as a powerful ally.

Evidence of a deal between this bastard and Yaskin.

Testimonies from the victims.

And to top it all off, signs of illegal drugs banned by the state.

I scoured his mansion and the underground to gather every last shred of evidence.

So then, what was the very first thing I did once I had all that evidence?

Hand it over to the press I’d brought in and make them write damning articles about Yaskin?

Run to the Pope and expose everything, then request the Holy Knights to bring down Yaskin?

Or maybe stir up Yaskin’s most fervent supporters by threatening to reveal the truth and tank his approval ratings?

No.

None of that.

I was currently meeting Yaskin—with the saint by my side.

“You’ve come, Priest Luke. Or should I say…”

Unfortunately, it still wasn’t enough to take down that goddamn Yaskin in one blow.

“Should I call you Rak, the sorcerer?”

“You caught on quick, dumbass.”

I hadn’t even bothered disguising myself since I no longer needed to.

He must’ve realized it right after everything started going wrong.

“To think you could even change your face with sorcery… Impressive. I admit it. I don’t know how you figured out I was looking for someone like you, but you did a brilliant job.”

…The face is actually my real face, though?

Anyway, with all that evidence stacked up, you might wonder what I meant by not having a final blow.

But I was almost completely sure how this bastard would react in this situation.

“I thank you for correcting this sin on behalf of the Church.”

Yeah.

This kind of bastard always does the same thing in this kind of situation.

“Although this tragedy happened due to my own ignorance, the goddess’s agent has corrected the mistake. Isn’t that a relief?”

He’s cutting ties.

He plans to claim that he knew nothing, that he innocently arranged a prayer, and the bastard acted on his own.


You might think no one would buy that nonsense, but unfortunately, lies from thick-skinned bastards like this tend to be surprisingly convincing to the masses.

At first, people will try to tear him apart, but over time, that sentiment will die down thanks to what Yaskin has given them—and what he will give.

My conversations with him are testimony, not hard evidence, and if he’s not a fool, he’s already taken care of any contract originals.

That’s why I’m here—to negotiate, to get that one, final piece to bring him down.






 
  Chapter 39: He who loves even sinners, he who loves only people





We needed solid evidence.

As is typical for scum like him, he had already secured a way out even if the worst were to happen.

According to the inquisitors’ investigation, all the funds were recorded as donations, and the expenditures were transparently disclosed.

Whether it was money laundering or he truly used ill-gotten gains to help the unfortunate, no one could say for sure—but at the very least, there was no indication he had used it for personal gain.

“I really can’t thank you enough. If I had unknowingly continued to pile up sins, I can’t imagine how angry the Goddess would have been…”

“So you’re saying you’re completely innocent?”

“Of course not. Even if I truly knew nothing, the guilt of having neglected the victims remains heavy. And trusting such a wicked person and guiding prayers through him… that too is a sin. I’ll spend some time in quiet reflection, praying in the chapel.”

I had spoken to him while disguised as a priest.

Seeing him now trying to deflect responsibility like this—should I say it’s shameless? No, it had gone past shameless to the point of being almost refreshingly brazen.

“Hey, you shameless bastard. You know you don’t stand a chance with the Saintess on our side. Why are you still trying to act slick?”

“I don’t quite understand what you mean.”

“We have the ledger showing the transactions between you and that man.”

“Ah yes, he was just a particularly generous donor. I’m only human—I let greed cloud my judgment. But I needed a lot of money to support the Goddess Church and help the needy.”

“We have his full confession too.”

“There must be signs of magical coercion. It won’t hold much weight in a religious court.”

…What the hell?

I had expected him to act shamelessly, but even so—this was more than expected. His composure was so unshaken, it left me with an uneasy feeling.

“What are you relying on?”

“Relying on? I rely on my innocence. On what grounds can I be punished?”

“Don’t give me that disgusting nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense. Among the evidence you’ve presented, what guilt do I bear beyond ignorance? The ones who directly harmed the victims were others. I merely offered an opportunity to those in unfortunate circumstances.”

What the hell is going on?

Is he hiding some kind of trump card? How can he talk so much crap with such confidence?

“Among the followers I referred for prayer, it turns out some were vile criminals, and a few even used narcotics. That’s as far as your concrete evidence goes.”

“Hah.”

“You say you used magic to erase the victims’ most painful memories? That you healed all their wounds using the Saintess’s power? Why would you do that? You should’ve had them testify, even if it meant making them relive the pain.”

He had a point.

Testimony given without magical interference, with visible scars as evidence, would’ve had far more value in court.

“And that wasn’t your only mistake.”

“What else?”

“Your cooperation with the Saintess is another issue. Everyone in the Church knows about your curse. No—by now, almost the entire Empire does.”

For a moment, I wasn’t sure what the bastard was trying to say.

“It’s clear what it means that your curse doesn’t affect her. Would her testimony still hold weight if her secret were exposed to the entire Empire? Can she even remain a Saintess then?”

So this insane bastard is planning to tarnish the Saintess’s honor just to cover up his own crimes?

I might have emotional baggage because I’ve experienced it myself—but no one else should dare treat a Hero’s party like this.

We sacrificed so much for humanity, fought for their survival, gave them a future—and yet, scum like him think they can just trample all over us?

“A curse can be endured with enough willpower. The effects can even be weakened by sealing one’s energy through wards.”

“Is that so? But even if that’s true—will the public see it that way? You know better than anyone how easy it is to spread malicious rumors.”

…That’s true.

The media will probably have a field day with it.

They’ll twist their words just enough to avoid direct accusations, speaking of “suspicions” or “controversies.” I can already see it.

Yaskin smiled at us, seemingly enjoying himself.

“That’s why you both should’ve just accepted my offer. There’d be no hostility, no need for this exhausting battle.”

He probably thought he had sealed the Saintess’s lips through threats.

—Laika, there’ll be many days in your life when the world seems utterly stupid, and humans seem like worthless creatures.

Those were my teacher’s words, echoing in my overheated mind.

—You, in particular, have a fiery temperament. So in those moments, you might generalize and start believing that no human is worth saving.

You were right, Master.

Even when I was coughing up blood on the battlefield, even now that the war is over and there’s some breathing room—there are still too many who commit crimes, too many who betray their own kind so easily. Just seeing it makes me nauseous.

—That’s the fallacy of generalization. One piece of trash always stands out more than a hundred good people. 

When you feel like you can’t take it anymore, like you’re so disgusted you see no value in humanity—look around carefully.

“Then reveal everything.”

Overlapping with my teacher’s voice was the confident face of the Saintess.

“…What?”

“I don’t consider this a shameful secret. The Goddess gave humanity the capacity to love—how can embracing someone dear be considered a sin?”

“That’s nonsense. The Church holds the chastity of priestesses in high regard—”

“If we must get technical, I am a priestess, not a nun. And even if I were a nun, the vow of chastity is a personal discipline made in service to the Goddess. 

My faith and devotion remain unchanged—and so the Goddess has not withdrawn her blessing.”

—Look around, Laika. You’ll find beautiful flowers blooming.

Even when the stench of garbage makes you want to throw the world away, there are still people walking a different path entirely.

“Then you really don’t mind if I reveal everything? Can you endure the scrutiny?”

—Maybe you won’t find them right next to you. But if you look, you will find them. The world is vast—there’s no way there isn’t a reason left for you not to hate it entirely.

My teacher always believed in the goodness of people.

That human nature was inherently good—and that we had to protect that goodness from being corrupted.

“…Fine. Let’s do it, then. If you reveal my secret, my reputation will be damaged. But you won’t come out of it unscathed either.”

—If you can’t find it, I’ll help you search. I’ll help you find a reason to love this world again.

Something that’ll remind you the world is still worth living in, still beautiful. How about that?

Yes, Master.

Back then, I thought everything you said was naive, like grasping at clouds.

But even in this damned world, there are still people—self-sacrificing, sometimes even admirable people—who make me hold on when I feel like giving up.

And so, as I stared at Yaskin, glaring at us with barely contained rage, my mouth moved on its own.

“You’re a real villain.”

Among the teachings of my master, who advocated for the theory of innate human goodness, there was also this idea:

People are, by nature, born good, and it is only natural for them to maintain that goodness.

Thus, those who fail to do so and are tainted by evil—beasts in human form—may rightfully be beaten to death.

How can we treat as human someone who has cast aside their own humanity?

“I’ve helped more people with the relief supplies I provided than the number of those harmed by me. So how can you call me a villain?”

Well, perhaps that’s not entirely wrong.

If we judged the world solely by numbers, it would be hard to label someone like Yaskin as clearly evil.


Even if his virtue was a facade, the number of people saved by that hypocrisy surely wasn’t small.

But here’s the thing.

“The world doesn’t run on numbers alone, you dumb bastard.”

Thankfully, the world isn’t such a rigid, cold place.

What he did was not a necessary sacrifice by any stretch, and it’s not like he didn’t line his own pockets with the gold and popularity he gained from it all.

In the end, his argument was nothing more than self-serving drivel, the ramblings of a villain who fattened himself off a chaotic world.

I no longer felt like entertaining it.

Originally, I’d intended to crush him completely—drag him down into ruin to make an example of him so that no one else would even think of mimicking his actions.

But that wasn’t something I wanted to do at the cost of staining the honor of the Hero’s party.

Just as I reached out to deal with him myself, the Saintess grabbed my arm.

“You don’t have to, brother.”

“No, no need to make this complicated. I’ll just—”

“Yes, I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant… there’s no need anymore.”

At first, I didn’t understand what she meant.

But in the next moment, it all became clear.

“…Huh? Ah…”

Yaskin’s face suddenly aged ten years in an instant, wrinkles forming, the vitality draining from his body rapidly.

His once thick hair began to fall out, and his appearance transformed into one more appropriate for his true, elderly age.

“…You really are something else, you bastard.”

I had never seen someone end up like this—aside from a few priests who had defected.

“Th-this is impossible. What did I do that was so wrong…?!”

Divine power retraction.

After all, divine power is essentially a loan from the goddess, granted on the condition that one spreads her will as her servant.

If that pact is broken, it only makes sense that she has the authority to take that power back.

But the goddess loves humanity to a fault.

She’s so overly compassionate that even when someone commits a terrible sin, she holds out hope that they might change or repent, and thus she rarely reclaims her gift.

This phenomenon usually only occurs with priests who have truly turned away.

But seeing Yaskin’s unrepentant attitude must have pushed her past her limit. She must have judged that he had gone too far.

Those who possess divine power age slowly and have revitalized bodies.

So when that divine power is suddenly stripped away, their end is often quite… miserable.

“This can’t be happening…! Goddess…! What did I do that was so wrong?! Didn’t I save countless lives just as you wished—”

“By forcing dirty sacrifices, you did.”

“Shut up…! Humans have always lived by sacrificing others…!”

“If there comes a truly unavoidable moment, then yes, a few might be sacrificed to save the many. But only after struggling desperately, only after exhausting every possible alternative.”

“If we ended up sacrificing them anyway, what’s the point of all that process?!”

“It matters. It does matter. That process holds weight. But you, you broken thing, can’t understand that.”

Watching him look up at the sky in despair, as if saying this couldn’t be happening, I didn’t feel triumphant—just bitter.

Not because I pitied him, of course…

“If you were going to do this anyway, couldn’t you have made the decision a bit earlier?”

Honestly, the goddess—who’s supposed to be in the heavens—felt frustratingly indecisive and incompetent.

…What must it feel like, to love even the guilty and to be unwilling to hate them?

I couldn’t even imagine it.

★

Thanks to the evidence I presented and the Saintess’s testimony, all of Yaskin’s crimes were acknowledged, and a tribunal was convened.

Well, considering the rare and severe nature of a divine power revocation, guilt was already a foregone conclusion—the only thing left was deciding how harsh the punishment would be.

He probably wouldn’t live through it.

Ah, and it would also involve a thorough investigation of Yaskin to uncover accomplices and collaborators in his corruption.

“…Anyway, the case is more or less closed.”

Of course, I still had to meet His Holiness and submit my report.

There would be a formal announcement of the facts, so technically it wasn’t completely over.

But that was all beyond my responsibility.

Now I just needed to collect my reward and finally break free of this damned curse.

“…Brother.”

…Ah, there was still one thing left to do before that.

“What is it, Saintess?”

“The situation was so urgent… we finally have time to talk, just the two of us.”

“You have something to say?”

“…Yes. I’ve been meaning to say it for a long time. I should’ve said it back then, but I was too afraid—afraid that I’d worsen your wounds.”

It wasn’t hard to guess what she wanted to say.

“I’m sorry, brother. What we did… it should never have happened.”

…An apology.

Maybe it was something I’d wanted to hear for a long time.

But strangely, I didn’t feel all that moved.

It wasn’t because I was still angry or resentful.

Seeing her boldly declare her past sins to Yaskin seemed to ease something in me, even if just a little.

“You had your reasons for keeping it from me, right?”

“Yes. I can’t tell you everything just yet, but one day, I promise I’ll explain it all…”

Yeah. I figured as much.

If there’s one thing I was sure of, it was that you wouldn’t have done it without a reason.

“That line about how loving someone can’t be a sin… I thought it was cool.”

“…Brother.”


Yeah, maybe… maybe I did feel a little better now.

“That hero kid’s kinda cool, huh? It sounded like a love confession. I was touched.”

“…What?”

I’d meant it as a bit of encouragement, but the Saintess’s face—previously awash in emotion—suddenly twisted in displeasure.

…What’s her problem?




 
  
    Chapter 40: Recycling





Saintess Seria stared at Rak for a moment.

It was to determine whether he was trying to refuse by handing back the apple to mess with her, or if he was being sincere…

Although his face was hidden behind a mask, she had spent enough time with him as a companion to be able to gauge his emotions to some extent from his demeanor, and she could tell he was genuinely serious right now.

But seriously, what kind of misunderstanding would lead him to conclude that she liked the Hero?

First of all, the very idea that they liked the Hero made no sense, but even if they did, why would they drug the Hero’s drink and then… assault him?

“The Hero…?”

Whether he knew how complicated her feelings were or not, Rak continued speaking with a puzzled look.

“Well, honestly, I was pretty mad when I found out you guys had been dating the Hero secretly while participating in the Baikon Lord Subjugation…”

Something was…

“Still, I thought maybe there was some reason behind it.”

Something had been very twisted.

Up until now, Seria and the others had thought Rak was angry because he had realized the things they had done to him.

But then, what were the words coming out of his mouth right now supposed to mean…?

It seemed there was a misunderstanding between them and Rak.

And it wasn’t just a small misunderstanding — it was huge, and Seria had no idea where it had started to go wrong…!

“Maybe the Goddess’s oracle said this was the best path, too…”

Yes, that’s right. She did say it was the path with the highest chance of reaching the happiest future.

“Maybe it had something to do with how you all suddenly got stronger right before the Black Dragon Subjugation.”

That’s also correct…!

But then why, Brother, if you’re so sharp, are you making such ridiculous misunderstandings!?

No, setting aside everything else for now…

Did he still think the Hero was a man!?

Or had he somehow gotten the idea that all of us were happily in a same-sex relationship!?
Which one was it…?

Since he just said the Hero was “cool,” he probably still thought the Hero was a man — but does that even make any sense?

Sure, when they first met, the Hero had been exceptionally thin and poorly kept, so it wasn’t crazy to mistake her for a man.

But after proper care, no one could possibly look at her and think she was a man anymore!

Where in the world would you find a man with a face that pretty…?

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Oh, it just hit me that there actually is someone right in front of me…”

“What?”

Seria thought of the handsome face Rak usually kept hidden behind his mask and realized, well, maybe she could understand how he might not judge gender by looks alone.

She had thought Rak calling the Hero “little brother” was just a habit, but now it seemed he genuinely thought the Hero was male!

The second misunderstanding seemed to stem from the first: Rak appeared to believe that all the party members were the Hero’s lovers.

This, too, was a bit unfair from their perspective.

I mean, just how much had they shown how much they liked the Hero?!

Sure, they couldn’t openly make a move because they were all watching each other, but they sent plenty of signals and thought the atmosphere between them was good.

If all that had been perceived as mere camaraderie and not romantic feelings, it was infuriating beyond belief.

And the most crucial misunderstanding was probably this: Rak might not even realize what had been done to him.

Come to think of it, on the day he left the party, all he did was press them angrily about why they had done it.

He never clearly said what specific reason had made him so disappointed.

He had just shouted, “Why did you hide it?” and “How could you do that?” and they had assumed he had figured everything out.

From Rak’s point of view, naturally, he wouldn’t think he’d been violated — especially since he still believed he was a man — so seeing the party members enhanced (and, in his mind, romantically involved with the Hero) wasn’t that strange a conclusion after all.

Realizing all this, Seria almost reflexively wanted to shout that it wasn’t true.

She wanted to confess — to say that the one she loved wasn’t the Hero, but him, the very man in front of her.

But there was a huge problem.

To explain everything, she would have to confess what they had done to him, too.

Which image would be worse: a party member who started dating the Hero for “some reason” during a difficult time, or a party member who had confessed love after having assaulted him?

Honestly, even she couldn’t easily answer that question.

Depending on Rak’s sense of morality, even if he could forgive the former and remain friends, he would never forgive the latter.

And that wasn’t the only problem.

If they somehow miraculously resolved this misunderstanding and were forgiven, the other party members would also end up being forgiven, wouldn’t they?

From that moment on, a full-fledged competition would break out.

It might sound crazy, considering we’re all just a bunch of group delinquents, but up until now, everyone had been pretending to be composed and holding back out of guilt.

However, if forgiveness were actually granted, everyone would openly start expressing their feelings for Rak and stop at nothing to win.

And with high probability, the Hero would win.

After all, she’s the only one in the party without any sins, and she’s also the one who has built the deepest connection with Rak!

Still, everyone has more of a temper than you’d think, so even if a conclusion was reached, no one would easily back down.

I could already see the party collapsing before my eyes.

…The Hero Party, once the hope and light of the world, falling apart into a love triangle drama—the Demon King’s army would welcome it with open arms.

The monarch, who had shed tears over a recent incident, would probably end up collapsing from hypertension.

Rak might even be recruited as an honorary general by the Demon King’s forces for singlehandedly dismantling a party they couldn’t.

“…Saintess?”

Here.

Right here, what answer could possibly be correct?

If I left the misunderstanding alone, I couldn’t bear the thought that they would think I liked another man.

But if I corrected it, the risks would be far too great and uncertain.

This is supposed to be the best possible future?

-Remember this, Seria. There is no better future than this. You can think of it as the only chance made possible through the sacrifice of many.

-Of course, countless incidents and suspicions will torment you along the way, but please believe this one thing:

-This is the only path where you and Rak can find true happiness.

At that moment, an irreverent doubt rose in my mind: Was the goddess who delivered the prophecy drunk that day and talking nonsense?

I knew from the time of the Black Dragon subjugation that something was being plotted, but now that things had twisted into this mess, I couldn’t even begin to guess the grand plan behind it all.

If I didn’t say something, it would look suspicious… but what was I supposed to say?

Lunia, help me.

Now is the moment I desperately need your wisdom and eloquence…!

In a flash, I recalled my wise and composed companion, but—

-Just confess honestly and pretend to apologize, then slip them an Elf Elixir or something. The body won’t lie.

Unfortunately, what surfaced was the image of a cheeky companion who always acted overly coy around Rak.

Ria…!!!!!


I wasn’t asking for you!

I wanted Lunia!!

I don’t need your radical suggestions right now!!!!

“…Your expression is a bit too colorful. Is there a problem?”

In a situation where I couldn’t decide alone but also couldn’t stay silent, Saintess Seria closed her eyes and prayed for an incident to happen, something that would make it so she wouldn’t have to answer.

And her prayers, as always, had a strangely high chance of being answered.

As if mocking her, a powerful explosion rang out in the distance.

…I didn’t actually want an accident to happen, you know?

Seria looked up at the sky, but the goddess remained silent, as if to say she wasn’t responsible for this.

★

Let’s rewind a little to when Yaskin was being transported in a carriage under arrest for religious trial.

He was muttering nonsense even then, unable to believe the goddess had abandoned him.

It might sound crazy, but he had always sought justification for his actions through the goddess.

Since the goddess never personally punished him, he twisted it into thinking that everything he did was sanctioned by her.

Convenient self-serving logic, really.

He also spent much of the dirty money he earned on expanding the church, which helped him justify himself as a necessary evil.

Since everything was supposedly for the goddess, ordinary moral standards didn’t apply to him, and he imagined he was sacrificing himself for a higher cause.

Eventually, he convinced himself he was the true agent of the goddess.

Since he was working for the greater good, guilt became faint and any hesitation disappeared.

He even excused the personal gains he made as “rewards for running so tirelessly,” never acknowledging any real sacrifices.

Despite reality, inside his mind, he had firmly cast himself as a forsaken lamb wronged by false accusations.

“It’s a misunderstanding,” he thought, hoping that if the misunderstanding cleared, the goddess would return her favor to him.

“This isn’t right…! After everything I’ve done…!”

He also expressed anger toward the goddess who had abandoned him.

“Shut up…!”

But when the bleak reality finally overwhelmed him, he realized it had all been a delusion.

The stable boy, who wouldn’t have dared meet his eyes before, now shouted at him.

Not only had he lost his divine power after being abandoned by the goddess, but also the aging he had delayed was catching up to him, leaving his body weak.

He glimpsed the saintess and the sorcerer, who had brought about his downfall but no longer even regarded him as a threat.

He realized he was nothing now.

Being abandoned by the goddess was the same as being branded a traitor, meaning inevitable death awaited him.

Now that he faced reality, did he reflect on himself?

No.

Not at all.

He only acknowledged that he had been deluded—not that he was at fault.

Instead, he resented the goddess for not warning him beforehand.

Would someone who could truly reflect ever have committed such sins?


As his shamelessness reached its peak, and even the goddess became the target of his resentment—

[Shall I give you a chance?]

That’s how demons work: they dig deeper into the hearts of the wicked.

[An opportunity to strike back at the goddess who abandoned you… and maybe fulfill your deepest wish.]
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