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In the world of comedy anime, I was living an ordinary life until I became possessed by a dark fantasy novel I was reading before falling asleep.

‘Hahaha! Don’t hold a grudge -..!’

‘Ugh, cough cough…seriously…my clothes are ruined.’

‘…!?’

Though I was stabbed in the stomach, I calmly stood up and pulled out the spear. Originally, residents of the comedy world are a race that can be torn into 100 pieces and still come back to life the next day.

‘Stop it! Stop now! How long do you plan to sacrifice me?’

‘No…I mean..’

‘I’ve become strong to protect you…what have I become?’

Residents in the comedy world are just a race that vomits blood even if they stub their toe. I never made any sacrifices..but my delusion deepens and my obsession grows.

One day, while I was half-imprisoned and taking care of some pitiful kids…

‘Are you the boss?’

‘Excuse me?’

Before I knew it, I had become the behind-the-scenes boss of a huge underworld organization.

 Show More


Chapter 0
Chapter 0 - Prologue
Living an ordinary life in the 'Gag Anime World,' I became possessed by a dark fantasy novel I was reading before falling asleep.
"Mwahaha! Don't harbor any resentment—..!"
"Cough, hack, hack... Ah, really... My clothes are ruined."
"...!?"
Despite having a stomach punctured, I calmly stood up and pulled out the spear that was lodged in me. Originally, the inhabitants of the gag world could split into 100 pieces and still come back to life the next day.
"Stop it! When will you stop sacrificing yourself?"
"No... That's..."
"I've become strong to protect you..."
The residents of the gag world are a race that spews blood even if they stub a little toe. I never actually made any sacrifices... But delusions grow, and obsession intensifies.
One day, while looking after pitiful children in a semi-captive state...
"Are you the boss?"
"Excuse me?"
Somehow, I had become the shadowy boss of a massive underworld organization. How did things end up like this..?
Chapter 1
Chapter 1 - The Black Magician Who Would Make Even Demons Gasp in Awe and Envy!
"Kyaa, pervert!"
"Eugh!"
A man inadvertently lifted a woman's skirt, and with a lecherous expression on his face, was sent flying into the sky with a single punch from the woman's fist. Whirling through the air, the man punctured the ceiling of someone else's house with a happy smile plastered on his face.
Such an event would be impossible in a normal world, but not here. After all, this is 'inside a Gag Anime'.
"Shoot, I'm going to be late."
The students hastened their steps regardless of what happened.
"Seriously... my underwear isn't even cute today..."
A female student shed tears over an oddly specific concern.
"Muahahaha! I am the manliest man of this world!"
"Indeed, you are the Teacher!"
A bald-headed student followed his PE teacher, whose hair defied gravity and rose up, while his pupils blazed like flames.
I live in a world where all this is normal. Or at least, I did.
***
As I lay there with dust-pressed against a pitch-black ceiling, I muttered,
"This ceiling is unfamiliar."
Uttering these words brought me an indescribable sense of fulfillment.
'I always wanted to say this!'
Smiling at the thought, I propped myself up.
Creak, squeak.
The place I was lying on was an old, sagging bed, covered in mold. The room was narrow, barely spacious enough for two people to lay down.
'Makes me think of the jail cell I stayed in for a week after being wrongfully accused, ha.'
For someone who'd been living in a world of Gag MAX, this abrupt change in environment wasn't particularly shocking. I simply shrugged it off and swung my legs out of the bed.
"Huh?"
I suddenly noticed that my legs felt much shorter than usual and looked down at myself.
"Whoa?"
Startled by the significant reduction in length, I sprung up from the bed. Judging by my height, I appeared to be about 13 years old.
"Now I've gone and become younger as well."
It's not like I'm Co*an or anything...
Laughing dryly at the absurdity of the situation, I began to survey the room.
'What the... Is this really a prison?'
The sight of bars on the small window set in the dingy gray wall of the room made me consider the possibility that I might indeed be in a jail cell.
'Let's start by searching around.'
There wasn’t much to search. Apart from a small bed and a desk, the room was starkly bare. The desk lacked even a drawer, leaving only an old, tattered book to be found.
"Let's see..."
I opened the book, which was stiff and wrinkled like paper that had dried after being soaked.
['Odil, who rescued me from slavery due to my insidious bloodline, is my god and savior.']
"What in the world does this mean?"
The content was nothing but continuous praises for a black magician named Odil.
"Pfft, what kind of name is Odil? I saw this name just yesterday in a novel I was reading. Seriously, who would have thought such a name really existed?"
I chuckled at the name which sounded like it would more likely appear in a phrase like, 'What's up, dude?', but then I froze.
"...Novel?"
Damn it.
In a panic, I tossed the book aside and pulled at my hair. Tied at the back with an old string, the hair came undone, revealing shoulder-length, pure white hair, and as I took in my reflection, my eyes began to shake uncontrollably.
"No, this can't be right!"
Clenching my hair tightly, I vented my overwhelming emotions.
'When did I ever leave a 5,800-character long comment on a novel?! Or stick with the author until the end of the series alone?! I'm guilty of nothing more than casually reading a popular book and falling asleep!'
I didn't shout out loud because I recognized how dangerous this world might be.
'Of all the bodies to be possessed in, I had to end up in the villain of a dark fantasy novel?!'
Unlike common clichés, the body I had inhabited was not even a noble's child!
'No, this has to be a dream. It's just a dream.'
With that thought, I staggered back to the bed, held my hands tightly together, and closed my eyes.
'Dear God, please let this be a dream. Please, please, please.'
While I prayed desperately in my mind, an epiphany struck me, and I opened my eyes just a slit, whispering,
"...Status window."
Nothing happened. Damn.
I covered my eyes with my hands and murmured to myself,
"This is a dream. Yes, it must be a dream."
Repeating it made me feel lighter, as if I was brainwashing myself.
'Yes, maybe this is actually a dream. It wouldn't be the first time something like this happened.'
Using dreams to show 'alternate realities' is basic common sense in Gag Anime worlds.
'Maybe I should just die? Would I wake up then?'
I glanced towards the window and realized jumping out wouldn't answer anything. Once again, I clasped my hands on my chest and closed my eyes when suddenly...
"Lian!"
"...Huh! Yes!"
My body bolted upright at the loud commanding voice, almost instinctually. At the same time, my head began to pound painfully.
"Ouch..."
With the pain came unfamiliar memories that started flooding in—the memories of 'Lian', the body's original owner. Glimpses of scenes swept past; it seemed he'd been abused by his parents, then ran away, was captured by a slaver, and later, he was sold to a black magician's laboratory as a test subject. Thanks to his 'devoted service' to the black magician, he was eventually put in charge of managing other slaves.
'I remember this bastard from the novel, total scum.'
Why had the black magician set Lian as the manager? For a simple reason. The guy's personality was so rotten that even a demon would take a moment to admire it.
"Lian!"
"Yes, yes!"
While I was gathering my thoughts, an annoyed, snappy voice called out again. I darted out of the room, knowing that any further delay might result in being burned by magic.
Clank.
Upon opening the iron door, I was met with a long corridor. The room from which the loud reprimanding voice emanated was right across from where I was. Lian was the black magician's exclusive servant, a slave—that's why his room was right opposite.
Knock knock.
"Excuse me!"
"Come in!"
Click.
As I opened the door and entered, a gaunt man was glaring at me with a look that could not hide his irritation. Stepping into the room, I was immediately hit by a stale, musty odor.
'He really should air this place out more.'
While inwardly grumbling, I bowed obsequiously as I walked in.
"Hurry up and clean this up."
The black magician pointed his staff toward a corner of the room.
'Ugh.'
What he indicated was something censored by a mosaic.
'So, it seems I really am in the world I used to live in.'
The Gag Anime world had always been suitable for all audiences. Anything that exceeded its limits of decency appeared censored with mosaics.
'...just like in the girls' locker room.'
With melancholy, I recalled artfully falling towels and cloudy mists as I fought back tears. Fortunately, it seemed that when those kinds of deeds were performed, you could see clearly. Of course, I had no actual experience to confirm if that was true.
"I have some business to attend to, so clean everything up neatly."
"Yes, Great Odil! Safe travels!"
Odil left the room, and I was alone.
'There's definitely a demon familiar keeping watch.'
That's how it was described in the novel. Abandoning any foolish notion to snoop around, I took an old sack from the side of the room and started to collect the mosaic-covered something.
'Ugh, it's sticky and warm.'
After stuffing the mosaic mass into the sack, I tightly sealed the opening. Pulling a lever on the wall, a disposal area appeared. I put the sack inside, and it dropped down into the space, vanishing into the wall. It must have been a garbage disposal area.
'Anyway, this room is truly filthy. And so dusty.'
The floor and walls were quite grimy.
'It's almost like home with mom.'
I reminisced about my mother, who was big-hearted but hopeless at housekeeping, and left the laboratory.
'I should tidy up the remaining evidence as well.'
There appeared to be something like a pool of blood where the mosaic had been. I would need to clean this thoroughly to complete the task.
'There should be a mop.'
Heading down to the kitchen, I opened the cupboard with cleaning supplies. I took out the necessary tools and returned to the room.
After some time had passed.
"Phew, all done."
I wiped my forehead lightly and surveyed the room. The sparkling room was spotless, thanks to being thoroughly cleaned of all its grime.
"I was just going to mop the floor, but I got carried away..."
As I was scratching the back of my head.
"I'm back—... What is this?!"
"Ah, welcome back."
"H-how did my room become so... glowing?! You used your sacred power, didn't you?!"
"What? No! I didn’t!"
At that, heat rushed to my face.
"No, no, it's not like it’s shining that much..."
"Huh, was my crystal orb originally this color? No, no! It has been clearly purified!"
I was at a loss for what to do with myself as the torrent of praise continued.
"You...! Did you really think you could flatter me?!"
"What? Wait, calm down!"
"Calm down? How dare you betray me?!"
Just as Odil was about to release a spell, the shining gem at the end of his staff at the ready.
Flutter, a crow that had been dozing atop a torch suddenly took flight and landed on Odil's shoulder.
Caw, caw!
The bird conveyed some message to its master, letting out a cry.
"What? You just cleaned it thoroughly, you say?"
Nod, nod.
"You mean to tell me a mere cleaning made it this spotlessly clean...?"
"Ahem, well. The truth is..."
Realizing this was my only chance to save myself, I immediately spoke up.
"I thought of it as a place used by someone as exalted as Lord Odil, and before I knew it, I was filled with a burning will... I never imagined you would be displeased by it. It's all because I admire you so much."
"Ah, yes. Ahem."
Odil, who wasn't accustomed to being honored, coughed awkwardly and blushed. It seemed he was pleased with the praise.
"The pride of black magicians, indeed Lord Odil! The black magician that would even make demons gasp in awe and envy!"
"Well, of course, that’s possible. Mmm-hmm. Next time, just clean normally, alright?"
"Yes!"
As Odil nodded and turned away, his familiar, the crow, took off to return to its perch on the torch. I quietly gave the crow a thumbs up. The crow slightly raised its wing as if to mimic a thumbs up and nodded at me.
'It was worth feeding Odil's snack to it.'
I praised myself for the past deed of surreptitiously offering nuts—intended for Odil—to the crow when it seemed hungry.
Chapter 2
Chapter 2 - Hearty Meals
With the chores for Odil completed, it was time to move on to other tasks. First on the list was a meal.
'I need to prepare something for the kids as well.'
The body's original owner had served test subjects who were children a meager diet—tossing them a few potatoes cut into water. When inconvenienced, he’d throw bread at them that seemed well past its sell-by date. Meanwhile, he enjoyed soft bread and soup, the kind Odil would eat.
'No more of that. Heh heh heh.'
I had taken up a ladle for the first time at the age of five after witnessing my mother burning an egg to a crisp, and now having mastered cooking, preparing meals for the children was effortless.
'I’ll feed them plentifully until they’re rescued.'
Sniggering to myself, I began to prepare a delicious soup. I added plenty of spices to the soup and carried it along with bread to Odil.
"Leave it there."
"Yes."
Odil seemed preoccupied once again with his experiments, paying no attention to the meal. I left his room and returned to the kitchen.
Thunk.
On top of the long, deep soup pot, I placed a tray instead of its lid and set a bowl atop it. With a heave, I lifted the hefty pot and headed down to the basement where the children were anxiously waiting.
***
In the chilly, dungeon-like basement, with cold water dripping, the children huddled together, sharing what little warmth they had.
'Mommy...'
Lily, a skeletally thin young girl, thought blankly of her mother, her cheeks hollow enough to show the severity of her hunger.
'Being a girl will fetch a higher price. Look! She’s worth a decent sum!'
Her mother’s voice echoed in her ears. The hurtful words were of no consequence to Lily. She longed to return to the embrace of the 'adult' who had been her only support—even though she knew she couldn’t return, and even if she could, it wouldn’t bring her happiness.
Thunk.
Then, from above, came the sound of footsteps. The children hunched over, pressing their bodies to the ground out of fear. Their bodies shook uncontrollably.
Click, thunk.
They were relieved to realize it wasn’t the sound of the black magician's leather shoes but still couldn't relax their tense muscles.
'It's him...'
He was the man who gave them tasteless bread at mealtime. Sometimes he would even substitute for the black magician, dragging them out one by one. Th-th-thump, shivering at the thought they might be next.
Swoosh, it was then that a gentle warmth enveloped her.
"It’s alright. I'm here, aren't I?"
"Uh huh."
Lily buried her face in the arms of Pia, who hugged her with her bony arms. Though not blood-related, they shared a tight bond of kinship.
Thunk, click. Clatter.
"Sniff, sniff."
"It smells so good..."
As his footsteps neared, a delicious aroma tickled their noses. Unconsciously, Lily emerged from Pia's embrace, her nose twitching.
"Li-Lily!"
"Look, sis. It smells so good."
"Come back here. He might take you away!"
"Uh huh."
Terrified of being dragged away, Lily nodded and returned to Pia's embrace.
Gurgle, gurgle, growwwl.
A symphony of stomach noises reverberated through the dungeon, the long-starved bellies now rumbling, protesting to be fed as the tantalizing scent wafted around.
Thud!
"...!"
While focusing on the smell, a pair of white feet stepped down from the final stair. Unlike usual, he carried a large pot from which the aroma was emanating.
Gulp.
The sound of someone swallowing dry saliva echoed throughout.
Step, step, step, having reached the front of the dungeon, Lian placed the pot next to the dungeon entrance.
Clang.
He then fumbled at his waist for a bunch of keys and unlocked the door.
Clink.
"...!"
"Waaaah!"
The children, who had slowly started to inch forward, now panicked and scrambled backward. Every time he opened the door, he would take one of them away for the experiments. Lily got swept back by the wave of retreating children. The backlight obscured Lian’s face as he entered through the now open dungeon door.
"Heads up."
Lian kicked the door open wider and entered, lifting the large pot. He put it down on one side and placed his hand on his waist, gazing towards them.
Flutter.
Realizing their eyes had met, Lily hunched her shoulders and buried her face into Pia’s side.
Clatter, splash!
Startled by the sound as if something had fallen into water, Lily flicked her gaze aside. A wooden ladle was circling inside the pot that wafted the delicious scent.
"Slurp."
Unknowingly, Lily gulped down the saliva she had built up. She was so dehydrated her throat was parched and cracked.
Plop.
Lian grabbed a wooden bowl from the tray he had placed on one side and began to fill it with soup.
Pour.
The savory soup filled the bowl slowly, captivating Lily’s dazed gaze.
Grind.
At that moment, Pia gnashed her teeth, giving Lian a fierce look.
'He's doing this on purpose...!'
Lian had sneered at the hungry children or casually tossed them half-eaten bread. He’d never brought delicious smelling food inside the dungeon before, although he had once taunted them with soft bread outside the dungeon as they crawled around in hunger.
With such memories, Pia's expression was none too welcoming.
'If he's doing this to taunt us... I’ll tip over the pot.'
She could be the next subject dragged away for experimentation, but at least Lily and the other children could taste the soup. They'd have to lick it off the floor, but in this place, that was a viable option to stay alive.
Pia glared daggers at Lian, preparing to act.
Bang bang!
Lian lightly tapped the inside of the pot with a ladle.
"Come on everyone, it’s time to eat. Line up over here."
"…!"
"Gasp…"
Overcome by hunger, a few children burst forth running. Seeing this, the others, who had been stiff with fear, reflexively followed suit.
"If you don't line up, you're not getting any. You go to the back, that’s it."
Normally, Lian could not stand the slightest touch of the children's bodies and would shake off his hands as if in disgust. But now, he carefully took hold of the dirty children’s arms, helping them form a line. Witnessing a sight she had never imagined possible, Pia’s mouth hung open, staring at Lian.
"Me too!"
"..! Lily!"
When even Lily ran forward to join the line, Pia had no choice but to follow her. It wasn't out of a simple desire to eat.
"Be careful; it’s hot. Use this spoon and then pass it on."
With practiced ease, Lian served soup to each child one bowl at a time. The children scurried off to a corner with their soup, gobbling it down quickly, fearful it might be snatched away. Soon, it was Lily's turn to receive her soup.
"Here."
"…!"
Lily's eyes sparkled as she hastily took her bowl and stealthily leaned against one wall. Thankfully, not a single drop of the soup was spilled.
Swish, scoop!
"…!!"
Warily scooping the soup into her mouth, a shiver ran down her spine. The soup, perfectly warm and not as overheated as warned, melted away lightly in her mouth. The mashed potato soup was sweet without being cloyingly so.
"Gulp, gulp!"
Lily ate hurriedly as if she was drinking the soup. Whenever she bit into the small pieces of meat intermixed within, tears welled up in her eyes. By the time she came to her senses, her bowl was empty. Just when she was licking her spoon and the bowl to savor the last drops.
"Slurp!"
Startled by the loud sound, Lily's eyes went wide as she turned her head. There, sitting next to her, was Pia with her mouth glued to the bowl, gulping down the soup.
"Sis?"
"Gulp!"
On hearing Lily's voice, Pia snapped out of it and blushed, quickly swallowing down the last of the soup left in her mouth.
"It's hot, you have to eat slowly, Lily."
"Uh-huh."
Lily learned that Pia could say things that didn't quite make sense.
"We'll eat again in the evening, so let's stick to one bowl for lunch."
The soft voice drumming on her ears made Lily look towards the dungeon door. There, sitting against it, Lian was cajoling a child who timidly held out his bowl asking for another helping. His voice and smile were so kind that the child was almost paralyzed.
"You've eaten well. Was it good?"
"Ye-yes."
The child, who had never properly learned to speak before being sold into captivity, replied in a clumsy accent. Lian, as if proud of even this small attempt at communication, patted the child’s hand gently before collecting the empty bowls.
"If you eat too much food suddenly, you might get a tummy ache! If you feel sick, let me know, okay?"
"Yeah."
No matter why Lian had suddenly changed, or why he was providing delicious food—it did not matter. The tender hand offered to them in a moment when they had no adults to rely on was something no child could refuse.
"Okay, I’m heading out now, so stay quiet."
"Okay!"
"Y-yes.."
Several children quickly warmed to him and approached the bars, responding obediently. Lian reached through the bars to gently stroke their heads, causing their faces to blush slightly.
Click, thunk.
As Lian's footsteps faded, Pia bit her lip and hugged her knees. She was the adult for Lily, but she too was just a 13-year-old girl.
'Mercy doesn’t exist in a world like this.'
In the Kingdom of Eiscenia, now fallen into the hands of the demon king, humans were treated no better than livestock. Only those whose hearts were as vile as demons themselves received some semblance of better treatment.
'Don't hope, because hope will only beget another betrayal.'
Pia suppressed the burgeoning excitement within her as she tucked her head between her knees, recalling despicable humans who had betrayed and abandoned her. Those who smiled in her face but sold her out as rubbish behind her back.
Unknowingly, that fury she harbored was now directed at Lian.
Chapter 3
Chapter 3 - A New Slave
Odil spent the entire day going through a pile of parchment as if something was happening outside. Except for preparing lunch and dinner, there was nothing else for me to do. After tidying up here and there, to my surprise, the cleaning was already done.
Thud.
"Phew, looks like I've finished just about everything."
I yawned lightly, slumped on the bed where I had awakened.
"Oh, I mustn't fall asleep."
Straightening up, I scratched the back of my head.
'Let’s recall the contents of the original work before it’s too late.'
Thanks to having read it before falling asleep, I could easily remember the novel's details. It went something like this:
One day, the Demon King opened the portal to the demon world and appeared in the human realm. Knowing that humans would be massacred, God granted divine powers to a righteous human, designating him as the hero.
The hero, along with his companions, fought and defeated the Demon King! This much was like a fairy tale.
'The current cliché trend would be that the companions betray the hero - and the hero dies.'
What followed next was quite an unexpected development.
After returning to the castle, the companions enjoyed all the honor and glory that should have been the hero's. But then a problem arose. The Demon King they had killed was not, in fact, the Demon King, but the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings!
When the real Demon King invaded the kingdom later, King Eiscenia, who learned of this, was in a frenzy for the hero's party to defeat the Demon King.
Just as the cliché went, the hero's party, who had been ignoring him, stood up to the challenge but ended up captured, tortured, and killed. The king, too late, sought the gods' aid at the temple.
[Dare you kill my chosen hero and now ask for help?]
Knowing that the king and the hero's party had a hand in the hero's death, God immediately cut ties with the humans. In response, the king bowed his head to the Demon King and pledged his loyalty. Thereafter, Eiscenia became the land of the Demon King.
'The real story starts here.'
The hero, who had already perished, in fact, had a daughter. She had drifted into Eiscenia as a baby and, at a young age, was sold as an experimental subject to a dark sorcerer.
'That’s her over there.'
The hero's daughter, who underwent horrifying experiments, went mad. Then one day, a knight infiltrated the dark sorcerer's lab and rescued her. The hero’s daughter, Iris, did not flee alone but also saved other test subjects. She even mercifully rescued the trashy steward, Lian.
'That would be a good time to escape.'
It was appropriate to treat Iris well when she arrived here and accompany her to the empire.
'I must stay away from the duke’s house.'
I rubbed my arms and shook slightly, recalling the demise of Lian from the novel.
'Let's not swagger around like a fool trusting the color of my hair.'
The steward, Lian, claiming to be Iris' older brother by flaunting his white hair, similar to Iris'. By chance, when Iris and Lian arrived at the duke’s house, the head of the house, Iris’ mother, was away, so there was no one to refute his lie.
Tasting the power of the ducal house, Lian believed everything would be his if only Iris disappeared, and thus threatened her life several times. Frightened, Iris fled from the ducal house.
'Lian was later tortured and killed upon the overdue return of the head of the house…'
It was understandable to be furious, as the long-sought daughter had gone missing because of Lian.
'I'll just accompany her to the empire. After that, maybe I'll live in a forest? I've wanted to try farming... that would be perfect.'
I was chuckling at the thought when suddenly—
Knock, knock!
The sound of someone knocking on the door. 'What's happening?' I wondered, and then the memories of this body's owner surfaced.
'Ah, it must be the slave trader.'
Lian, who took care of all the chores inside, was not allowed to deal with the slave traders.
Due to being a mediocre dark sorcerer, Odil did not have a large residence. That was also why there were no proper jailers in the underground prison.
Because of this, if the underground prison were to open, the children inside could flee to the first floor. Of course, given the location in the depth of the back alleys, it was far from safe outside, but they had the chance to escape.
To prevent this, the dark sorcerer had enchanted the door on the first floor. Anyone who couldn’t draw the magic circle in a specific order wouldn't be able to open the door. If someone tried to force it open, an explosive magic circle was set to trigger.
'Such obvious malice.'
For that reason, not even Lian, who had credit from Odil, could open the door, let alone approach it. Indeed, Odil had come to depend on Lian’s service more and more.
Clunk, thud!
I heard the sound of something being moved. Was it Odil who went down to open the door? I approached the door and pressed my ear against it.
“Is this enough?”
“Ahem, sure.”
Normally, the two would have bargained loudly, but today they ended their transaction quickly.
'Could it be Iris?'
If Odil offered a slave that would satisfy the slave trader with a high price, it was likely her. My heart pounded at the thought.
'First greetings, what should I say? Welcome, Miss? Wait, Iris does not know her own status, does she?! Then what? Hello, Iris? No, it’s a first meeting, so just hello? Even so, she is a lady, so I shouldn't be informal...'
The thought of meeting Iris, whom I'd seen in the novel, made my heart race.
"Lian!"
"Yes!"
As always, Odil called for Lian to bring in the slaves. I rushed out of the room and headed down to the first floor.
"Move these fellows to the new prison."
“Yes!"
As I nodded energetically, Odil nodded back, pleased, and went upstairs. I approached the children trapped in the narrow cage.
"Whe, where..."
"Shh, it’s ok. I’ll protect you."
Inside the cell were two children who appeared to be siblings, hugging and watching me warily. Next to them, a girl with red hair lay there, looking dazed.
'Gosh...these children! They're Iris' friends!'
The three who had escaped with Iris from this place. My gaze shifted to the two coping siblings.
'Were those two boys..?'
I thought they had been girls.
But then I let go of that thread of thought.
'I might have been mistaken.'
Thinking so, I opened the cell.
"Come on out. I’ll take you to where you'll be staying. Keep it down or Master Odil might come down."
Trying to keep my voice as kind as possible, I opened the door for the siblings who hesitantly stood up and slowly stepped out of the jail. The boy, Noah, glanced back and forth between the door and me. I stepped inside, saying,
"The door is enchanted; you couldn't leave even if you tried."
“...!”
Noah jerked and hugged his sibling, Nero, tightly. I lifted the listless girl off the floor. Limp like a doll, she slumped into my arms, her pupils dilated and drool spilling from her mouth.
'She’s a werewolf beastkin, and they must have administered a tranquilizer...but that’s way too much.'
Even for a beastkin, the dosage seemed too much for a child. I frowned, wishing I could just let her rest, but leaving her here would likely catch Odil’s eye, and she’d be dragged to the lab immediately, so I had no choice but to carry her down to the basement stairs.
"It’s better if you move quickly. If Master Odil catches us, he might send you straight to the lab."
"Eek...!"
With those words, Noah, who had been scouting for a way to escape, hesitantly moved towards the stairs.
"Come on, I have the slave control brand, so stop dawdling and go downstairs? I don’t want to drag you by force."
At my words, Noah and his brother Nero's faces paled. On the inside of my wrist lay the brand that could compel a slave’s actions. Odil had etched it onto me since he found it too bothersome to manage every single slave. It showed just how much trust Lian had received from Odil.
If a slave violates an order given through the slave brand, they will foam at the mouth from excruciating pain and pass out. The two children, either from experience or having witnessed it on others, trembled as they descended the basement stairs.
"Go inside there."
The cell assigned to them was right next to the one where other children were imprisoned. The cells were separated by walls rather than bars, making it difficult for the occupants to see each other's faces.
Creak.
I opened the rusted cell door and gently laid the girl down. I fetched a blanket crawling with bugs, shook it out lightly, and covered the girl’s body with it. After tidying up her hair, I got up and dusted off my hands.
"Do you, brother, live here?"
"...! Nero!"
Encouraged by Lian's kind demeanor, Nero spoke up. Noah, taken aback by Nero's unexpected behavior, pulled Nero back into a deep embrace and took a step back.
"Yes, I live here."
I lightly answered Nero's question and turned towards the cell door. Noah watched me with wide eyes, not expecting a response.
'Ah, how cute. They are so tiny.'
I smiled fondly at Nero. His feline-like face and big eyes reminded me of a black cat and were really adorable.
'I should bake some cookies for them.'
With that thought, I left the cell.
Clank, as I locked the door I pondered.
'But does this lock actually work properly?'
In the original world, a lock could be opened simply by inserting two thin metal rods and shaking them. Curiosity struck me.
Click-clack.
Even as I left the underground dungeon, my curiosity didn't fade.
'Might it actually work?'
I wasn't interested in testing my lock-picking skills. I was wondering if the laws of the comedic world still applied here.
'Let's give it a try.'
After turning off the fire under the soup I was cooking, I opened a kitchen drawer and took out two metal rods.
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Click, clack... clank.
"Ah."
Creak.
The door opened feebly. Nero and Noah looked at me with their eyes wide. Feeling awkward, I closed the door quietly and locked it again without expression.
'My skills haven't faded.'
In truth, the first and only time I had picked a lock was during my training, and now today made it the second time. I ran my fingers under my nose and shrugged nonchalantly, feeling as though that was what I was supposed to do. As I returned to the kitchen and reheated the cooled soup, I pondered.
'Does this prove it? The laws of the gag anime world still exist here?'
I contemplated this while adding herbs to the bubbling soup.
'Then what genre would this be?'
The world I possessed was a dark fantasy with almost zero dreams and hopes. And now it's merged with the laws of the gag anime world?
'...I can only imagine terrible outcomes.'
Narrowing my eyes, I thought hard before arriving at a new answer.
'Or... maybe these rules only apply to me.'
If indeed the laws of the gag anime have been unleashed upon this dark fantasy world, things would never unfold as they did in the original story.
'Surely the hero would just scratch his head and end up being friends with the Demon King.'
Such could only happen in the distasteful gag anime realm, making the original storyline utterly impossible.
'To confirm precisely... What should I do? I’ve lived in the gag world for so long, I’m too accustomed to it.'
As I mulled it over, the meal was ready. I first brought some warm food to Odil. Sneaking out some nuts and leaving them in the corner, the crow spread its wings and formed a thumbs-up. I too gave a secret thumbs-up back to Odil before leaving the room.
'I'll check if the laws of the gag anime world, or better—let's call it the "gag filter"—applies later. It's too lengthy to say the other way.'
With that thought, I went downstairs and distributed the soup. The children emptied their bowls with bright faces. It was very satisfying.
***
New slaves had arrived. This essentially meant that the old slaves would soon be worn out.
Scratch, scratch, scratch.
Some of the children couldn't hide their fear, scratching at their own bodies until their skin turned raw and blood dripped. Lily, too, was no different. She scratched her inflamed skin while pondering.
'Who will be taken this time? Will they return alive?'
No matter how much affection Lian showed the imprisoned children, it did not change their reality. They were destined to be dragged away by the dark sorcerer and subjected to horrific experiments and death, or even worse, a life less than death.
"Brother, what will happen to us now?"
"Don’t worry. No matter what happens, your brother will protect you."
"Mmm."
In the adjacent cell, a soft voice reached Lily, prompting her to look for Pia. Pia sat, a vacant expression on her face, clutching a worn cloth.
"It's okay. I'll protect you. I will, because I'm right here."
She stroked the filthy cloth as though it were her own sibling. Pia often lost her grasp on reality like this, ever since she witnessed her brother's loss.
"Pia, sis..."
"Huh? Oh, my brother, you’re here. Come here, your sister will protect you."
As Lily drew closer and spoke, Pia opened her arms. Pia hugged Lily so tightly it hurt. It was too tight and painful, but Lily didn't grimace.
"My brother, my brother."
Pia caressed Lily for a long while, eventually regaining her senses. Her unfocused eyes sharpened, and her arms slowly released their grip.
"Sis, I’m cold."
"Let's cover ourselves with this."
Lily knew Pia was projecting someone else onto her, but that didn't matter. Lily needed someone to hold her.
The two embraced, waiting for the uncertain death that might come at any moment.
***
"Cough, as I'm attending the dark sorcerer’s council, do not dare peek into my room at dawn."
"Wha, what... You're going to participate in the meeting that only renowned dark sorcerers are invited to?"
"..Yes."
The corners of Odil’s mouth twitched. He clearly looked pleased. I scanned Odil from head to toe with the same scrutiny a mother would give her son heading out to his first job interview.
"Then we must prepare quickly!"
"What for?"
"To make your illustrious image even more commanding!"
"That's... possible?"
"Of course! Trust me! You will be the most dignified and elegant dark sorcerer there tonight! You'll be chosen as the best dark sorcerer of the day!"
"...Really?"
His ears wiggled tentatively at the promise. I nodded firmly in response.
"Yes."
"Hmm... I'll leave it in your hands. But if you... If you embarrass me..."
Odil glinted his eyes menacingly and exuded a dark aura. I hunched my shoulders and nodded.
"I'll ensure you won't be embarrassed!"
"Good."
I watched Odil turn swiftly and enter his lab, allowing myself a sly smile.
'Phew, it seems I managed to convince him.'
My insistence was driven by memories lingering in my mind. Once, when my body’s owner, Lian, was a test subject, an older man imprisoned with Lian had tremulously warned him. Be wary on days of the dark sorcerer’s council; on that day, dark sorcerers kept disgracing each other, leading to the venting of their frustration on the test subjects, often reducing them to pieces.
'We must avoid such occurrences at all costs.'
There was no escape from this place until the protagonist arrived, so I had to bide my time, but I couldn't neglect the children being experimented on. It was better to protect them as far as I could.
'So firstly...'
I ruminated over the original work, trying to recall how the dark sorcerer’s council was conducted.
'It's like a video conference.'
Since most of the dark sorcerers were scattered, they often convened through video calls.
'Then let's focus on the visuals.'
Pretending to roll up my sleeves, I headed to where Odil's wardrobe was.
Bang!
I boldly swung open the wardrobe doors and surveyed the clothes within.
'Tsk, tsk, all just black, plain clothes.'
Such attire didn't suit Odil's slender and sensitive demeanor at all. They would only make him look like a child who had borrowed his father's or brother's clothes-ridiculous. I picked out a few garments that looked seldom worn.
Then I promptly poked my head into Odil's lab.
"Master Odil, may I stylishly alter these clothes of yours?"
"What? Uh... those clothes, go ahead. I never wear them, anyway."
"Thank you!"
Odil started focusing on a sinister-looking book, ignoring me. I took the nuts from my pocket and dropped them on the floor, then glanced at the crow.
Do you know where I can find a machine for clothes alteration?
As I gestured intensely with my body, the crow looked at the nuts and then turned its head away—an indication that the quantity offered was insufficient. I clicked my tongue and dropped more nuts. The crow took a quick glance and turned away again. I increased the quantity of nuts.
The crow seemed puzzled and cocked its head. I pretended to reach for the nuts, signaling, ‘If you don’t help, the deal’s off!’ With that, the crow quietly spread its wings to show agreement, nodding its head and mimicking a thumbs-up gesture. I reciprocated with my thumb up.
Thump, thud.
The crow descended silently from the perch and brought something back from a shelf cluttered with various items.
"Oh... thank you."
"Caw."
I whispered my gratitude quietly, and the crow pecked at the nuts scattered on the floor. Holding the item the crow gave me, I returned to my room.
"Wow, this looks fascinating."
The device, shaped like a 'D', seemed to function as a sewing machine—it threaded the needle, and when the fabric was placed in the slot and moved, the needle sewed the thread. Its accurate purpose was to assist in easily drawing magic circles, but at this moment, its destiny was reduced to that of a mere sewing machine.
'Good, with this, I can...'
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Having over 10 years of experience in household chores, this was a breeze for me. Yarn and fabric sliced through the air, and in a flash, clothing began to form. It really felt as though it was being crafted abruptly and quickly.
*Sigh.*
Once complete, I wiped my forehead and looked at the finished piece. Though the material had been nothing but black fabric, the result was a dashing uniform adorned with elaborate decorations. An ordinary person would have their eyes bulging out in surprise, but I wasn't shocked. In the world of comedy, this was par for the course.
"This should spare me from any scolding."
I carefully packed the clothes and left the room, heading towards the laboratory where Odil was staying.
"What's the matter—...huh?"
"I tried my hand at tailoring...What do you think, Lord Odil?"
"This is..."
"This is what you will wear today! Wearing this will make you look twice, no, three times as grand!"
"Such clothes...were they in my house?"
"Of course, they were!"
"Hmm..."
Odil, liking the dashing uniform, took it with him.
"I'll try it."
"Yes! I will wait here."
Odil headed to another room, and I, left alone, looked at the desk where Odil had been sitting until a moment ago.
"So, this is the communication mirror."
I knew it had a fancier name, but I couldn't recall all the details. The mirror was currently inactive, showing the room’s reflection inside it. Later, when the mirror would be used, it would display the very same scenery of the room.
"Good, now that the clothes are made..."
I put my hands on my hips and surveyed the messy room. Because I had cleaned everything up last time, the crimson carpet and wallpaper were spotless, but everywhere else was a total mess. I wasn't angry; such things were common in the world of comedy.
"Guess it's time to start cleaning up!"
A white cloud of dust rose, and the room filled with sounds akin to a construction site—rumbling and crashing.
At that moment, as a cloud of white dust shrouded the room, Odil, who had casually walked out in his new clothes, was shocked by the noise and stiffened as he rushed into the room.
"What has happened here!"
*Whoosh.*
With his arrival, the white dust settled instantly, revealing a room resembling a dark wizard's quarters.
"Gasp...?!"
Unlike before, the room glistened, predominantly in black. Odil's lab had been decorated as beautifully as if a top player of interior design games had arranged it. The problem was the furniture that Odil had never brought in.
"What, what is all this?! You...where did you get these...?"
"Huh? They were all here!"
"How could they be here?!"
"Well...they were in the pile of stuff..."
"No, the size of those items couldn't have come from that pile!"
As he said, the celestial model hanging from the ceiling was as big as the pile itself. It made no sense for the sophisticated furniture and decorations we now saw to come from the pile. Yet, such things could happen in the world of comedy.
"But...they were there?"
When I tilted my head with genuine confusion, Odil gave up.
"Haah...fine. I won't ask where you got them from, just get out of the room!"
"Yes..."
I left the room, feigning despondency, and immediately pressed myself against the door, muffling my breath.
*Creak,* I carefully cracked open the door to peek inside.
"Kehehe...can this be my laboratory?"
No sooner had I left than Odil, looking like a child thrilled with a new toy, 'plopped' into a vintage-looking chair at the desk with the mirror, posing impressively as though he had become a grand wizard. I could envision his triumphant expression without looking. Silently, I closed the door.
"This should be good enough."
Even if experiments continued after all this, it couldn’t be helped.
"Working after such a long time has tired me out. I should rest."
Stretching my sore body, I headed back to my room.
At that time, I had no idea how today's good deed would come back to me.
***
In a castle looming over the dead, pitch-black land, within a wide room resembling the royal dining hall, a 'T'-shaped table was set. Some people sat around it.
However, most seats were occupied only by flat, circular devices. Palm-sized machines glowed softly, projecting holograms into the air.
*Hum, hum.*
One by one, the vacant chairs filled with floating holograms. Those unable to attend the Dark Wizard Council in person used magical devices to participate.
*Roar!*
A hologram materialized at the seat of honor, and a gravelly, deep voice resonated through the chamber.
[Has everyone joined?]
At his inquiry, someone responded.
[Odil has not joined yet!]
Bibim, with a plump figure, smirked while looking at the still-inactive device. Some chuckled quietly, watching the dormant machine.
'Today we'll be getting rid of a body.'
'Odil, huh? He had a useful body, maybe I'll ask for the head and torso.'
'He always acted cluelessly; I guess this is what it’s come to.'
They secretly ridiculed Odil for not being present on time. With dry eyes fixed on Odil's machine, Grand Dark Wizard Pan briefly remained silent before opening his mouth to start the meeting, just as...
*Hum.*
The dormant device vibrated, and a screen lit up suddenly.
[Sorry for being late.]
All eyes in the council turned toward Odil.
"Gasp...!"
[Oh..]
[Wow..]
A collective gasp escaped when he appeared.
Odil was not particularly handsome, nor did he have an impressive physique. Usually, he wore baggy clothes that looked like bulk buy bargains, which made for a rather ridiculous sight.
But today, he donned a sharp, tailored suit, leaning back effortlessly in what looked to be an expensive leather chair, eying them all.
'What’s floating behind him? Celestial bodies?'
'Huh...are those bones on the wall the remains of the mythical Utiya?'
Beyond Odil himself, the backdrop was extraordinary, akin to a beggar who had become a noble overnight. Everyone's mouth gaped in astonishment when a nasal female voice, exuding decorum, filled the hall.
"What's with Odil? Looking sharp for a change?"
A woman in an excessively short skirt and gaudy bra, pink nails on display, leered suggestively. Once she spoke, everyone else clammed up.
'Why is a member of the Four Generals here at this meeting? Damn, she didn't make eye contact with me, did she?'
'Tch, now that she's taken notice, my life's going to be difficult.'
Most of the dark wizards averted their eyes, too intimidated to look at her directly.
"Hmm, mind if I visit someday?"
[That, that would be..]
Odil shrank back, the earlier brazenness gone, as the atmosphere turned dreadfully silent. Just then, the door opened quietly behind him. Luckily, the chair concealed the opening door from view.
Peering in was Lian.
'Is he managing?'
Like a mother worriedly watching her son at a job interview for the first time, Lian glanced briefly into the room. Simultaneously, the 'comedy filter' seemed to activate. The heavy mood of the council hall softened in an instant.
"Whyee ~ I really wanna come visit!"
The previously austere woman was now cooing and beaming flirtatiously. Normally, a frightened Odil would have cringed in fear for his life, but he blatantly stared at her accentuated bosom, eyes wide open.
[If you wish, you are most welcome any time.]
"Really? Can I really come?"
[Yes, yes.]
The dialogue resembled an inexperienced nerd chatting with a flirty high school girl.
[Ahem, let us begin the meeting now.]
The moment Grand Dark Wizard Pan coughed to break the silence...
'Looks like it's going well.'
Relieved to have avoided an awful outburst, Lian smiled with satisfaction and silently closed the door. With his gaze averted, the room's air returned to its prior gravity.
'What, what did I just agree to? Did I invite that crazy woman over? Me?'
A realization struck Odil, trembling, his eyes darting fearfully.
'I’m going to die! I’m doomed!'
Though Odil quaked in terror, the gazes upon him had changed entirely.
Chapter 6
Chapter 6 - Residents of the Comedy World Often Cough Up Blood
"To so readily invite one of the Four Generals... he's no ordinary man."
"Could he have reached a new level of insight?"
"And the atmosphere... has he been possessed by a devil?"
Everyone was astounded and impressed by Odil's audacious action of inviting one of the Four Generals to his base.
[The Demon King intends to conquer the Kingdom of Ashan. Is there anyone here who would join in?]
The meeting proceeded smoothly afterward.
***
"Hehehe."
The morning air was refreshing, the kitchen filled with the sweet scent.
'I think Odil had a nightmare. Maybe something sweet will help him feel better.'
I approached the orange-glowing oven, recalling Odil's pale, trembling face when I brought breakfast.
*Ding!*
The timer stopped with a cheerful sound. I donned an oven mitt and opened the oven, and the sweet fragrance of chocolate chip cookies wafted out.
"These look delicious."
The cookies, studded with chocolate chips, began to cool. After some time, I picked one up, now cool enough, and snapped it in half.
"Let's see... here goes."
The freshly baked cookies boasted an intimidating flavor. Savoring the sweetness, I smiled like an otter when,
"May I try one?"
"Huh? Sure, here you go—... eh?"
As I reflexively reached out the half-remaining cookie after feeling a tap on my shoulder, I belatedly realized it wasn’t Odil's voice. A seductively attractive woman was munching on the cookie.
"Guuuh! Kyaaa -..! It's so yummy!"
Her body swayed as if to emphasize her enjoyment, and her large 'heart' wobbled before me. Dazed, I could only stare at the grand view, my nose tingling. Just as I felt a sudden urge to sneeze, she sparkled her eyes at me and said,
"You! Let's go together!"
"Ye-yes? Wh-who are you?"
"Me? Lania!"
"Not that...are you a guest of Lord Odil’s?"
"Huh? Yeah, something like that. Though it seems the concerned party has vanished."
"What?"
I bolted out of the kitchen, alarmed by her mention that Odil had disappeared. She didn't try to stop me. Hastily, I entered his laboratory.
"Huh..."
The room was a mess, as if a robber had ravaged through it.
*Squish.*
While I stood there, dumbfounded, something warm and soft—a pouch filled with the world's wisdom—touched my back. The sweet scent of fruit filled my nostrils. Then, as a snake wraps around its prey, arms encircled my waist. Lania, who had placed her face over my shoulder, hotly breathed into my frozen ear.
"Eek!"
Chills spread over my body and I shivered away, attempting to flee.
*Thunk! Crash!*
"Ugh, ack..!"
I stumbled forward, then, spinning, crashed into the wall. A bump rose swiftly on my head. Popping it back in (as it works if you press it), I stood up as usual.
"Do...do you know where Lord Odil went?"
"No? I just got here, so I don't know."
*Crunch, munch.*
Lania nonchalantly nibbled on the cookies I baked, continuing,
"He's probably run away? That guy is a huge coward."
"Run away from what?"
"From me?"
Her words took a moment to register, and I closely examined Lania's appearance. The scanty attire not much different from a bikini, garter belt, *grand* chest, and elaborate makeup. As my gaze swept over her exposed neck, uplifted by her pinned-up hair, my nose tingled once more.
"Hmm? Why? Do you find me pretty?"
"Yes, yes."
"What? Really? Kyahaha! I really like you!"
The most powerful underlings, right below the Demon King, the Four Generals, had been called crazy or had been lusted after—they never blushed purely like the boy before her. She found this rather cute, and she drooled.
'What's this? It feels dangerous?'
Subconsciously, my hands went to cover my chest as I backpedaled. Lania seemed ready to pounce on me at any moment, raising her hands. Swallowing a nervous breath, I thought,
'A shota complex!?'
Alarm bells rung in my head, screaming 'Pervert!' Yet...
'Wait, maybe it's okay?'
Unless Lania was a hideous hag or extremely old... she was indeed a beautiful woman with grand assets. Just as my instincts began to tilt her way, my eyes caught sight of her earrings.
'That...'
Earrings shaped like snakes coiled around skull heads with jewels in their mouths—so unique that once seen, they were hard to forget.
'Isn't that... what one of the Four Generals, the crazy one, was wearing..?'
Only then did the name Lania register as familiar.
'Can it be... this woman is a General...? And Odil ran because he knew...'
"Chomp, now come here."
"Eeek!"
My hands firmed up to cover myself again. I scuttled back, trying to escape the smirking Lania. But then,
*Thud.*
"Ah."
I tumbled backward, tripped over strewn items. Lania lunged at me, her eyes flashing dangerously.
***
*Boom, crash! Rumble!*
"Bro-brother, what's that noise?"
Nero trembled at the continuous sound of destruction, clutching Noah's hand. Noah frowned, looking at the ceiling from which dust was falling.
'Is it a monster attack? Otherwise...'
Unbeknownst to them, it was because Lian was frantically trying to escape Lania's grasp. The children imprisoned in the next cell, likewise, huddled together in fear.
"...? Has it, stopped?"
The raucous noises ceased and an eerie silence descended.
*Thump, clack.*
"..!"
Footsteps sounded from above. Soon, a familiar face peered in front of the prison.
"Haa..."
Lian appeared, beaten and disheveled, with red hand marks scattered over his clothes as he held a tray.
"I thought I was a goner."
"...!"
His words, uttered with a slight air of defeat, packed such a terrible implication that the children stiffened. Lian, whose face had been downcast to the point of desolation, turned his eyes towards the children. When their gazes met, Lian's face softened.
"Kids, let's have a snack."
He unlocked the door, entered, and placed the tray down. The children's eyes gravitated toward the tray; the sweet aroma clouded their minds.
"Come and take one each."
The kids, now accustomed to taking food from him, immediately rushed toward him. Lian gave out cookies embedded with unknown dark substances, which they'd never seen before.
"They crumble easily, so eat them with care."
They nodded and began to savor the cookies in small nibbles.
"Urgh...!"
"Hiccup!"
Overwhelmed by the unexpected sweetness, several kids trembled with hiccups. Soon it was Lily's turn to receive a cookie.
'Bruise marks...'
Lily gazed blankly at the fresh bruises on Lian's wrists. Noticing her stare, Lian pulled down his sleeves and gave an awkward smile.
"Here."
".."
Torn between the cookie and Lian, Lily carefully accepted the cookie and walked away, feeling as if she would cry any moment.
After distributing all the cookies, Lian watched with a smile as the children neatly finished their treats, then left the prison and headed for the one next door.
"…!"
Noah was shocked into silence at the sight of Lian’s disheveled appearance.
"Brother… who hit you?"
Nero asked with a trembling voice. Faced with the direct question, Lian gave a wistful smile and said,
"Nothing happened."
While he said so, Lian thought to himself with glee, 'Ha! I've always wanted to say that line like a real tough guy!' However, to everyone else, it looked like he was just holding on as best as he could after being roughed up.
"Nevermind that, eat this. I baked these cookies for you kids."
Noah felt an indescribable surge of emotion at the sight of Lian, who ignored his own wounds and instead tended to others first. Nero felt the same, his eyes brimming with tears as he broke away from Noah and flung himself into Lian’s embrace.
"Bro-brother. You can say it hurts if it does."
"…? Yeah, thanks."
Considering that such wounds were not even considered injuries in the comedy world, Lian could not understand Nero’s reaction. He simply thought Nero was an especially kind-hearted and gentle child.
"Here, you eat one too."
"…Th-thank you."
Noah mouthed his gratitude, then approached Lian, who had softened significantly since their first encounter, and couldn’t help but crack a slight smile. Just then…
"Muggle!"
Swoosh!
From a corner of the prison, a red mass flew up in the air and zoomed towards Lian.
Thump!
"Khurk..!"
Lian was flung against the wall as if hit by a car. Clinging to his waist was a girl with red hair.
"Sniff, sniff! Smels... good... cookie scents…"
The girl sniffed Lian’s scent and suddenly turned her head, drawn by the smell of well-baked cookies.
"Muggle!"
Without looking back, the girl pounced on the cookies. Noah and Nero hurried to Lian, who had collapsed against the wall.
"Cough, cough."
"…! You!"
"Brother!"
Lian coughed up blood in large gouts.
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In the typical world of gags, it was common to see blood and collapse from a massive blow by a large dog or a person charging into someone. Because of this, I wasn't too flustered. All I did was causally wipe the corner of my mouth and spoke.
"The strength... must be from the meat in the soup, huh? Ha ha.."
"Are you joking right now?!"
"N-no, bro... you can't d-die... Waaaah!"
Suddenly, Noah approached me and wiped my mouth with his sleeve. Nero, clinging to my waist, showed tears. I waved my hand lightly and said,
"No, it's nothing serious–"
"How can this not be serious?!"
Noah shouted with a determined look. I shivered and said,
"I'll... I'll be fine soon. Really, I'm okay."
"You..."
Noah bit her lip and glared at me. What? What's going on? Did I do something terribly wrong?
"Sob, waaaah..."
"Huh? Nero bro isn't dying. It's really okay!"
While calming the crying child, I climbed the stairs and pulled out a cookie, wrapped in paper packaging, from my pocket that I had intended to eat.
"Here, eat something sweet and calm down–"
Swish, crunch.
Just when I thought a gust of wind had passed, the cookie in my hand vanished.
"Uh..?"
I turned my head to see a red-haired girl munching on the cookie while looking at me.
"Yummy."
"Uh... that's mine..?"
"Very yummy."
"Uh... thanks?"
Half my size, the girl approached me as if flying and then tightly hugged my head. No... she clung to me.
"Argh! Wait a minute!"
"The person who gives yummy things! Master!"
"What? What master?"
"My master!"
Each time the girl spoke, cookie crumbs fell on my head. I tried to pull her off by grabbing her waist, but she didn't budge. Nero and Noah next to me also tried to pull her off, but she showed her teeth and growled, preventing anyone from helping.
"If you don't let go, it’ll be difficult to prepare lunch later–"
Swish!
Before I could finish, she let go suddenly.
"Stay here quietly. Then I will bring you more soup with meat later on."
The girl nodded vigorously at this. Suddenly, animal ears popped out on top of her head. Beneath her long skirt, which reached her knees, a red tail flicked out, whisking across the floor.
'She liked the soup the last time she ate... today seems even more dramatic.'
I chuckled with a peculiar sense of pride as I exited the jail.
Clang.
I locked the door and spoke to the children inside the prison.
"We don't know what might happen, so never come out of the prison. If there's a loud noise, hide in a corner, got it? I'll try my best to fend them off..."
As I trailed off, I remembered Lania who had collapsed after being hit by a floating celestial body. She must have woken up by now.
The children's faces hardened as they considered Lania’s situation, but Rian did not notice.
'Maybe if I baked them some more cookies they would stay calm? No, they might be attacked even sooner.'
Thinking so, I went up the stairs.
Creeeak.
I cautiously opened the door leading to the underground prison and looked outside. Fortunately, Lania's figure was nowhere to be seen.
"Maybe she went back?"
"Who went back?"
"Aah!"
Terrified by the voice that was close at my ear, I kicked the door and rolled forward.
"You really ran away, huh?"
"That, that’s because..."
"Huh, you ran from me only to end up here? Why? Got something good hidden here?"
Lania peered inside the staircase leading underground. Odil wasn’t particularly wealthy, so the underground stairway was quite short. If you turned your head correctly, you could see the underground prison. I quickly got up, pushed Lania’s body away, and said,
"There’s nothing, nothing at all!"
"You were so scared before, running away. Is there something that important down here you want to protect?"
I didn’t reply to Lania's words and slammed the opened door shut.
"The only thing in the basement is Lord Odil's test subjects. With Lord Odil now away, an uprising could happen at any time, so I'm being cautious!"
I laid out a plausible excuse so she wouldn’t take any interest in the children.
"Even with me here?"
“Will you stay here the entire time?”
“No."
Lania shrugged and answered. To that, I replied as if to convince her.
"We don't know when Lord Odil will return, but it’s best not to provoke the test subjects until he does. Right?”
“You think there are test subjects interesting enough that they need to be treated so cautiously?”
“No, that’s not what I'm saying, but..."
I rubbed my neck and continued,
"Even a normal test subject... there aren’t many that I can handle."
"Hmm, I suppose."
She looked me over from head to toe and nodded. Although only children were in the prison, test subjects were commonly used from adults to children, so she easily believed that I, who looked to be only about 13 years old, couldn’t handle them.
"But you know... I don't think Odil will come back."
"Why do you say that?"
"I can tell because I am a fellow dark mage. Normally, a dark mage's laboratory would have certain items, but there was nothing."
"That means..."
"All of you have been abandoned here! Ha ha! Soon you'll be dragged away by slave traders!"
She laughed, tears streaming down her face as if she had found amusing entertainment. I grabbed my head and fell to my knees, my head hitting the floor.
"That can't be!"
As I lay there in despair, I saw a shadow fall over me. I lifted my head with teary eyes, and there sat Lania, squatting in front of me, twirling a lock of hair with her finger as she said,
"Scared? Want to come with me? I'll take good care of you."
“Eek!”
Had it been anyone else, I may not have known, but this was Lania, who was fittingly known as the 'crazy woman' among the Four Heavenly Kings. Currently, she was interested in me and behaved in such a way, but if I slightly upset her, I could be smashed to bits.
'Just assembling the pieces would be challenging!'
If I put myself back together only to pop back into existence, surely she'd find it even more intriguing and turn me into her personal punching bag. Just thinking about it made my gut wrench.
"No, it’s okay. I'm a loyal servant of Lord Odil..."
"Saying it like that makes me even more interested."
A black shadow fell over her face.
She grabbed my shoulder and leaned her face close to mine.
"What part of you is worse than Odil?"
“Eek?!”
Right when I shrugged and tensed my shoulders,
Thud thud.
The sound of heavy knocking resonated.
Creak.
Due to the spell Odil had cast, the door that was supposed to be securely shut opened effortlessly. As I saw this, tears streamed down my face while I thought to myself,
'Odil really has run away... after I fed him such delicious food too...'
As I was engrossed in this feeling of betrayal, the door opened, and a woman with navy-blue short hair entered. The first thing that caught my eye was the corset cinching below her chest.
It didn't look like the tightly laced corsets worn by noble ladies in movies, intended to constrict the waist tightly; instead, it seemed more like a garment meant to accentuate the waistline. My gaze wasn't directly at the corset itself; it was drawn to the majestic bosom that was accentuated by the corset.
'Wow...'
"Wow..."
I was so captivated by the beauty and shock of the scene that I lost my train of thought. My gaze then traveled to her lower half. The trousers that connected to the corset made her long legs look even longer and slimmer. Unlike me, who was endlessly expressing admiration, Lania had an irritated expression as if she had encountered something annoying.
"Ugh."
As Lania stood up, she released me, which resulted in my falling to the floor with a flop. Lania walked past me, heading to her front as she spoke.
"Mia, what are you doing here?"
"Ha... shouldn't that be my line? Master."
Mia, with large, round glasses that covered half her face, pushed them up with the tip of her index finger, frowning. The thin silver-framed glasses glittered as they caught the light.
"Master, you are one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Leaving your post so carelessly—"
"Ah, I don't want to hear it! I only listen to the Demon Lord!"
"Ha..."
She sighed and tapped the ground with the wooden staff she held in one hand. The staff Mia was holding was at least as tall as I am, with wild branches enfolding a round bead. The bead buzzed and hummed a dark red color. At first glance, it looked ominous.
"When do you plan to go back?"
"Uh, actually, the person I was supposed to meet today has run away—"
"Then you should just go back now."
"That’s a bit problematic, you know?"
Lania pointed at me with the tip of her thumb.
"This kid has nowhere to go."
"...?"
A thought bubble reading 'What exactly is the problem?' seemed to be floating above Mia's head. Then she let out a short "Ah." and lifted her staff.
"Does that mean he need to be taken care of?"
At the tip of her staff, dark, ominous-looking red flames began to flicker to life.
Chapter 8
Chapter 8 - It's Alright to Get Hurt in the World of Gags (2)
Before Lania could say anything to stop it, flames were already flying towards me.
"Yikes!"
In an instant, time began to flow sluggishly.
Click.
My body straightened up.
Click.
My waist rounded into a circle.
Swoooosh...
The leisurely approaching fireball whizzed past the circular ring I made with my body and dropped to the ground. I kept rolling on the ground, turned twice, and came to a stop on one knee with my arms outstretched.
Kabooom!
Like an X-warrior, a colossal explosion burst forth behind me. Smirking with pride, I was about to revel in it, but then...
Whoosh!
"Eek."
I turned my head at the smell of burning wood.
"Aaaah! Fi, fire!"
I hastily stripped off my top and frantically flapped it to extinguish the raging flames, but only fanned them into a fiercer blaze.
"It seems to burn pretty well on its own. Time to leave, Master."
"No, noo. I have a debt to that guy."
"A debt?"
I couldn't properly hear what Lania and Mia were saying.
'The dungeon! If we stay like this, all the kids might die!'
I wasn't sure how much this place was different from the gag world, but I knew all too well when it came to the matter of life and death.
'I have to save them!'
As a member of the gag tribe who rides roller coasters without safety belts, avoiding danger simply wasn’t in the cards for me. With a resolute expression, I headed towards the underground dungeon.
Bang!
I forcefully opened the door and descended into the dungeon.
"Kids! Come out, now! There's a fire!"
"Wha, what?"
"Ugh...ughuh..."
Children, not well versed in speech, bit their tongues and widened their eyes in surprise. In the meantime, the blaze grew, and pungent smoke started seeping down into the dungeon.
Clank! Click-clank!
I quickly pulled out the keys and opened the locked door, beginning to pull out the children who were sitting there with dazed expressions.
"No, nooo!"
"Waaaaah!"
Believing they were being abducted by a sorcerer, the children began to cry and sat down, refusing to move.
"Aaaah?! Kids, don't cry! Okay? Good, right?"
Flustered by the chaos, I struggled, and finally picked up a child. Just then, Noah emerged from the next room with a furrowed brow, yelling.
"Stop it! Do you want us all to die?!"
Sniffle!
An already crying child became utterly petrified from the harsh scolding. Noah then addressed the children,
"You can't speak, but you can understand, right?"
When Noah looked each of the children in the eye and asked, they hesitated but eventually nodded. Noah took Nero's hand firmly and said,
"You heard it too, didn't you? That sound."
"Eh? What sound?"
I looked at Noah and the children, oblivious to the story. Without paying attention to me, Noah said to the frozen children,
"And look over there."
Whoosh!
The flames could be seen flickering like a tongue beyond the wide-open door that Noah pointed to.
"The fire is real. If we stay like this, we might all die. So stop fussing and come with us. You don't want to die here, do you?"
I clapped inwardly, impressed.
'Wow... The characters from the original work really are different.'
Following Noah's words, the children started exiting one by one. The fire had broken out, but it had not spread too far, so it was not too hard to escape, or at least it appeared to be possible.
"...Wait, what about that kid?"
Noah said with a look of panic.
"That red-haired one who shared a cell with me—"
"!"
Before Noah could finish, I dashed into the building that was ablaze.
"Wait..! You—"
Noah's words were drowned out by the roaring flames and became inaudible.
"Jess! Where are you, Jess!"
Before I knew it, the inside of the house was engulfed in flames. I covered my mouth with my sleeve and pushed through the blaze. The tops of my feet were scorching and gruesomely transforming, but I didn't pay it much mind because it hurt less than expected, and instinctively I knew it would heal by tomorrow.
"Jess!"
"Whimper..."
"!"
I found the little anthropomorphic girl, Jess, in the kitchen, where the flames were just beginning to spread. Jess, curled up inside a cabinet, had her tail wrapped in her arms and tears welled up in her eyes.
"Ah...thank goodness."
"Uh?"
Jess's mouth was smeared with food crumbs as if she had eaten something in the meantime, bringing a burst of inadvertent laughter from me out of relief.
I took off my shirt, soaked it completely in clean water reserved for cleaning, and not believing it to be enough, I grabbed an apron that had just started to catch fire and drenched that in water as well. With the remaining water, I doused my own head, then wrapped Jess's body with the wet cloth.
Jess was very frail from malnourishment, so I could wrap most of her body with the damp cloth. Jess looked up at me with teary eyes, while her ears and tail trembled pitifully. As calmly as I could, I spoke to her with a reassuring smile,
"We'll be outside in a moment, so keep your eyes closed, okay?"
"Uh-huh..."
I turned around with Jess wrapped in cloth, only to see that the dark crimson flames had already crept into the kitchen.
'Slavery is really sad at times like this.'
To prevent escape through windows, the kitchen had none; the walls were built very thick. To escape from here, the only way was through the fiercely burning entrance.
I murmured with a forced smile,
"At least... I hope my hair doesn't get burned."
In the ferocious world of gags, everything else gets to be healed,... but not hair. That's probably what makes it funnier. *Chuckle*
Determined to save my eyebrows and hair, I ducked as low as possible and made my escape from the house.
Boom!
From behind me, the sound of the house's pillars falling and furniture collapsing could be heard. Odil's home, which had always felt too cramped whenever I'd complain, seemed all too vast on this day.
Sssss!
I emerged from the house, greeted by the scent of searing flesh.
"Gasp!"
Perhaps it was having inhaled too much murky air, but once outside, I felt my breath return.
"Lian!"
"Bro!"
The children gathered outside ran towards me. Collapsing to the dirt floor on my knees, I looked at Jess whom I had been holding.
"Haah..."
Jess slowly opened her eyes and looked up at me. Fortunately, there seemed to be no injuries. Gently, I put Jess down on the ground then I lifted my hands to check my hair.
It's there! All there! Except for the ends that are slightly singed!
"What a relief!"
"What are you relieved about! Have you lost your mind?!"
Noah, looking at my skin which was red and peeling away, was visibly upset. My feet, especially, were in serious condition—a burst of skin, bleeding, with pus forming.
"Oh, it's fine. It will heal quickly."
"Hmmm. That's quite an interesting story."
Before Noah could get angry, an alluring voice came from behind. Turning my head, I saw Mia looking at my feet.
"To heal this fast..."
She gazed at my healing feet with sparkling eyes. Though it was happening slower than the naked eye could perceive, to her eyes, it seemed strangely observable.
"You said earlier you had nowhere to go, right? Then let me take you along."
"Oh, that's a good idea. Just don't kill me until I become an adult, okay?"
Standing with her hands clasped behind her head, Lania snickered as if pleased. Mia's expression twisted slightly at the notion of avoiding lethal experiments, but soon she nodded resignedly. Lania approached me, leaned down, and whispered in my ear.
"Is this repayment for the cookies I ate earlier?"
With that, she spun on her heel and disappeared down the dark street. People who had been sneaking around the raging house, looking for things to scavenge, were scared off by the sight of Lania and fled.
"Okay, shall we go now?"
Mia grabbed my arm, the skin peeling from burns. The touch had no hint of consideration, but... my nerves were being sold to a different sort of pain.
Squeeze.
"Urk!"
Soft and... inexpressible in words, a pouch of wisdom pressed down on my elbow.
'What a reward... thank you.'
Staggering with that thought, I managed to stand up.
"Um, would it be alright if these kids came with us?"
"Huh?"
She crinkled her features as if she was wondering, 'Why is an insect speaking?' upon my request. I waved my hands fervently as I spoke.
"Th-they're like my siblings. Without the kids, I'd be so sad I might die from depression."
"Does that relate to your physical condition?"
She asked skeptically, and I nodded frantically in response.
"Yes, yes! If I get emotionally distressed, my physical state could get ex-tr-emely worse..."
"Hmm, well if it's like that, there's no helping it. But..."
She bowed her head towards me. Upon my burn-scarred chest, Mia's large and magnificent bust was pressed. Sweets breaths were inhaled simultaneously. Frozen, I gazed dumbfounded at her beautiful face.
'The school Madonna doesn't even come close.'
Mirrored in Mia's glasses was my face, stiff as stone. Luckily, I wasn't wearing an idiotic expression.
"The experiments might get a bit more intense, okay?"
"Yes, yes."
More intense. What exactly could that mean? Oh, the experiments? She said experiments, right? More intense experiments? Somehow, that sounded rather good.
Chapter 9
Chapter 9 - Wretched Filter
Noah looked at Lian, all battered and disheveled, and thought to himself.
'How could you do that?'
Noah recalled the unfamiliar woman's voice that he had heard shortly after Lian had distributed cookies to the children and left the prison.
The acoustics of the prison meant that the sound carried easily, and all the children there had heard every word of the conversation between Lian and Lania.
"Managed to run away, did you?"
"That, that's..."
"Hmm, you ran away from me just to end up here? Why? Did you hide something good here?"
Through that brief exchange, the children in the prison realized that the person Lian had said he would 'try to block at all costs' was this woman. Instinctively frightened, the children huddled together in a corner of the prison, burying their faces in their knees. Noah had embraced Nero, biting his lips in a sense of powerlessness.
"There's nothing, nothing at all!"
It was a desperate voice that came right when they were terrified.
"You were running around scared before, do you have something that you want to protect that much?"
At those words, Noah stiffened up. Lian was neither a brave knight from the fairytales nor a hero. He was just an ordinary person with plenty of fear, just like himself. Unconsciously, his grip tightened to the point that his nails left marks in his palms.
Bang!
The conversation between the two was abruptly cut off by the sound of a door slamming shut. The children held their breath and listened intently for any sound that might come from upstairs. Not long after, a massive explosion caused the prison to shake as if an earthquake occurred.
"Sc, scared..!"
"It's okay, it's okay."
While Noah was comforting the frightened Nero and looking outside the prison with a trembling gaze,
Bang!
The sound of the door being violently thrown open was heard, and Lian descended to the basement and started opening the prison cells.
"Kids! Come out, quickly! There's a fire!"
"Fi, fire?"
"Ah...uhhh..."
It seemed that something had definitely happened above. Noah, holding Nero's hand, hurried out of the prison. The sight of panicked children and Lian grabbing his head with a troubled expression came into view in the adjacent cell.
'...Were they safe?'
Standing still, Noah noticed the tear-streaked face of Lian. Soon, the harsh smell of smoke began to fill the prison, snapping everyone back to reality. After shouting to rouse the panicked children, Noah spoke in a calm voice.
"You all heard that noise earlier."
Lian's voice defending them against that woman, a voice every inmate would have heard clearly. The children’s faces hardened in agreement with Noah's words.
"And look over there."
Noah pointed upward to the staircase, indicating the flickering flames and the black smoke.
"There's really a fire. If we stay here, we might all die. So stop making a fuss and follow me. You don't want to die here, do you?"
Only then did the children snap out of their shock and began to leave the prison one by one. Fortunately, the flames were not great, and no one was injured during the escape.
'That is...'
As soon as they escaped the building, they were greeted by the sight of bleak, blackened buildings and the well-ordered dirt floors, with eyes glittering from the alleys and looking at them like hyenas spotting prey.
"Sob..."
Terrified, Nero clung to Noah.
'At least everyone is safe -...'
As Noah looked around with that thought, he felt something was out of place.
"Wait, where is that child?"
The red-haired girl. She was not in sight.
"I shared a cell with that girl with the red hair -..."
"...!"
Before Noah could finish speaking, Lian darted back into the flames.
"Wait..! Are you crazy?!"
Noah reached out to grab Lian, but his hand only grasped at the air.
Whooosh! Boom!
The fire had grown frighteningly, making it impossible to consider entering. Noah looked at the burning house with a pale-faced horror.
'She must be dead... She couldn't have survived.'
Not in a blaze like that.
But Noah's thoughts were interrupted as Lian emerged from the flames.
"Lian!"
"Brother!"
Nero, who had been rigid in Noah's arms, approached Lian with tears in his eyes. Lian looked terribly serious. His skin was peeled in several places, and blood was oozing out. Noah clenched his teeth.
Even if he survived, with wounds like these, he wouldn't last long. A viscous feeling of despair crept down his throat.
"It's fortunate!"
"...!"
The party in question didn't even mention his pain, just smiled cheerfully at the thought of having saved the young anthropoid. Heat rushed to his face at that sight.
"What's fortunate about this! Have you lost your mind?!"
Why was he shrugging off his injuries as if they were trivial? How could he smile through it all?
Noah couldn't understand Lian. But he did know one thing for sure; Lian had a past so miserable that he could lightly say 'It’s nothing' about terrible wounds.
"Ah, this is fine. It will heal quickly."
"Hmm. That's quite an interesting story you have."
The dark wizard, who was listening to Lian's excuses, stroked his chin and looked down upon Lian. Noah and Nero froze like mice caught by a cat.
Thump thump thump thump!
His heart pounded madly and his breath was suffocated. Cold sweat flowed as if to soak his entire body, and Noah gasped for air as a ringing filled his ears like an auditory hallucination.
"Just one arm, one leg should suffice."
"Then I'll take one heart."
The dark wizards, holding wands similar to the one Mia carried, ordered parts from the children's bodies as if picking items from a menu at a restaurant. Amid the rampant screams, Noah and Nero choked back their tears, petrified. Making any noise would mean they'd be the first to be dragged away.
The trauma that had etched into their minds like scar tissue acted as shackles binding them tight. Even as Lian's arm, wounded and skin peeled, was being pulled like an object, Noah could not utter a word, frozen like a petrified animal.
"Um, if it's okay with you, may I also take those kids?"
Lian's voice made everyone jolt.
Noah looked at Lian with trembling eyes. There he was, pleading for his life with a brutal dark wizard, face a mess from burns.
"These kids are like siblings to me. Without them, I'd be so sad, I might just die of depression."
He spouted such an absurd lie, desperate to take care of them. Noah instinctively realized why Lian was saying these things.
'If we don't follow this person, we'll be dragged back to be slaves or... killed on the spot.'
Most had fled because of Lania's presence, but those in desperate need of money were salivating, eyeing this place eagerly. If Lian and Mia left, they'd become prey for the 'hunt.'
"The experiments might get a bit more intense, that alright?"
"Yes, yes."
Noah felt tears welling up in his eyes and bit his lip hard. He was powerless to do anything. Absolutely powerless. A sickening sense of helplessness and the relief of being alive swallowed him, alongside a loathing for himself for feeling such emotions.
***
Staring blankly with such thoughts, he nodded, and Mia gave a pleased grin and stepped back. I rubbed my chest, staring blankly at Mia.
"Li, Lian... you..."
That's when a trembling voice woke me from my daze. When I turned my head, I saw Noah with a face filled with fear, clutching Nero. Not just Noah, but the other children looked terrified, cowering or showing tears.
'You must have been really scared, huh?'
Having gone through body modifications and having been torn to pieces in the world of comedy, I wasn't fazed, but it couldn't have been the same for the children. It must have felt like the fear of the red MaX from their childhood nightmares.
I immediately went to the children and said,
"Don't worry, they don't seem like very bad people. Ah, if you're worried about the experiments, you don't have to be. I'll make sure you guys aren’t subjected to them."
Reflecting on what had happened over the past few days, it seemed as if a comedy filter was certainly at play. So the experiments didn't worry me all that much.
'How bad could the experiments be anyway?'
In the world of comedy, half of the socially inept scientists were mad scientists. Like a mother-in-law fussing over festivities, they'd appear on various holiday occasions – Valentine's Day, White Day, Christmas, Halloween – attempting to cause world destruction.
'I've been captured and experimented on a few times myself.'
Being tied up and feeling like my insides were being welded was utterly awful. Where exactly inside my stomach there was room to tighten bolts, I had no idea, but it always sounded like construction during the trials.
'Well, it might not be much of a burden for me... but it wouldn't be the same for the children.'
I couldn't remember well, but I did know that in a normal world, wounds don't heal easily.
"..."
"..."
The children gave no response to my words, neither affirming nor denying, they just stood there, frozen. Apparently, my words were too abrupt for them.
Chapter 10
Chapter 10 - Just a Scratch?
I scratched my cheek and looked back at Mia.
"Shall we leave before more people show up?"
"Yes, we should. The bugs are starting to swarm."
The word "bugs" was laden with disgust. Had my friend, who was being used as a chair by a female student with a roll bun hairstyle, heard this, she would have groaned in annoyance. I wasn't in such a terrible state, so I just nodded in agreement.
"Alright, those coming with us, gather close. If you're too far away, an arm or a leg might fall off."
I asked, my eyes wide with curiosity.
"What happens to an arm that's gone? Does it stay here?"
"No, it gets discarded in the midst of the dimensions and then vanishes completely."
"Oh..."
Usually, when parts of the body were completely severed, it took quite some time to heal. For instance, an arm I had lost the day before had reappeared as a baseball bat. Thankfully, arms that disappeared in transit were said to vanish, which meant mine would have been recovered by the next day. After a sigh of relief, I gathered the children and brought them to the center.
Every time I pulled them close, the children shrugged their shoulders. I smiled sheepishly and asked,
"Sorry, do I smell bad?"
Saying that, I let go, and the child I had been holding until then jumped back with eyes wide open. He seemed like he wanted to say something, his lips twitching, but before he could, Mia was quicker to begin chanting a spell. I arranged for the children to stand as close to Mia as possible and then took my place at the very end.
A dark, crimson magic circle began to form and glow on the floor. While looking down at the magic circle as if fascinated by it, someone suddenly tugged on my pant leg.
"Hm?"
"..."
Jes had approached without me noticing and was now looking up at me with teary eyes, ears drooping, and tail curled between her legs. Just as I was about to say something to Jes,
Flash!
A surge of dark crimson light filled my vision and my head felt dizzy.
***
They arrived at Mia's lab. It was glitteringly ornate, making even Odil's lab look shabby by comparison. Mia offered up a large dormitory and cafeteria along with various other large facilities.
She seldom brought in test subjects, so most of the areas were empty and comfortably available for use.
A week had passed since they began living there. I had quickly become accustomed to life in Mia's lab.
"Lian?"
"Right here."
As soon as Mia lifted her hand, I quickly presented the documents I believed she'd be looking for. Without hesitation, Mia started to peruse the information.
Zrr-up.
I collected her half-finished tea and poured her a fresh cup, setting it beside her. She took a sip of the new tea as naturally as if nothing else mattered. Some might wonder if I was living like an actual slave, but to me, it was nothing of consequence.
'Heh, this is a walk in the park.'
Having looked after my mother, who'd collapse with exhaustion as soon as she got home never bothering with household chores, and with over ten years of experience at that, looking after uncomplicated Mia was easy as pie.
"Ah, we've run out of supplies, haven't we?"
"Should I get ready to go out?"
"Yes, please do."
Mia put her tea cup down and briskly stood up. I fetched some clothes from the wardrobe Mia had prepared at my request right away.
'Yeah, this is it!'
Hanging clothes inside it whisked away any smells and dust, pressing them neatly like the ultimate gadget. I carefully brought her the clothes and she changed behind a privacy screen. An internal light illuminated the shadow against the screen, painting a masterpiece of a silhouette.
As Mia shed her upper garments and the shadow quivered, I couldn't help but beam stupidly. As soon as she stepped out from behind the screen, I quickly straightened out my expression, not wanting to lose the comfort of my current life by being mistaken for a pervert.
"Here's your overcoat. And this is a subspace bag."
"I'll be back soon then."
She clipped the palm-sized bag to her waist and draped a navy-blue cape over her shoulders, then headed towards a mirror set up on one side of the lab. It was a portal mirror for use with pre-registered coordinates. Mia traced a magic circle into the air, and the mirror started to ripple.
As Mia disappeared through the mirror, I stretched casually and muttered to myself.
"Should I go and finish up the remaining housework?"
Though the location had changed, the nature of my duties remained the same. I began to walk away humming a cheerful tune when suddenly, a realization made me go stiff.
'Wait... if I end up going with Mia, what will happen to Iris?'
Cold sweat instantly covered my face.
'Have I... messed up?'
***
"What else was I supposed to buy?"
Mia mumbled to herself, putting the recently purchased materials into her pocket.
"Hmm?"
Just as she was about to withdraw her hand from the pocket, her fingers brushed against a piece of paper. She pulled it out without much thought.
"What's this..."
[ Items to Buy ]
[ * Dried Motas's Grass ]
[ * Rotikola Powder, 45g ]
.
The items written on the palm-sized memo were the same ones Mia had intended to purchase. She smiled softly, thinking:
'It looks like Lian prepared it.'
She checked off the items she still needed to purchase and walked through the streets with an atmosphere reminiscent of a night market. After a long stroll, she finished shopping. As she was about to leave without further thought,
Rumble, thud!
A giant demon with a large bulk dragged a cart to one side and settled down. The cart was so heavy that when he put down the handle, it made a noise as if a rock had been thrown.
"Kuh-heung, selling fresh vegetables from Jikel Mountain!"
He didn't seem to bother setting up a stall and simply started his sales. He was offering fresh vegetables. This place, often frequented by demons and dark wizards, usually saw the sale of frightful goods, but such vegetables were also commonly sold.
'Should I pick some up on the way? I wonder what kind of dish Lian will make this time?'
She uncharacteristically bought a few vegetables, thinking about the meal Lian would prepare. Just as she was about to leave, feeling rather good,
"Huh? Does the Witch of Frost cook as well?"
"...?"
A thick, high voice reached her ears, uncomfortable as if a man was forcibly imitating a woman’s voice. A man with pronounced cheekbones and triangular eyes was looking at Mia, his eyes gleaming.
"Hehe, good at cooking as well, huh... truly a prepared bride."
"You sure spout nonsense well."
"It’s just a joke. A joke."
"Sigh... Just go about your business and get lost."
"Aww, you’re too harsh on a friend."
Surprisingly, Mia had some friendly ties with him. Considering that there were fewer sane individuals among the dark wizards, being able to converse with him was something.
"Well, I’m not so free myself, so let’s part ways here."
"...? Alright."
The man, who would normally cling to her for at least two hours, was now smiling broadly and readily departed, which raised her suspicions briefly, but she quickly dismissed them.
"I’m feeling like something with warm soup today."
Mia was becoming progressively dependent on living with Lian, but she herself hadn’t noticed it yet.
***
"Kuhuhu... to think I would come into possession of such a fine item. I must hurry back and put it to use."
The man with the gaunt body, prominent cheekbones, thin buttocks, and comparedly swollen forearms, was the same one who had just parted from Mia. He was smirking as he returned to his lab.
"Have you returned?"
"Yes."
Upon his arrival, those with shackles on their necks and ankles knelt down and lowered their heads. Their common traits were variably colored skins as if weaved with various things and noticeable surgical scars.
"How are the subjects?"
"They have become docile."
"Move them to the operating table."
"Yes."
He hummed a little tune as he leisurely walked toward the laboratory. On a pale, hard table, a beautiful girl was tied up with a terrified expression on her face.
"Heh... truly beautiful."
As he smiled, the skin above his cheekbones sparkled. The girl, whose arms and legs were tied, moved her lips as if wanting to say something, but only managed to emit a sound of gasping breath, no voice.
"It would have been nice if her voice was as beautiful. Well, no matter, she'll become a masterpiece for 'Dovan-nim.'"
He laughed eerily as he pulled a trolley over.
"Don't worry. I'm just here to check today. After all, I need to cut away any imperfections."
Dovan laughed as he grabbed her disheveled white hair.
"Ah, so soft. No need to skin the scalp then."
Dovan picked up a sharp dagger from the trolley and lightly sliced through the air as he spoke.
"Let's see, then, how beautiful your blood is."
The girl's eyes trembled aimlessly, stricken with terror.
***
"Haa..."
I sighed and bit into my bread. As I chewed, Lily, sitting next to me, started a conversation.
"Brother, is something bothering you?"
"Uh..? Yeah... something is..."
I mumbled dispiritedly, unable to pass off the fact that the original storyline had just turned about 170 degrees as 'nothing to worry about.'
"Are you... really okay?"
Noah's gaze was fixated on my face. I casually touched my face.
'Ah, the sweat I had earlier is still there. Or is it still flowing?'
The thought that the original storyline had deviated caused an endless stream of cold sweat. I could shake it off like a dog shaking off water, but since Lily was sitting next to me, I might splash her, so I simply wiped my face with my sleeve and said,
"Sorry about the smell. I'll be more careful from now on."
Noah looked at me as if he had a lot to say but then closed his mouth. Suddenly, a red-haired figure rushed up to my side.
"Lian, does it hurt anywhere?"
"Uh?"
Why is the topic of pain coming up now?
Confused by the unexpected situation, I tilted my head. Jess was there, clinging to my leg with a woeful face.
"You look like you are in pain, Lian."
"No, I am not in pain at all."
"Lian, you did something scary."
"Scary?"
Suddenly, the noise from the otherwise bustling dining hall was silenced.
"Lian, are you dealing with that much pain?"
Jess rubbed my stomach and let her ears flop down. It was then I realized that by 'pain,' Jess was talking about 'experiments'.
Chapter 11
Chapter 11 - Tentacles emerged, overpowering me.
'Experiments... How many had I endured?'
I rolled my eyes to the upper right, sifting through my memories.
"Your body's already fully healed... Did you undergo some separate experiment?"
"Uh, I'm not sure. I've been living like this since I was young."
I had experienced it, in the world of comedy. But ever since I became possessed by this body, I hadn't particularly been subjected to any notable experiments.
The question was whether the original owner of the body had been experimented on before I was possessed. That much I couldn't tell, so I rubbed the back of my neck and admitted my uncertainty.
"Your wounds are already healed. Hmm, let's make a superficial cut then."
She took a knife from the trolley next to the experimental table and lightly slashed my palm. It stung a little.
"Does it hurt?"
"Just a slight sting?"
"...Do you feel the pain in a dull way?"
Mia murmured softly to herself while she dug into the flowing wound, which paradoxically made the bleeding slow.
"...??"
Mia, with eyes wide as saucers, stared at the wound defying all common sense as the blood slowly halted and the edges of the cut became exposed.
"What in the world.."
Flustered, Mia leaned in close with her palm against her reddened face. As her body came closer, something warm, soft, squishy...something nice rested upon my knees.
'Yikes..'
I felt like a trembling spirit undergoing an exorcism, melting away.
"How can this be possible?"
She hastily dropped my hand, threw the knife onto the trolley, and then fiercely yanked open my shirt. Buttons flew off, slicing through the air and dropping to the floor.
"Aaaack!"
Just like a high school girl screaming at the sight of a man in a women's changing room, I covered my chest and shrank away.
"Stay still!"
When she shouted and cast a light spell, a round hole appeared in the experimental table, and black tentacles sprang out and pinned me down.
Thump!
My upper body was flung back, and I was laid out on top of the experimental table. Tied up on top of the table, I trembled like a delicate girl. Mia, now with crazed eyes, picked up a new knife.
The blade quickly sliced through my stomach. Blood spurted out for a moment before stopping abruptly.
"My goodness..."
She gazed at my body in horror.
'So exposed like that... I won't ever be able to get married.'
Sobbing, I began to tear up, causing Mia to snap out of it belatedly and clear her throat quietly.
"I got too excited."
Mia accurately stitched up my split belly. By the next day, the belly had cleanly recovered but left a scar.
The stitches should have been removed in time after the wound healed, but the scar healed too quickly and left marks.
'I've accumulated a few scars from the subsequent experiments. But, does it really matter?'
With that thought, I nodded and felt my clothes being tugged, which brought me back to looking at Jess.
Jess already had a mistiness in her eyes as if she would burst into tears any moment.
"I, uh... It wasn't that painful."
As soon as I gave my answer, I heard gasps from those around us. I quickly started making excuses.
"Look. I look pretty healthy, don't I! Unlike Odil, Mia is so kind that she never conducts painful experiments! Besides, most of the time, it's just...er, now and then, and it's mostly odd jobs."
However, Jess's expression did not seem to soften. Within a few days, her puffy cheeks began to stream with tears.
"Gasp...!"
Startled by Jess's tears, I quickly scooped her up into my arms and sat her on my knee. Then, I wildly waved my arms, showing off my biceps.
"See, I'm really healthy! I can even swing my fists around like this...!"
Whoosh.
In my exaggerated movements, the sleeve slid up revealing a long scar from wrist to elbow, resembling a snake coiling around. It still looked slightly red as it hadn't been there for long.
"Waaaah..!"
"..."
"Aaaaah!"
"Eeeek!"
Ultimately, Jess burst into tears and threw herself into my embrace. Soon after, other children of Jess's age began to cry like dominos.
I quickly lowered my sleeve to cover the scars and said,
"Sorry, was that gross? I didn't mean to scare you. I just wanted to show you that I'm fine..."
Do you know this? In the comedy world, the one who is marked 'evil' is usually 'the one who makes a woman cry. Especially if you make a 'beautiful woman' or a 'young child' cry, you can't escape going to prison.
Making a fuss to calm the children down is an unavoidable instinct!
"Kids, it's okay. Stop."
"Don't cry.."
The children who weren't crying tried to console those who were crying. It didn't take long for the tears to cease.
With a sigh of relief, I patted Jess, who was wrapped in my arms. She breathed a congested breath and her shoulders heaved. Soon, her shuddering shoulders found calmness.
Just when I thought Jess had finally calmed down and tried to detach her,
Jess started fumbling over my body. The tickling sensation almost made me burst into laughter.
"Stop that, Jess -..."
Before I could even finish,
With a swoosh, Jess lifted my upper body and buried her face in it. I blinked rapidly with a bewildered face.
'Do they like tight spaces like animals do...?'
That thought vanished as Jess's body began to tremble again.
"Huhuhuk...!"
"Jess, what's wrong...!"
I hurriedly pulled Jess from inside my shirt. Her face was now flushed red and she was sobbing uncontrollably. I wiped her face with my sleeve and then embraced her again.
"Jess, it hurts... sniffle, it hurts.."
"No, no, it doesn't. Let's stop the tears, stop."
Despite my attempts to soothe her, Jess couldn't easily halt her tears. When Jess started to sob truly sorrowfully, other children also looked at me with perplexed faces.
"What should we do, Noah? Jess keeps crying."
"..."
Noah, who had been biting his lower lip until it turned white, sighed and stood up to approach me. Then spoke to the bitterly crying Jess.
"If you keep on crying like that, you're going to make him troubled. Is that what you want?"
"No need to be so harsh -.."
"Huhuhu..."
Oh my gosh, such a Noah-mon!
After Noah had spoken, Jess stopped the tears and sniffled. I looked at Noah as if I was seeing a 'childcare prodigy,' feeling a touch of admiration.
"Noah, you should finish your meal too. Let's separate now."
Noah spoke colder than usual. Shouldn't he speak with a bit more kindness? Just as I was about to say that, Jess wriggled and climbed down from my lap.
'Pfft..'
Her eyes and cheeks had swollen like steamed buns, almost making me burst into laughter from cuteness. I swallowed dryly to hold back the giggle.
"Huff, hoo... Jess will protecc... youu.."
"Yeah, thanks for that."
Her cute snub-nosed mumble as she firmly held onto my cloth elicited a cooing response from me. Then, Jess finally let go of my clothes and slipped off my legs.
Tododok.
After watching Jess return to her spot, I turned to Noah and thanked him.
"Thanks to you, we got through it well. If you want anything later, just say the word and I'll consider it."
"Anything?"
"As long as it's something I can do, sure!"
"Really? Then... come with me after you eat."
"...?"
What could it be? What does he want from me?
A sense of unease crept up, but I brushed it off as nothing serious and finished off the rest of my meal.
That day, the children made a fuss about wanting to wash the dishes and clean up, so I left the dining hall earlier than usual.
Thud.
"Let's go."
"Huh? Right now?"
No sooner had we left the dining hall than Noah grabbed my arm and dragged me away. I looked back, concerned whether Nero could be left alone, only to spot him happily helping other children of his age tidy up the dining hall.
Seeing this peaceful scene, a contented smile spread across my face.
'That's a relief. He's adapting well.'
As Nero's figure disappeared from my line of sight, I turned my gaze back to Noah. He was striding ahead without even looking back at me.
Keeping up with Noah's pace, we quickly walked through the corridor and arrived at the dormitory. There were a series of rooms, each accommodating four people.
Noah pulled me into the room he shared with me and Nero. Because of the odd number of children, we ended up as a trio in one room.
Click, bang!
As soon as we entered, Noah shut the door behind us with rough movements.
Thump!
Instantly, I was pushed back against the door. Noah fixed me with a fierce look and grabbed my clothes hem.
"Uh, Noah?"
Noah cut me off and briskly lifted my shirt.
Chapter 12
Chapter 12 - Noah is definitely an angel!
"…!"
Noah's face contorted into an angry scowl. His upper body was littered with so many scars that they couldn't even be counted on two hands.
"You, this…"
At the sound of Noah's voice, lowered in a deep, serious tone, I flinched.
"Huh? Oh, this is that… the marks from the experiments I mentioned back in the dining hall? It doesn't hurt one bit! They just look awful."
Saying this, I laughed to myself pleasantly.
'Heh, having friends is really great. Even getting worried over something like this.'
In the world of comedy, there were hardly any life-threatening situations (even if you died, it was common to miraculously spring back to life at the funeral). So, it was rare to be seriously worried unless it wasn't about a minor issue.
Even if there was a serious matter, words of encouragement like "Cheer up" were all that one would receive.
'Of course… the handsome guys probably get worried about all day long…'
The superficiality of appearance was a truth that remained the same across all worlds. Back when I was in school, girls would run over like dump trucks eager to see the school's prince, and they'd hit and knock me over in the process.
Then, I ended up with two broken ribs and a sprained ankle, leading to three days in the hospital.
Having lived such a life, Noah's concern felt incredibly warm to me.
'You are my true best friend. Really!'
'Don't forget that kindness, even if I become successful!' While I thought this and smiled contentedly, Noah's expression did not relax one bit.
"You expect me to believe that now?"
"Um… Ah, right! I never told you about it, did I?"
I realized then that I had never properly explained that my body was different from other people's.
I immediately clapped my hands and picked up the scissors that were on the bedside table.
They were the same scissors I had used to mend Nero's clothes the day before. With the scissors in hand, I picked out an old garment from the pile of laundry that was meant to be thrown out.
"The truth is, my body is quite different from others. Even fatal wounds are not a big deal to me. Like this -.."
Thud!
I lightly poked the back of my hand with the scissors, and they slid in as smoothly as if cutting through tofu.
This was proof that the comedy filter was in effect. Since there was certainly solid bone and muscle in the back of my hand, it should be impossible for it to be pierced so easily. But in the world of comedy, the hand is effortlessly penetrated just to create a humorous situation.
I quickly removed the scissors as blood burst forth, covering the wound with the cloth. Then I thought to myself.
'Oh no, I'm going to die from this!'
As that thought crossed my mind, making me grimace, the bleeding stopped on its own.
In the comedy world, when you think 'Hehe, I'm perfectly fine!', it's usual for something like a huge signboard to fall from the sky.
Conversely, if you panic, thinking 'Oh no, I'm going to die!', injuries tend to heal rapidly. This varies depending on the situation, but in my case, the latter thought was more effective.
Just as I expected, when I removed the cloth, there was clean skin underneath. Of course, there was a little red mark where the skin had just reattached.
This too would fade over time.
"Ta-..."
Before I could finish with a "Ta-da!", Noah, who had been standing there stunned, rushed over and snatched my hand.
"What in the world are you doing?!"
Noah gently grasped my hand as if he were holding fragile glass, his own hands trembling. He inspected my blood-soaked hand.
I awkwardly smiled and showed him the healed part.
"Look, it’s already healed. So don’t worry -.."
"Don't speak nonsense! Just because it heals quickly, doesn't mean it isn't painful!"
Startled by Noah's shouting, I flinched and my eyes darted around.
"Really, I’m not that hurt. Just a minor sting? It's less painful than a static shock!"
I abruptly remembered that static shocks in the comedy world could lead to being struck by lightning, but I quickly dismissed the thought from my mind.
"It's not that painful and it heals quickly, so there's no need to worry."
"…"
Noah's face turned beet red as he gasped for air, as if a torrent of curses was fighting to break free from his throat.
"It's not okay at all. It's all wrong."
Noah grasped my shoulders tightly, his eyes seeming on the verge of tears as he stared at me.
"Just because it’s not painful and heals quickly, it doesn't mean others have the right to toy with your body!"
Noah's words broke me. Instantly, numerous events from the world of comedy flashed in my mind.
The greeting of 'Did you go out?' from my mother when I came back from being kidnapped.
The time I was shoved aside simply because I looked ordinary, even though I was injured just the same.
The 'friend' who sold me to a mad scientist to pay off their own debt, and so on.
"Uhuh…"
Tears began cascading from my eyes like a waterfall. I hugged Noah tightly and sobbed.
"Noah, you really are a good guy, uhuh!"
Noah has to be an angel sent down from heaven! At that moment, I made a decision.
From today on, Noah and I are one; we are no longer just allies. Any attack on Noah is an attack on me!
As I thought this to myself and let the tears flow, Noah, who had been tense, relaxed and hugged me back.
'Sniff, even being hugged by another guy, he doesn't kick me away but accepts it…'
Noah, how much more of an angel can you be!
***
Noah gently patted the back of the sobbing Lian, biting his lip.
'…What should I do?'
'Survival' had been the most crucial thing to Noah ever since he became solely responsible for the survival of his younger sibling, Nero.
In a kingdom that had fallen to the hands of the Demon King, emotions like 'sympathy' were a luxury.
Noah had no choice but to ignore children of Nero’s age in order to survive.
There was no other way to help the children except for agreeing to be sold and die in their place. Noah managed to protect his brother and survive by overlooking countless deaths.
He believed he could do even more extreme actions for the sake of his sibling, even commit murder. However, that faith became distorted due to the man sobbing in front of him.
'If Lian doesn't go through with the experiments, it might be Nero’s turn.'
To ensure 'survival,' Noah had to overlook Lian. He had to take comfort in Lian’s acceptance of 'sacrifice' and watch from the sidelines. But he couldn't do it.
He simply could not turn a blind eye to Lian, showing a smile through scars all over his body and feeling thankful. Yet, even if Noah chose not to ignore him, there was nothing he could do.
He couldn’t take Lian’s place as a test subject, nor offer up the other children as alternatives.
Noah was suffocated by the feeling of powerlessness in this situation, feeling a sense of despair as if his chest was burning black.
At that moment, Lian pushed away Noah’s shoulder and stepped back. Unable to hide his tear-reddened eyes, he smiled brightly and said.
"Sniff, thanks Noah. From now on, I'll undergo experiments diligently and eat well, too."
"Why?! Being demeaned by others isn't natural!"
"Still, the others would suffer without me. And they are all so young, too."
"…!"
Lian showed an unexpectedly calm expression, considering the tears just moments ago. In his gaze, Noah encountered something he had never experienced before.
The 'look of an adult' who naturally protects the weak and young directly confronted Noah. He stiffened and blankly stared at Lian.
"I'll do my best in experiments and cooking, so you take good care of the kids, okay?"
It felt as if Lian was whispering to Noah, who was always ready to protect his little brother.
"I'll take care of it, let's protect our precious ones together."
For Noah, who had to grow up too early, these words were exceedingly sweet.
He could disregard his feelings of guilt and transgression and simply by believing that tender smile, he could rely on him and receive care.
He could escape the immense responsibility.
If Noah were a more mature and experienced adult, he might have scolded Lian more harshly, but she was just too young.
"…Alright, let's do our best together."
Momentarily, Noah made a decision he might regret for the rest of his life.
***
"Why does nothing work!"
Dovan gritted his teeth and threw the poison he had concocted onto the ground.
"Ah -... The path to creating a masterpiece is truly arduous. The whole world seems to hinder me!"
Thump, thud!
He stomped fiercely on the poison that had been scattered on the floor. Unsatisfied with his venting, he approached the girl sprawled on the ground.
"Why! Why won't it come off!"
"Gah…"
The girl lay limp-eyed and lifeless, appearing like refuse after having her body pickled in every kind of poison, only to be kicked and sent flying by Dovan's foot.
"If only I had that beautiful skin, I could truly create a beautiful masterpiece!"
Dovan stewed in frustration, turning on his heel. At the edge of his vision stood a chimera woven from various bodies.
"Huff, huh... No good. I must get that poison!"
The girl, with her smooth skin and soft hair but with a skinny and frail body, couldn't become a beautiful work of art.
So Dovan intended to peel off her scalp and skin to make his most cherished chimera even more beautiful. But this plan was a spectacular failure. The poison didn't work on the girl as if she was exceptionally resistant.
It wasn't entirely ineffective, but it wasn't enough to gently remove her skin.
"…Surely Mia bought up the last of the stock, didn't she?"
Dovan mused with a gleam in his eye.
"I'll have to meet her after such a long time."
Chapter 13
Chapter 13 - How to Win Without Lifting a Finger
"We have a guest coming today."
"A guest? Should I prepare some tea and cookies?"
"Well, it would be nice to prepare something."
Mia savored the thought of the cookies Lian had baked before. The cookies, studded with black chips, were so exquisitely sweet they could make her usual expression crumble.
'Now that I think about it, what were those black bits?'
The fleeting curiosity was brushed aside just as quickly because Mia had no talent in cooking. Considering her adeptness in alchemy, it was quite peculiar.
And so, a day no different than usual began.
***
Ding -.
The oven chimed happily to signal it had finished.
"Let's see -.."
As I opened the oven, hot air rushed out. With a practiced ease, I pulled out the tray laden with cookies.
"Heh, baked to perfection."
The kitchen table was piled high with cookies, thanks to considering the appetites of the children.
"Ah..."
"Wow..."
As the sweet aroma of cookies filled the air, children peeked their heads through the kitchen entryway, their eyes fixed on the cookies.
"I'll give some to you after you’ve eaten your meal, so be good and wait, okay?"
"Uhhuh!"
"Yes!"
The children, who had just begun their education under Noah, could manage simple phrases already.
'Now, shall I prepare something else before the guest arrives?'
There was a need to tidy up the space where I'd host the guest, and find some tea to serve. Muttering to myself, I grabbed the handle of the kitchen drawer.
"The tea should be in here -."
As I murmured and opened the drawer, a glass jar filled with tea leaves greeted me.
'Today is my lucky day.'
There are a few unwritten laws in the comedy world. When different objects are piled up, they're treated as a single mass and appear in dull colors like brown or gray, and when one rummages through a mountain of stuff, objects that have never been seen before tend to pop out.
Just like now, if you hint that something is inside, an object that wasn’t there before can appear. It doesn’t always happen. It’s a matter of luck, really.
'I thought it would take around 245 tries. Lucky me.'
Repeatedly opening and shutting a drawer like a madman is no easy task, but as someone from the comedy world, flinging doors open and shut with the speed of a gust of wind was child’s play.
'The tea’s ready. Time to get the other things together.'
I set the tea aside and left the kitchen. I could see the children, who had been loitering around the kitchen, being herded away by Noah and Pia.
'Heartwarming.'
It was gratifying to see children who were on the brink of starvation in prison now experiencing 'ordinary' everyday life. As I was wiping my nose with my forefinger, my waist began to feel heavy.
"...Jess?"
"Hmm."
"What are you doing over there?"
"Playing with Lian."
Jess answered, hanging onto my back and mumbling.
"Why...?"
"Protect Lian."
The words struck a chord within me. Is this what it feels like to raise a daughter?
"Alright, let's stick together today."
"Mhm."
With Jess clinging to my waist, I began to clean. Jess, being a beastkin, was light enough that it was no strain to carry her.
"Phew, this should be good enough."
Looking at the gleaming reception room, I wiped the sweat dripping down my face with my sleeve.
Whoosh, whoosh.
I could feel Jess, still attached to my waist, wagging her tail. Occasionally, the tip of her tail thumped against my thighs.
"Let's go prepare for the meal now."
"Mhm!"
Jess's voice was cheerful as she looked up from where she was buried against my back.
Thump thump thump!
Her tail began to wag prolifically. I was so worried she might hurt herself with all that movement that I quickly headed towards the dining room.
***
There was a full-length mirror over 2 meters tall in one corner of the reception room. Suddenly, its surface began to ripple as if a stone had been tossed into water.
Ziing -..
Amidst the strange noise, the mirror's surface wobbled more intensely until a shiny shoe tip emerged from the bottom.
Woong -.
It was as if the mirror stretched out, ejecting a person from inside.
"Haah, looks like I've arrived perfectly."
Dovan emerged from the mirror, his cheekbones twitching with mirth. He waved the small wand in his hand.
His figure then became translucent. Admiring his perfect use of dark magic, Dovan then perused the room with a pleased smile on his lips.
"Ahh -..As expected, this place lacks beauty... Huh?"
Just as he was about to click his tongue at the rather basic set-up, Dovan’s eyes caught something sparkling on the floor.
"What, what's this... Ahh?"
He belatedly realized that the sparkling wasn't limited to the floor but continued up the walls.
"How could this be...!"
Amazed, he took a step forward.
Snap!
"Ugh...!"
Dovan stumbled and toppled forward, crashing into the floor. The floor’s excessive slickness had made it frictionless, causing his foot to slip as if snagged by a hook.
Thud!
"Ugh...!"
Collapsed on the floor in a frog-like posture, Dovan clutched his chin as he stood up.
"That wench, she's managed to set up quite a respectable trap."
Dovan had the urge to immediately unleash his dark magic and blow everything to smithereens, but he repressed his fury.
'Huff... I need to be patient to get the poisonous herbs.'
It wasn't his original plan to hide out in Mia's residence. He had intended to provide Mia with quality ingredients in exchange for the poisonous plants he desired.
'Curse that wench, what sort of experiments is she doing! She's clueless about aesthetics!'
Mia had refused Dovan's request because she wanted to experiment with the poisonous herbs on Lian.
Driven mad by constant experimental failures, Dovan planned to sneak into Mia's stronghold and steal the poisonous herbs.
'I just need to quietly steal the poisonous herbs and make a run for it!'
Sparkling, he slowly made his way out of the reception room.
Click.
He opened the door and peeked out. The first things he saw were the rich dark purple floor and beige walls. The house's overall hue was a dark purple mixed with black, thanks to being built from expensive wood.
'Luckily, it seems I haven't been caught.'
Feeling relieved that no magical energy was detected, he stepped out through the door.
'Keke, had Lania not chosen her, the wench would've been discarded. Thus, it's no surprise there's such a difference in our capabilities.'
Dovan smirked as he waved the wand in his hand.
'Now, point me to where the poisonous herbs are.'
Only visible to Dovan, a black energy shot forward. He followed the glow and advanced.
"Let’s go there."
"Okay!"
How long had he been walking, when he heard the stumbling voices of small children. Dovan's eyebrows twitched as he mused.
'Ha, pretending she has no interest in human experimentation, acting all haughty, but she was carrying them out in secret like a rat? Ridiculous.'
With a crooked smile, Dovan thought to himself.
'Heh, now that it’s come to this, why not have a bit of fun?'
He clenched his fist lightly and then gripped it tighter. His hefty arm began to thrash about.
Parasites filled his inner arm, reacting to the magic and started to squirm. Dovan drew the parasites to his palm with magical force.
Then, his palm split slightly, and out wriggled something that resembled a black worm. It was about as long as an adult male's middle finger and covered in a dried blood-like dark red liquid.
'Planting this little guy here will sure make for some interesting viewing.'
Holding the writhing parasite in his hand, he walked clunkily towards the two children. The parasite squirmed nastily.
'Go now -.'
The moment Dovan attempted to cast the parasite toward the child, Lian emerged from around the corner of the corridor. He was on his way to the dining room, having just put away the cleaning tools used in the reception room.
Jess had been on Lian's back but was taken away by Noah, who didn’t want Lian to be burdened, leaving him alone.
"...! Yay!"
"Yay!"
The two children made happy faces and began to run towards Lian. Consequently, the parasite Dovan had launched fell smack onto the floor. The trouble didn't end there.
The parasite, weakened and close to death if it remained outside a body for too long, desperately attempted to return to its original host. Thus, the creature flung itself off the ground and landed smack on Dovan's face, who was grinning malevolently.
"Huh? What are you kids doing here?"
"Eating together!"
"Yay!"
The children mimicked eating with their hands as if sharing a meal, prompting Lian to nod and say,
"Were you heading to eat?"
"Yes!"
"Yay!"
The children, just beginning to learn how to speak, quietly showed their smiles but hadn't yet grown accustomed to laughter due to their horrific past experiences.
'Dang it! Cursed brats!'
Dovan clutched the parasite trying to burrow into his eyeball, flung it to the floor, and swiftly turned to look at Lian.
'...!'
Capturing Lian in his sight, Dovan's expression slackened dumbly. Before even dozens of seconds passed, his gaze was consumed by greed.
Chapter 14
Chapter 14 - How to Win Without Lifting a Finger
Dovan's gaze took in the sight before him: thick golden eyes shimmering seductively through lush, snow-white lashes, smooth and sleek cheeks, a refreshing set of lips below them, a straight nose, and a sharp jawline. A chilling smile spread across his face as he thought to himself.
"Ah...! The Demon King has truly blessed me! To find a specimen that so perfectly resembles the failed experiment subject!"
Lian, having never seen his reflection in a mirror, did not realize what his face looked like, though he was, unbeknownst to himself, in possession of a countenance handsome enough to be mistaken for Iris's brother, as described in the original story.
'I've found another thing to take care of before I return!'
Forgetting earlier concerns, Dovan chuckled softly under his breath and took a step forward with the intention of seizing Lian.
Squish.
There was the parasite on the floor, crawling toward Dovan, which he had previously thrown away. He stepped on the squishy parasite, causing his foot to slide forward.
'Ah, what..?'
It felt as though time had slowed down drastically. His vision jolted involuntarily to the ceiling. A sharp pain then spread from the back of his head.
Thud!
"Cough -...!"
He fell backward, hitting his head, and collapsed to the ground.
"Eh?! What, what was that sound?"
Lian looked around, alarmed. No matter where he looked, there was nothing that could have made the noise.
The black parasite had become invisible after sticking to Dovan's shoe.
"Is it a noise from somewhere else? I hope nothing serious has happened... Kids, I'll go check it out!"
Worried that something significant had occurred, Lian said goodbye to the children and rushed off. The kids, too, were frightened by the loud noise and scurried away.
"Grrk..."
Dovan, clutching the back of his head, groaned and managed to get up. A lump the size of a fist had formed where he hit his head.
"Damn brats!"
He cursed, completely forgetting that he was supposed to be hiding his presence. To Dovan, the truth was irrelevant; all that had happened was due to the parasite he had discarded earlier.
'I need to just get the ingredients and then kill everyone else.'
He couldn't cool down his anger unless he carried out this plan. As he thought so and stuck out his tongue to lick his lips, he spotted a black light twinkling out of the corner of his eye. His black magic, still indicating the direction of the poisonous plants, was still activated.
'Huff.. first, I have to find the poisonous plants, get the ingredients, and then make this place a cesspool before I escape.'
Chuckling inwardly, he followed the black light, moving forward. He ended up in the spacious kitchen.
The black light was circling above a glass jar on one side of the kitchen.
***
"Hmm, did I hear it wrong?"
After checking every corner of the house, Lian could not find any place that could have produced such a loud noise. He pondered lightly.
'Did Mia produce a loud noise with an experiment?'
Mia had said there would be no experiments today because she needed to prepare for a new one.
He suspected that perhaps an experiment had gone awry. Aside from that, there wasn't much else to surmise.
'I’ll have to ask about it later.'
With that thought, he moved toward the kitchen. It was time to prepare a meal.
"What should I prepare for today?"
Mia had return from outside and had bought some quality meat and vegetables, allowing for a plentiful meal. However, he had no intention of splurging.
'You never know when ingredients will run out; I can’t use them recklessly!'
Mia consistently topped up the stock, and the comedy filter allowed for the procurement of some ingredients, but with the number of mouths to feed, he never knew when supplies might run out.
'The meat spoils quickly, so I should use it generously.'
Thinking it was about time to grill some meat, he entered the kitchen.
Roll, roll.
"Huh?"
The sound of something rolling caught his attention. Looking over, he saw the glass jar filled with tea leaves that had fallen over.
"Why did that fall?"
Had the children been playing a prank?
Approaching the fallen jar intending to set it upright, he accidentally nudged it with a careless touch.
Roll, roll—the jar threatened to tumble to the floor. In a panic, Lian bent low and managed to grasp it.
Thud!
"Phew, that was close."
Relieved inwardly, he got up and placed the jar of tea leaves back in its original spot.
'Ah, better put this away so the kids can't reach it.'
He picked up the jar and stepped back twice, contemplating where to store it to keep it out of the children's reach.
'It's probably best to place it up high.'
It seemed wise to put it on a higher shelf.
***
As Lian contemplated where to place the jar of tea leaves, Dovan was gasping for breath in a disheveled state.
"Huff, puff... Damn him..."
There's a common scene in comedy animations.
Someone with ill intentions approaching another person and as if by a twist of fate, trips over a flyer that comes flying in and obscures their vision, or at the moment they attempt to strike the back of the other's head, they slip, and the blow lands on themselves.
No matter how awfully the one with malicious intent rolls on the ground after such a mishap, the intended victim remains completely unaware and continues doing their thing calmly.
The person who narrowly escaped harm looks at the perpetrator who approached with ill intent and has now fallen with a startled expression.
It was a common trope.
Unaffected by Dovan's repertoire, regardless of how fiercely he thrashed about on the floor or how he cursed, his voice just didn't reach Lian.
'I'll grab him this time, for sure!'
Grinding his teeth and shaking his shoulders violently, Dovan's previously neat hair was now tousled, and various scrapes and bruises discolored his skin.
He was fuming because of the recent events.
Just as Lian was entering the kitchen, Dovan had been startled by the sudden noise and lost his grip on the jar of tea leaves. Realizing the newcomer was Lian, he thought things were going his way.
"Why did that fall?"
When he saw Lian coming closer to set the jar upright, he was convinced that everything had come to an end. He could almost see the splendid masterpiece he would make.
At the moment Lian came within reach, Dovan prepared a binding spell in his hand and reached out to Lian. Just as Dovan's hand was about to catch Lian!
Roll, roll.
"Ah!"
Lian ducked to catch the falling jar.
Swoosh!
"Huh...?"
As a result, Dovan's arm cut through the air roughly. The arm that had been filled with desperate desire swung back with such force that it hit Dovan himself.
Shrrrk!
Black chains appeared and began to wrap around his body. They coiled tightly over his entire form and silenced his mouth.
"Ugh...!"
He fell like a bowling pin and squirmed on the floor. His face twisted hideously from the unforeseen circumstance.
His eyes bulged, blood vessels on the verge of bursting.
'Disengage!'
He hastened to undo the magic and finally managed to get up. Meanwhile, Lian was placing the jar of tea leaves back in its original location.
"Huff, puff... This time for sure!"
Dovan, charged with excitement, glinted his eyes and lunged at Lian. Just then, Lian stepped back twice, and Dovan’s arm swept through the air.
"...!"
His body leaned forward disproportionately. With weak legs and arms inflated with force, his body began to tumble forward.
"Cough!"
He rolled over and over until he hit a wall with his face and stopped. Fate saw him stagger back to his feet.
'This time – absolutely... I will not make a mistake!'
Even riled up by excitement, Dovan was a black mage accustomed to casting spells from a distance.
He raised his wand, directing it toward Lian, levitating a torture spell in the air.
'For such an insult against me... you will pay.'
Dovan grinned wickedly as he completed the black magic. As he was about to cast the spell with a swing of his wand.
"Yo!"
Into the kitchen came the guest that Mia had mentioned.
"Huh? Lania?"
Lian looked over with surprised eyes as Lania, who had approached without any sound, sniffed around next to him.
'Ah - nooooooooo...'
Time seemed to slow down drastically for Dovan. He wanted to stop the magic immediately, but his cast arm would not obey; the finished spell could not be undone.
Shwoooooosh...
"Mummmmergghhh -..!"
Dovan’s voice stretched long and slow as the hurled spell shot towards Lian. Or rather, it was aimed at Lania, who was now standing beside him.
Dovan, now with tears and snot streaming down his face, looked horrified as his spell was about to hit Lania.
"... "
"Cough..!"
In the slowed down time, Lania glanced over at Dovan. Her movement was natural as if she wasn’t subject to the passage of time at all.
Swoosh!
Lania swatted her hand lightly, as if shooing away a buzzing insect.
Pah!
The spell, which was hurtling toward Lania and Lian, was deflected.
"Gak..!"
The repelled spell turned back and struck Dovan square in the chest.
"Gaahh!"
Dovan screamed and foamed at the mouth as he collapsed.
Chapter 15
Chapter 15 - What Is This Bloodstain?
Thud!
Another loud sound made shoulders twitch in surprise.
"Lania, this noise has been ongoing for a while now, do you know why?"
"It's probably because of that thing."
Lania pointed with her index finger. Following where her finger directed, there was a bizarrely-shaped man twisting on the floor.
"Huff...! When did something like that?!"
"It was here even before I arrived."
"Really?!"
"Guruk, Guruk!"
The man, with peculiarly bulky arms, made wheezing noises as he rolled around on the floor.
"By the way, where’s the cookies hidden? I’ve been smelling something delicious since a while ago."
"Ah, I'll bring them straight away with some tea."
"Just give me a few to eat on my way."
"You want them now?"
I took out a few cookies from the shelf and placed about five of them in Lania’s palm. I got a plate, piled it mountain-high with cookies and picked up the jar of tea leaves.
"I’ll bring the tea over in a flash."
"That so... huh?"
As Lania munched on a cookie and replied, she shot wide eyes at the jar of tea leaves I was holding.
Crunch, crunch, gulp.
After Lania pushed the cookies into her mouth and swiftly chewed and swallowed, she spoke with a tone that implied disbelief.
"You're not trying to poison me today, are you?"
"Excuse me?"
"The thing you’re holding, it’s a poison plant."
"What?!"
Startled, I immediately dropped the jar of tea leaves I was holding.
Roll, thud!
The jar rolled on the floor, fortunately made of thick glass, so it didn't shatter.
"That was a poison plant?!"
"You didn't know? It's incredibly toxic. Though of course, it wouldn’t affect me that much."
Lania stuffed another cookie into her mouth as she replied. I suppressed the urge to cry and said,
"What should I do then? We’re out of tea leaves at home..."
"Don’t worry about it. I don’t fancy that stuff."
"But... Ah! Mia did bring some fruit!"
I remembered Mia had brought some fruits along with the vegetables and meat. Quickly, I fetched the chilled fruits from the freezer and said,
"I’ll make you some juice."
"Oh, that would be lovely."
Lania smiled with twinkling eyes as she lifted a plate piled high with cookies.
"Then I’ll be on my way. Oh, what about that?"
"Ah..."
Only then did I remember the peculiar man rolling around on the floor. By now, the man had fainted, foam at his mouth.
"Hmm, I think I should show this to Mia first..."
"Let me take care of it."
Shrugging her shoulders, Lania waved lightly to draw a magic circle in the air, from which chains shot out and tightly bound the man.
"Ah, be careful in the future."
"What?"
"Gulp. Watch out for guys like this. They might come in again, you know."
"Then I should prepare some security tools."
Lania nodded and exited the kitchen.
"Phew... glad there weren't any serious problems."
Hand on chest, I exhaled a sigh of relief and scanned the kitchen for tools to make the juice.
"Huh?"
Before I found the tool to juice the fruit, my gaze landed on the jar of tea leaves that I had dropped before. Having dragged the man away, the jar had been knocked over, its lid opened and the tea leaves spilled out.
"Goodness... it’s going to take a while to clean this up. Can't leave it like this since it's a poison, ugh..."
Reluctantly, I set the fruit aside, picked up a broom, stood the half-empty jar on one side, and gathered the spilled poison plant into one spot with the broom.
'I’m not sure what poison plant this is, but since Mia might use it, I'll leave what hasn't spilled and throw away only the spilled stuff.'
Without a dustpan, I looked around. Not seeing any suitable tools, I reluctantly gathered the poison leaves with my hands and threw them into the trash bin. After repeating this about three times, the leaves were cleanly gone.
"Phew, all done - ugh!"
Just as I was about to wipe my forehead with the back of my hand, a sharp pain coursed through me. My palm had swollen up as if it were inflamed. It seemed like the comedy filter had been applied, as it was swollen as though wearing giant gloves.
"Oh no, I thought since it's dried herbs, it wouldn’t be very effective unless consumed directly."
Shaking out the throbbing pain from my hand, I sighed.
"This is going to last a while."
I wouldn't be able to do anything delicate until the swelling subsided. But simple tasks weren't too tough. For starters, I closed the lid of the glass jar and set it aside.
Next, I fetched a chopping board and knife. My palm felt as if it had been whipped about a dozen times with a stick but it wasn’t in so much pain that I couldn’t cook, so I ignored it.
Just in case some poison was left on my hands, I washed them in cold water and placed the fruits on the chopping board.
"What kind of fruit is this?"
The fruit, resembling a donut, was covered with several layers of husk like corn. Unlike corn, the husk was much more solid.
Slice.
Upon cutting one side with a kitchen knife, a red liquid flowed out. The cross-section of the fruit was a crimson reminiscent of meat. The flowing juice further intensified that perception.
"Is this really a fruit?"
Its slightly blood-like smell naturally aroused suspicion. Tentatively, I cut a tiny piece of the fruit to taste, and it enveloped my tongue with a sweet and sour flavor.
"Hmmm!"
'The appearance is misleading, it’s extraordinarily sweet and delicious?! How about using this later in cookies or cakes? Or maybe just make juice for the kids to enjoy.'
Muttering to myself, I peeled off the hard husk and cut out the fruit flesh. Then I pulled out a bowl big enough for five servings and dumped all of the flesh into it.
'It’s ripe enough that I could just mash it with my hands.'
Due to the lack of either a blender or a juicing tool, I had to wash my hands thoroughly once more before mashing the fruit by hand.
'Oh, this is rather easy?'
The swelling in my palms helped me mash the fruit effortlessly. Having grown adept at ‘living positively in any situation for survival’ in the comedy world, I happily mashed the fruit.
"Phew... It's ready."
I took out two cups, filled them neatly with juice, and set them to one side. My plan was to tidy up the kitchen a bit before delivering them.
"What a mess..."
There was so much juice that not only the kitchen table but the floor was stained crimson. My beige clothes didn't escape, either. They were tinged crimson as if they had been dyed on purpose.
"It's like a murder scene."
There’s a saying that spilled black raspberries can look like blood. That’s exactly what the floor looked like.
'Let’s clean up fast.'
Although the floor and table were made of hard tiles that didn't soak up liquids and were easy to clean, the chopping board was made out of wood and so was the handle of the knife, which could easily stain.
After hastily washing the bowl, chopping board, and knife, I wiped the table first with a cloth. The cloth turned crimson in an instant. Having cleaned the table to some extent, I knelt down and started to wipe the floor.
‘The cloth was quite worn out, it’s good timing to dispose of it.’
I absorbed the pooled juice with the cloth and then squeezed it out in the sink, straining out the liquid. Then, I knelt down again and continued wiping the floor. When most of the juice had been cleared,
"Lian, is our meal ready -...?"
"Oh, Noah. Sorry, something came up. I’ll get it ready as soon as I finish this."
I mopped up the remaining spots on the floor sheepishly smiling at Noah, who was at the kitchen entrance with a stiff expression. Almost all of it was wiped up, leaving only a faint reddish stain.
'Just a couple more wipes should do.'
While thinking this, I got up and wrung the crimson-soaked cloth over the sink.
Dripping, plunk.
The crimson liquid poured inside the sink.
'Ah, am I going to stain my hands?'
While sighing at my juice-drenched hands and preparing to kneel once more, Noah strode over to me.
"What’s this?"
"Huh?"
Noah took my hand, which was holding the cloth, and lifted it. The swelling had gradually subsided and it was better than before, but still somewhat swollen.
"Uh, well..."
I felt too embarrassed to admit I was in this state because I’d foolishly handled poison with my bare hands.
'Should I say I got it while trying to catch a bug? No, maybe I was bitten by a mosquito.'
It wasn’t a silly thought. After all, this was the Demon King’s land, home to terrifying monsters! It wouldn’t be strange if he was bitten by a terribly huge mosquito.
"I got bitten by a bug or something. It’ll go down soon, don’t worry."
Knowing that Noah was a worrier, I replied with an awkward expression. Then Noah scowled fiercely and said,
"This is... from getting stung by a bug? Then where’s that bug?"
"Well..."
"And this... what’s with this bloodstain?"
With trembling eyes, Noah pointed at the juice soaking my outfit, making it look as if it was steeped in blood.
Chapter 16
Chapter 16 - Where Are You Touching!
Fruits have various methods of dispersing their seeds. The fruit that Lian had split open was no different. However, instead of enticing with sweet scents, this fruit attracted animals with an odor similar to raw meat.
The fruit, heavily seeded like a strawberry, stood to benefit from even a single bite from an animal, facilitating the spread of its seeds. Hence, it had evolved to mimic the scent of raw meat, attracting more animals.
Nobody in the kitchen was aware of this fact.
"What in the world...what happened?"
Noah looked at Lian with trembling eyes, rolling his gaze back and forth.
Despite having abandoned him to lead a comfortable life herself, Noah couldn't ignore Lian as he went about cleaning with hands that had swollen and were drenched in a blood-like substance.
"Tell me straight. Was it really an insect? If such a bug exists, we need to find it instantly, or the kids might be in danger."
"Well, the thing is..."
Confused by Noah’s grave stare, Lian began to explain the situation.
The issue was that flustered Lian, in his panic, started recounting a story so detailed it began after his arrival to the kitchen.
"No, that's not it!"
Lian interrupted his account about dropping a jar in the kitchen, his face turning into a frown.
"Focus on the main points."
In the comedy world, when someone talks too much, people tend to ignore them and walk away. Thus, Lian, out of habit, cut down his words to the main points.
"Phew...to simply put it, when I arrived, the kitchen was a mess. As I was tidying up, Lady Lania came and discovered an intruder who was hiding there. And then..."
"What?! Wait, an intruder?"
"Yeah, yeah. Some person with really big arms and a scrawny body? Oh, right, and the cheekbones were sticking out incredibly."
Noah grew pale from hearing this.
He could remember a man with bizarrely thick arms and jutting cheekbones—Noah had seen him before.
The sound of rain pouring down, bargainings underscoring the rain, someone's screams not escaping the forest, clinging to his ears like an echo.
The temperature dropped significantly, causing Noah to grip his hands until they hurt from the cold. He tried to keep himself and his brother Nero warm, share their body heat, and somehow cling to their tenacious lives.
"Ugh, it's always so disgusting and filthy here."
Huddled up to preserve her body heat, that's when a sharp voice pierced through. Noah pulled Nero closer within his arms and carefully shifted his gaze outside the narrow confines of their cage.
Bulging arms and an emaciated body, even when looking up from below, the protruding cheekbones were strikingly noticeable.
"Please, come in. Are you looking for something in particular?"
Dovan, outfitted in a robe reserved for high-ranking black magicians, had the slave trader scrambling over, obsequious, rubbing his hands together like a fly.
"Heh, don't recognize me?"
"What? Ah...it's you, Master Dovan!"
The slave trader, with beads of cold sweat running down his face, took quick peeks at the jutting cheekbones.
"Then you know what I want."
The slave trader felt cold sweat streaming down his back. He was a mad black magician who relished in merciless, cruel experiments.
Desperate like never before, the trader wracked his brain, hoping his effort paid off as he remembered Dovan's peculiar tastes.
"Ah! Of course, I know what you seek! Come this way, I'll show you the finest slaves we have."
The slave trader bowed so deeply it seemed he might snap, pointing one direction with both arms. Pleased with the groveling demeanor, Dovan seemed ready to follow without a word.
But as Dovan was about to step forward, a slave, tied at the neck and dragged along like livestock, fell right in his path.
The slave had fallen because their tendons were cut and could not walk properly, and the sludge-covered floor caused them to slip.
Splat.
The emaciated slave toppled into the muddy puddle. In the water, they struggled to breathe, looking up at Dovan like a fish gasping for air.
"..."
Dovan silently inspected his shoes and trousers. The mud splattered from the fallen slave had dirtied the tips of his shoes and the cuffs of his pants.
"Daring to…"
With a menacing glint in his eyes, Dovan pointed the small wand in his hand at the fallen slave.
As he began to chant, an ominous magic circle appeared in the air.
Whoosh!
A fireball, the size of half a human head, flew towards the slave.
Bang!
"Aaaagh!"
In an instant, the slave was engulfed by the black flames, incinerated like desiccated kindling.
The ghastly smell of a human burning alive forced Noah to cover his mouth and his brother’s with a rag that was as good as a quilt of tatters.
Thump, thud!
"How dare you! How dare you soil my clothes!"
Dovan kicked the charred corpse, spewing insults and curses.
Crunch.
A horrendous sound reverberated, and Noah squeezed his eyes shut. He felt choked, an urge to weep loudly. But he couldn’t.
Crying out could lead to quicker sale or even a beating to near-death for the noise. Noah had witnessed many children die for such reasons.
"Why are you staring at me like that?"
"What? What?"
"Do you wish to perish?"
"Aaaagh!"
Boom!
Dovan, in his fury, hurled a spell at the terror-stricken slave trader who could barely meet his eyes.
Fearing Dovan's rage might turn towards them, Noah hid a trembling Nero within his embrace.
'He was in the kitchen?'
Noah’s face turned pale again.
"But there was no serious trouble... wait, what are you touching!"
"You, where have you been injured!"
Noah suddenly yanked Lian's red-stained clothes and shivered at the touch. Scars, familiar from past horrors, scribbled randomly across the skin, caught his eye.
"I'm not really injured!"
Lian pulled his lifted garment down forcibly, shouting in response.
"But there's blood...!"
"Talking about blood since earlier - oh, this?"
Lian then finally grasped that Noah had mistaken the juice stains on his clothes for blood.
'It does indeed look like blood, especially with the smell.'
In the realm ruled by the Demon King, such fruits that smelled of blood or pulsed like a beating heart were not uncommon.
Some fruits that caused human ailments were also shaped in an unsettling way.
"This isn't blood; it’s juice from making this."
Lian gestured to the meticulously poured juice in the cups. The juice, sitting in the cup, resembled the blood gathered by a vampire for consumption.
"That's... juice?"
"Yes, it tastes quite good. Wait a moment.”
Lian had set aside some fruit he'd been snacking on as he worked. He brought over the fruit he had left to one side, and Noah's pupils flickered with uncertainty.
"Try it."
"This...?"
"It's really good."
At that, Noah hesitantly swallowed and, with trembling hands, picked up the supple fruit.
Lifting the fruit caused the juice—but not blood—to run. Swallowing another dry gulp, Noah pushed the fruit into his mouth.
"...!"
"Tastes good, right?"
Noah nodded silently; the fruit was plain delicious. As he inadvertently grabbed another piece, Lian placed a plate in front of him, looking pleased as he urged him to eat as much as he wanted.
"I'll go and bring the juice, you keep eating."
"Wait...!"
But before Noah could gather his senses to hold on to Lian, Lian had sprinted away, leaving Noah unable to catch him.
"...then why are your hands like that?"
Noah finally realized Lian was concealing another injury.
"When he comes back... I must ask properly."
Was it an accidental wound, or was it from a more recent event?
Such worrying thoughts quickly gave way to a self-mocking insight.
'And what are you going to do once you know? Even if you find out, what can you do?'
Noah silently gazed down at his hands stained red from the juice. His hands, dyed red like blood, felt as if they had just inflicted wounds upon someone.
Drip, swoosh!
Urgently, Noah turned on the water in the sink and vigorously washed his hands, rinsed them of the red stains.
"it's just a fruit. Yes, it's nothing."
He scrubbed obsessively, but the redness seemed reluctant to fade, or at least that was his perception.
Swoosh...
Hearing the sound of cascading water, Noah's mind conjured up Dovan's face. He remembered the days he secretly wiped away tears while huddling with his brother Nero.
"..."
Noah silently watched the water disappearing down the drain. A feeling of desolation engulfed him.
While Noah was grappling with his trauma, Lian was arriving in the reception room.
"Urk, guaaak!"
"Hm, what's this?"
"Please finish the cookies before talking, Master."
Upon opening the door, the sight that greeted him was Dovan, bound tight with iron chains, rolling on the floor, and Lania, with her mouth full of cookies, casting various spells at Dovan.
Mia sat on a sofa, leafing through a thick book.
"Hmm."
Lian closed the door he had opened.
Chapter 17
Chapter 17 - Might As Well Kidnap Him
With a jolt and a whoosh, no sooner had the door closed than some force caused it to swing inward.
"Why aren't you coming in? Ah! The juice!"
While carelessly kicking the fallen Dovan around, Lania sauntered over with a sloppily charming smile and a voice dripping with cutesy appeal to take the juice. It all happened in the blink of an eye.
"Gulp, gulp. Wow, delicious!"
"Mia, you should have some too. It’s made from the fruit you brought last time."
"Ah, thank you."
Mia took the glass nonchalantly and sipped the juice. As Lania, who licked the juice off her lips, sat across from Mia, she crossed her legs.
"Wow…"
As she crossed her legs, her trousers, barely qualifying as underwear, rode up even further. After barely managing to keep my gaze away, I cleared my throat before speaking.
"What about him, Mia?"
"Ah, well…"
Mia's eyes rolled towards Dovan, who was almost unconscious.
"I'd like to kill him, but obviously we can't do that."
"Why not? Just kill him."
Lania, while popping one of the few remaining cookies into her mouth, spoke sexily. Her alluring face suddenly softened, clearly enjoying the cookie.
"Sigh, as much as he appears harmless, Dovan has connections with another of the Four Heavenly Kings. I don’t want to scratch an itch unnecessarily."
"Ah, just kill him."
"Even if it's Erboan?"
"Uh...? You’re saying he associates with Erboan?"
"Not directly. He’s more like an acquaintance of Erboan’s confidant."
"That's tricky."
Erboan was one of the Four Heavenly Kings, known for his strict division between professional and personal life—a man who played the role of advisor within the Demon King’s forces.
Getting on Erboan's wrong side would surely lead to a torrent of troubles. It was one thing to avoid someone who knew Erboan personally, but an acquaintance of his confidant was an awkward middle ground.
"With the war officially happening now, creating unnecessary strife would be bothersome."
"So what do we do?"
Lania smiled blissfully as she crunched on a cookie, clearly feeling proud as the cook.
"I'm thinking of having Jiso mediate."
"Gulp, that’s a good idea. Quite devilish of you."
Jiso was one of the Four Heavenly Kings who ran the Frenzied Coliseum. On top of that, he was one of the kings dealing with most of the atrocious things you could imagine, such as loan-sharking and drugs.
To ask Jiso to mediate meant he would assess the damages Mia had suffered and forcibly take a 'fair price' from Dovan.
If Dovan had enough money, it wouldn’t be an issue, but if he were short, Jiso would strip him of everything he had, including his body and soul.
Even if Dovan managed to pay the compensation barely, Jiso would take the rest by calling it a "fee." That was why Lania had mentioned the idea was devilish.
If Jiso personally got involved, there would be no messy retaliation, and he would be able to take as much as possible. Also, it was the best choice since it might send Dovan down into the abyss.
"Should we release him then?"
"Yes, but with restrictions."
"That makes sense. If we just let him go, he’ll likely be a nuisance."
Mia rose from her seat after closing the book and approached Dovan. His state was a total mess due to Lania's unrelenting magical torment.
"...ψπΝδΦΩ"
As Mia murmured something, a magic circle appeared above Dovan and soon seeped into his body.
"That should suffice."
"So, this goes?"
"Yes, please."
Lania flicked her fingers lightly, levitating Dovan into the air. She then approached a mirror placed in one corner of the parlor.
"Let's see, the coordinates are...here."
She tracked the magical remnants on the mirror to find the location from which Dovan had come over and activated the mirror.
Whoosh.
The mirror’s surface rippled again.
"If you want to die, come back. I’ll have fun with you."
With a bewitching smile on her lips, Lania sent Dovan through the mirror with a flick of her hands. He went through so quickly, he left only an afterimage before disappearing.
Tap, tap.
Casually dusting off her hands as if she had personally thrust him into the mirror, Lania strutted back to her spot. I sneaked a glance around before speaking up.
"Um, Mia, there's something about security I'd like to discuss with you..."
"Ah, don't worry about that. I’m planning to put security magic across the whole building to prevent this kind of thing from happening in the future."
"Oh! Thank you!"
I bowed deeply in gratitude and then quickly added,
"Then, I’ll be on my way out!"
***
The mood lightened a little after Lian left the room, but it soon settled back down.
"He's cute. Should I have taken him for myself?"
"You never take proper care of slaves, Master. Wouldn’t you just neglect him until he starved to death?"
"At least he can cook for himself."
"That requires having ingredients."
"True."
The two exchanged playful banter before getting to the heart of the matter.
"So...what brings you here in the midst of all this busyness, Master?"
"Ah, right."
Lania reached into her chest and pulled out a black envelope from inside. It was elaborate with gold embossed along the edges.
"Here, take this. Sent directly by the Demon King."
Swish.
The envelope Lania liberated slipped out of her fingers and floated down, tracing a delicate path of magic to land upon Mia’s thigh. Mia immediately opened the envelope to check its contents.
"…!"
"What does it say?"
Lania, stuffing her mouth with cookies, inquired about the letter's contents. Mia took a small breath and replied with a slight frown.
"It says to lend a hand in toppling the neighboring kingdom."
"Ideal. That’s a good chance to easily gain a title, right?
As Lania nodded in agreement, Mia tucked the letter back into the envelope.
"You know I have no interest in such things. More than that, who would look after here if I went? You did say you wanted slaves looked after until they're grown."
"Eh, just lay some powerful security magic, no?"
Mia, not too pleased, looked down at the envelope as Lania spoke nonchalantly.
"There are more things to worry about than just security."
"Heh... But you seem to be getting on fairly well? I thought you’d be annoyed as usual and just scrap it all."
"…I’m doing it because the master personally asked me to."
Mia, uncharacteristically, rotated her head away as she murmured, while Lania licked her lips, looking satisfied.
'Ugh, if it wasn’t for the war, I would have taken him already.'
Frequent warfare meant Lania, as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, had to be present across various battlegrounds. That made it impossible for her to take on new members easily.
'Once the war is mostly over, I’ll just kidnap him.'
She was one of the great Heavenly Kings in the greedy army of the Demon King—a person who must obtain what she wants and execute what she desires without fail.
Normally, Lania would have kidnapped Lian, regardless of circumstances, to lay by her side, but this situation was exceptional.
Mia was her apprentice. That meant, indirectly, Mia belonged to Lania. She was merciful toward everything that entered her realm, which is why she could afford to put down her obsession with Lian, for now.
"Master, you just had a strange thought, didn’t you?"
"Huh? Me? Never."
"Hmm..."
Observing her Master, who grinned like a beast about to go hunting, Mia flashed her eyes, but Lania just shrugged and maintained an innocent expression.
"Sigh, anyway, thanks for delivering the letter."
"So, are you going?"
"I have to. The Demon King personally requested it."
"Yeah, if you said no, Erboan would probably lose it."
Lania stood up, the last cookie in hand.
"Is that how you'll respond?"
"I should send an immediate reply—"
"Why bother? I’ll deliver it myself."
"Wait, Master!"
Before Mia could stop her, Lania vanished through magic in an instant. Mia sighed and stood up.
"Better set up the security magic. And finish up the basic experiment before leaving."
Mia stepped out of the parlor, resolving to conclude the necessary experiments on Lian before departing.
***
"Here, eat slowly. It's hot."
In the late lunch hour, children lined up with bowls in front of Lian. Pia, observing the familiar scene, bit her lip.
"Thank you."
"Thank you, sir."
The children, barely coherent in their speech, took their meals and gazed up at him with hopeful eyes, hoping to catch his attention for even a moment.
Pia felt nauseated.
'That rubbish.'
Pia hated Lian. Not only because of how cold Lian had been to the children in the past.
'He's just using the children.'
Through the cruel eyes of survival in the land of the Demon King, Pia saw the children's struggles not to starve or be experimented on, clinging to the strong for survival. And he could visibly see Lian leisurely enjoying those efforts.
'No different from the demons, this human.'
Pia believed Lian reveled in the sight of children groveling at his feet for scraps of false power.
'It's fine, I just need to protect my brother.'
Lurking within Pia’s darkened gaze was Lily, queuing to receive food. A streak of madness glinted briefly over Pia’s pupils.
'If he lays a finger on Lily, then, I'll kill him.'
Chapter 18
Chapter 18 - Shall We Resume the Experiment?
When her parents died, when she was betrayed by a friend, when she abandoned her brother and fled—her mind had been shattered again and again, to the point where she couldn't survive without cursing someone.
She was going mad, but she didn't realize it herself.
"Pia, you come and get yours too."
After all the children had received their meal, Lian called out to Pia with a smile. Pia contorted the corners of her mouth into a smile as she took a plate to get her food.
"If you don't like the salad, try it between the bread. It's quite tasty that way."
Pia felt her insides twist every time she saw Lian's naive smile. There was an indescribable sense of alienation, something intangible that she couldn't have but Lian effortlessly did.
She fidgeted with the fork that came with her plate, Lian's nape entering her vision. An inexplicable impulse echoed in her head.
"Lily is sitting over there."
"Ah, thanks."
The murderous intent dissipated upon hearing Lily's name.
"My brother, my dear brother."
Pia walked over to Lily with the plate in her hand.
"Ew, this tastes weird."
Lily was scowling as she grudgingly ate her salad. Even though she wanted to be picky, her memories of being hungry for a long time meant she couldn't easily leave food uneaten.
'I have to help her!'
With a radiant smile, Pia made her way over to Lily. Just then, a fork darted down onto Lily's plate.
"Yum."
"Huh? That was mine?"
Lily looked up in confusion at the person who had taken some of her salad. Pia stopped dead in her tracks and followed Lily's gaze. Nero was munching on the salad with his cheeks faintly blushing.
"...Want to swap it with some meat if you don't like it?"
"Really? Are you sure?"
"Yes, but I can't give you much."
"Okay! Thank you!"
Lily beamed with joy, and Nero watched her with wide eyes, rolling his pupils in amazement. His cheeks were adorably flushed. After Lily gave all her salad away, Nero handed her three pieces of his meat.
"Oh? Me too!"
Another child seated next to Nero poked their fork at Nero's plate. Nero quickly pulled his plate away and said,
"No!"
"Why not?"
"...Because this is enough for me!"
Nero started to gobble down the salad. Pia watched him with an empty gaze. At that moment, a concerned voice reached her.
"Pia, are you okay?"
"Eh..?"
"Your hand is all pale."
Noah, who had come to get his meal a little late, pointed at her hand. Only then did Pia realize she was gripping her fork so tight that the plate was trembling.
"Ah -.. Maybe I'm shaking because I'm hungry."
"Really? Should I ask Lian for some more for you?"
Pia silently watched Noah and thought.
'Opportunist.'
She recalled a term she had learned in her affluent days and smiled.
"Thanks for worrying, but it's better if I eat quickly."
"Yeah? Then let's hurry and sit down."
Noah headed towards where Lily and Nero were sitting.
"Huh? Nero, why did you get so much salad?"
"Uh, well...because I wanted to eat it..."
"You don't like vegetables -.."
"I do! I just grew to like them, that's all!"
"Is that so?"
Noah tilted his head, puzzled, and sat opposite Nero.
"Then should I give you mine?"
"No, this is enough for me."
Pia sat across from Lily and turned her gaze toward Nero, her hand trembling as she held a fork. The impulse surged again.
Her emotions ran wild, like a train with broken brakes. This time, unlike before, she couldn't contain her cruel urges. The moment she rose from her seat, her hand white from gripping the fork so tightly,
"Anyone wants more salad? There's quite a bit left over."
"Ah, Nero was -.."
"No, I'm fine! I'm full!"
As Lian approached carrying a bowl of salad, the tense atmosphere dissolved, and Pia slumped back into her seat.
"Pia, want some?"
"No, I'm fine."
Pia declined with a smile, taking shallow breaths to calm her excitement.
Thump.
"...?"
Her plan to cool down by stuffing her mouth with the cold salad failed the moment she tried to skewer a piece of vegetable, and it slid off the plate slick with dressing.
Opting for a better route, she pierced a salad with a fork and brought it toward her mouth.
Clatter.
The vegetables tumbled down onto the plate right in front of her open mouth. Her fumbling with the fork resembled that of a child, and Noah approached to offer help.
"Do you need another fork to eat?"
"No, it's alright."
With barely a curve to her smile, Pia wielded the fork fiercely, but the salad proved elusive and vegetables dropped outside the plate from her rough handling.
"Phew, huh..."
Unable to consume even a single piece of salad, Pia eventually shifted her target and picked up some meat with the fork. This time it was picked up without trouble.
For a reason unknown to her, a sense of triumph surged from deep within. The very moment she put the meat in her mouth and started to chew,
"Pfft!"
She choked.
"Cough, hack hack!"
As Pia coughed, tears welling in her eyes, Noah stroked her back with a worried gaze.
"Are you okay?"
"Cough, yeah... thanks."
Pia managed to offer gratitude through gritted teeth. After much suffering, she finally finished her meal.
***
Since Lania's visit, Mia had not conducted experiments for over a week. She was too busy casting an unknown spell throughout the house. She also seemed to have business outside, as her outings became more frequent.
Thanks to that, I had spare time on my hands. During that free time, I helped Noah educate the children.
"This is 1, and this is 2."
Starting with simple counting.
"We have to be very careful with fire. And knives even more so because they can hurt us if used wrongly."
We taught them various things, including simple cooking methods.
'There's so much to teach because the kids know so little.'
Noah was instructing them on proper speech and reading and writing. Once they acquired some language skills, Pia started teaching them manners.
Though Pia seemed reluctant to teach the children, she began doing so properly after Lily expressed a desire to learn with the others.
Classes were held in the dining room or any available room, and today, Noah and I were teaching the children in the dining room. With a more relaxed approach, we handed out paper and asked the kids to draw whatever they wanted.
The paper, castoff sheets from Mia deemed okay to use, now bore the children's drawings.
The pens the children were using had been provided by Mia.
When Lania had visited, she had been so pleased with the cookies and juice prepared that she said the children could ask for anything they wanted. So, I had requested pens suitable for the children to use.
Perhaps because I asked specifically for pens the children could use, I managed to receive one for each child.
Scribble scribble.
The children diligently drew their pictures, lips pressed tightly together.
"Feels peaceful, huh?"
"...Yeah, it does."
With nothing else to do, Noah and I blankly watched the children and chatted softly.
"The kids seem to catch on faster than I thought."
"I agree. I was surprised too."
"Once they speak a bit more, I'd like to read them fairy tales... I'm considering making some."
"Oh, that's a good idea!"
Noah's mention of fairy tales made me think back to the fairy tale books in the comedy world.
'...In the comedy world, fairy tale books were often used as summoning or prophetic texts.'
Kids innocently utter, "The dinosaur appears," and a real dinosaur appears, smashing the city. The ground shakes, and the kids' bodies float up and down without them even registering, focused instead on reading the fairy tale.
After finishing the book, the teacher says "Well done!" with a smile or the kids cling to the teacher's side and run away. Generally, it's safer to be beside a teacher who says, "Well done!"
'Maybe I shouldn't help.'
Fearing the possibility of a dreadful accident, I held back my desire to assist the children.
"I'm a little worried because I don't have many memories to draw from."
"How about making it with the kids? Have them come up with the story themselves."
"...! That’s a brilliant idea!"
Flattered by Noah's praise, I chuckled and shrugged my shoulders, and Noah smiled back at me.
"Bro! I'm all done!"
Amidst our exchange, Nero's cheerful voice broke through. Nero showed off his clumsy drawing filled with circles and lines.
"This is you, this is me, and this is Brother Lian!"
"And this is?"
Noah pointed to the character drawn with a skirt and a flower on its head, and Nero blushed and muttered.
"That's...a secret."
At that, Noah's mouth hung open in a look of shock.
"Noah, you just thought, 'My brother has secrets from me?!' didn't you?"
"...! How did you know?"
Noah turned to me, his face a mix of confusion. It was amusing how 'SHOCKED' was practically written across his face.
"Well, it's written all over your face."
"What? Really?"
Flustered, Noah began to feel his own face, and both Nero and I burst into laughter.
"Pfff, haha! I meant...it's really obvious from your expression."
"Oh, that's what you meant."
Noah reddened to the tips of his ears and glanced away.
"Bro, I'm done too! Here!"
"Me too! Here!"
Children who had just begun to learn formal speech ran over, holding up their drawings. The kitchen was filled with an uncomfortably peaceful air.
***
"Phew...I can finish the rest later."
Mia checked the state of the protective magic around the mansion several times before heading towards the research lab.
"Now then...shall we resume the experiment?"
Chapter 19
Chapter 19 - Did You Finally Feel Real Pain This Time?
"Let's see."
Mia had descended into the underground storage connected to her laboratory. She peered inside an oak barrel, the top of which had been hollowed out. Inside, a shimmering purple liquid, glittering as if sprinkled with sparkles, sloshed around.
'The quality isn't bad.'
Satisfied, Mia laughed to herself as she checked another oak barrel placed beside it.
"This should be good enough for the experiment."
Mia wielded her staff with a light flick, levitating the two oak barrels into the air. The barrels smoothly ascended the stairs.
Creak, thunk.
Stepping out from the underground storage and closing the door behind her, the normally quiet laboratory was bustling. In one corner, a plant with roots as thick as arms hung upside down.
The roots had a peculiarly human-like face and were deflated like hollow cheeks, dripping a brown liquid from the areas where the eyes might be with a 'heuk, heuk...' sound.
Because they hung upside down, the liquid dripped down into a beaker placed below.
Various other herbs and by-products were also being drained of their venom. These venoms, combined and aged, filled the oak barrels to the brim.
Swoosh.
Mia poured the liquid from the oak barrels into a black bathtub placed in one corner of the laboratory.
Bubble, bubble.
The purple liquid bubbled like carbonation, swaying for a moment before settling down.
After sending the empty barrels back down into the storage with magic, Mia looked at Lian, who sat atop a cold, steel slab in the center of the laboratory.
"Now that everything is ready, let's begin the experiment."
A much more intense experiment than usual started.
***
I was often captured by mad scientists and subjected to their experiments. It wasn't necessarily because I was particularly unlucky. Mad scientists conducted their experiments by the thousands, even tens of thousands.
Thanks to the comedic world's characteristic of reverting to its original state before long, their experiments never succeeded.
Anyway, I became accustomed to all sorts of experiments. Before long, these trials started to seem like midterm exams or pop quizzes that rolled around now and then.
Squeak.
Of course, initially, I felt fear when my skin melted away or when blood gushed out like fountains.
Splat!
I didn't feel pain, and because my body would eventually revert to its original state, I noticed that other victims didn't seem to care much.
Creak, crack.
As a result, even if my organs were to lay bare before me, even if my blood sprayed more than at a crime scene, I grew unafraid.
"...Lian, you're not of dragon descent, are you?"
"Hey, as if."
"Or perhaps your parents are orcs?"
"That's..a bit of a harsh insult, isn't it?"
I was so mortified I could feel tears streaming down. Mia cocked an eyebrow, peering into my face as if coming to a realization, then nodded.
"Certainly not an orc's offspring."
"...?"
"Hmm, then how exactly does your body work, to heal this fast...?"
Mia's eyes glittered with curiosity. She cut my body, broke bones, sprinkled poison, then took a needle connected to a hose and stuck it in my forearm.
Through the hose, blood gurgled out and started filling a large container placed on the ground.
"Wow, the blood is coming out without any device?"
"The needle has a delicate magic circle engraved on it, you see."
I tried to take a closer look at the needle, but since it was half-stuck in my arm, it wasn't very visible. Giving up on finding the magic circle, I took the chance to look around the fantasy-world-like laboratory.
'None of this was here before. When did she bring all these?'
Admiring the large flasks with rounded bottoms and long necks, I was astounded since each was almost as big as a person's torso.
"...What kind of body is this? I've dissected it completely, yet I can't figure it out. Should I open up the head instead?"
Her menacing words made me turn away just in time to see a container full of blood sloshing around.
'Whoa, why is it filling up with blood so quickly?'
It wasn’t a surprise to see so much blood coming out of me. After all, I had grown up in a world where it was natural to recover as easily as breathing.
Thump.
Mia brought over an even larger container to collect the blood.
"Tell me when you start feeling anemic."
"Yes."
That was pretty much the same as saying, "Tell me when you’re tired of breathing." However, sitting quietly and observing my surroundings was interesting, so I simply nodded in agreement.
Mia eventually filled several containers with my blood, yet my complexion didn't change a bit. So at last, she removed the needle from my forearm.
"Ha... I didn't anticipate this."
Looking at the troubled beauty made me feel like I had committed some crime. Like a dog that had made a mess in the house, I looked at Mia sheepishly.
"Well, let's move on to the next experiment."
"Yes."
Mia brought over a withered plant that seemed to be gasping 'hieek...'
"Lie down, please."
Obediently laying down on the slab, my torso flayed open in an instant, and my scar-laden stomach split open due to magic.
"Kwek -..!"
A pitifully trembling plant screamed as it was forcefully shoved into my stomach.
"It'll be interesting to see what happens in this situation..."
While effortlessly blocking the spurting blood with a shield, Mia watched the toxic plant thrust into my stomach. I looked at the root plant inside me with an expression of sympathetic sorrow.
'Poor thing.'
I knew my organs weren't just present to support biological functions. They were alive.
"Hiek, hic... save...me, mom..."
The plant inside me started crying at some point. Even the plant, which couldn't speak or possess true sentience, began to weep, startling Mia with an expression of utter shock.
Probably, a conversation like this was happening inside me.
"What's this, a new recruit?"
"Doesn’t this one have any guts? Why isn't it greeting us?"
"Hey, quiet down. Let's listen to what it's saying."
"Hak, hak!! A virus? Is it a virus? Huh? Huh?"
Yes, my organs were truly 'alive.' They had rationality and could even communicate with each other under certain conditions.
I learned this truth while being experimented on by a gloomy mad scientist with a broad heart, who had covered her forehead down to her eyes. She bravely cut open my stomach only to be thoroughly scolded by my organs and ended up weeping and abandoning the experiment.
Even though I was kidnapped, I couldn't help but console her. My split stomach closed itself, thanks to the organs' efforts. It was a shocking event even for someone accustomed to the world of comedy.
'Since then, if timid or gloomy people open my stomach, my organs wake up.'
The organs showed no reaction when other mad scientists sliced my belly open. However, they went crazy if someone timid or gloomy did.
'The epitome of bullying the weak but bending to the strong.'
While I was lost in thought, the crying plant began to shrivel. Not long after, it turned brown like a withered weed and shivered violently before suddenly dying.
'Ah, such a kind soul has passed away.'
Unable to withstand the cruel society, another life departed. I inexplicably felt tears welling up.
"What is, what's going on...?"
Mia stared down at my belly with a vacant look, as if all the world's common sense had proven to be lies.
Whoosh.
Unlike usual, my belly closed on its own. It must have closed it because it was cold.
"Why...? Why is it healing like this? It shouldn't recover so fast!"
Mia, her expression panicked, lashed out at my side with a knife. But this time, it didn’t heal immediately. Naturally, because to my organs, Mia was a strong presence.
"Oh..."
Mia looked down at my body with empty eyes. Her expression resembled that of a sophomore who had just learned the material she'd studied diligently for wasn’t on the test.
"...Let's do the final experiment."
Resigning to understanding no more, Mia prepared for the last experiment. She inflicted wounds all over my body and fixed them with magic.
Apparently, my recovery speed was remarkable, so it took a significant amount of magic to secure me. She told me not to exert force easily.
Just a bit of effort and a shake of my body could undo the magic, regardless of its application, and I would heal.
"Get in there."
"That’s...?"
"Artia’s poison, one of the most malevolent poisons in the world. It’s so vile that it can't even be stored without magic treatment."
"Oh..."
Would I turn into a skeleton if I entered it? Sometimes, being exposed to a sufficiently deadly poison could leave me temporarily reduced to bones.
'That would be somewhat embarrassing.'
Only those who have never experienced it would be unaware. Having your deepest bones, normally hidden from everyone, seen by another person.
But it wasn’t exactly something I could resist out of embarrassment. I stepped into the bathtub, blood dripping from my wounds.
Ssshhhh!
My clothes and skin began to melt away!
"Argh!"
I screamed and pulled back. Then Mia exclaimed with glittering eyes.
"Did you finally feel real pain this time? Or perhaps, the threat to life...!"
"Ah, it’s just that I don't have many clothes. It would be a bit troublesome if they melted away."
"..."
Once again, she looked at me with those soulless eyes. Embarrassed by her intense gaze, I averted my eyes amidst an awkward chuckle.
"...!"
Through the slightly opened door of the laboratory, a familiar pair of green eyes met mine. It was Noah's gaze.
Chapter 20
Chapter 20 - I Knew Nothing
The incident happened suddenly, without warning, like a natural disaster.
"Ah, Noah, I think I'll be doing an experiment with Mia tonight, so I won’t be able to have dinner with you. I'll eat early and head out. Can you take care of meal distribution?"
Noah, with a vacant look, stared at Lian as he casually mentioned something horrific. Noah managed to nod and give a parched reply with a tongue that felt frozen.
"...Okay."
"Thank you!"
With that, he smiled as if there was nothing amiss and left to prepare his early dinner. Noah watched the empty space where Lian had been before biting his lip and casting his gaze downward.
'Is this really okay?'
He said it himself. His body heals quickly and he doesn't feel much pain. So, it’s okay.
'Right, he said it was okay.'
Cold seeped into his fingertips as though blood had stopped flowing. The images of children being dragged out of a prison cell flickered before his eyes.
Screams and the acrid smell of blood paralyzed his mind. No matter how much Lian insisted he was okay, Noah couldn’t just nod along and forget the horrific memories that remained.
'...I should check.'
Noah didn't want himself or his siblings to be experimented on. Nor did he want Lian to undergo dreadful experiments.
The two desires couldn’t coexist in the harsh reality. All he needed to do was confirm.
'Just as Lian said, maybe the experiments aren't so cruel. Maybe Lian really doesn’t suffer. I just need to check.'
Noah hadn't spent a lot of time with Lian, but he had come to depend on him quite a bit. Unlike Noah, who had been forced to grow up at a young age, Lian had genuinely taken care of them like an adult.
Subconsciously, Noah trusted Lian’s words. Or maybe he wanted to believe.
If the experiments weren't that cruel and Lian wasn’t in too much pain, then he could bask in the newfound, peaceful life and smile without care.
Determined, Noah began to prepare immediately.
"Pia, could you take care of meal distribution tonight? I’ve got to help Lian with something urgent."
"Sure. I just need to serve the food, right?"
"Yeah."
Thanks to Pia's willing acceptance to take over meal duties, Noah was able to free up his evening.
As dinner time approached,
"I guess I'll go first."
Having finished preparing for dinner, Lian waved goodbye as he left the kitchen. Noah returned the gesture as naturally as he could and quickly went to inform Pia that the meal was ready as soon as Lian left.
After seeing Pia enter the kitchen, Noah hurried down the hallway Lian had taken.
***
"I'm here."
"Just wait there for now."
When Noah arrived, Lian had already entered the lab. Fortunately, the door was ajar, allowing him to peek inside.
'What is... all this?'
The sorceress's laboratory was more dreadful than he had imagined.
Reddish-black smoke rising from an ominous furnace, a grotesquely thin by-product of a magical beast hanging on the wall, the eaten limb of a goblin oozing green blood which looked alive due to a freshness spell, and more.
A series of unpleasant sights filled the room, the stench of something foul being concocted lingering in the air.
Whoosh - Thump! Thump!
Mia returned from the basement. She poured something from a huge oak barrel into a bathtub and approached Lian.
"Now that preparations are done, let's start the experiment."
As soon as she finished speaking, Lian rolled up his sleeves. Mia then efficiently swiped at Lian's arm.
"Uh..?"
Whoosh!
Blood, blood... red blood spurted out! Mia, as if used to it, blocked the flowing blood with a shield and peered inside the wound. Her hands...
"Ah, aaaah...!"
Noah collapsed on the spot, his mind turning white.
No matter how often he saw children die, he always closed his eyes tightly or desperately looked away in the face of sheer brutality; he rarely directly witnessed such cruel scenes.
Squeak -.
The incident continued, with Lian confidently claiming he felt no pain. His arm began to melt, fizzing with pus like it was touched by poison.
Splash!
They tore into the wound which looked like it should be cut away as blood poured out. Lian's expression was obscured by the flow. No, he couldn't see it.
'Is this, what kind of experiment is not painful?'
Noah held his mouth with trembling hands, tears welling in his eyes, rolling down his cheeks to the floor.
Crack.
The sound of a bone utterly breaking reverberated as his arm bent in an unnatural direction.
Closing his eyes at the too brutal sight and opening them again, Mia had moved to obstruct his view of Lian's wound.
"...Lian, are you...?"
The calm conversation was lost on Noah. Overwhelmed by shock, a ringing flooded his ears. Coming back to his senses, he saw Lian sitting with something stuck in his arm.
The mangled arm had somehow returned to its normal appearance, and angry marks remained as testament that the cruel experimentation wasn't a dream.
Noah's gaze followed the thing embedded in Lian's arm down to a large container filled with blood.
"...How exactly is your body made? I’ve dissected your whole body and still can't understand. Do I need to open your head to find out?"
"...!"
Noah had unconsciously separated Mia from the image of a cruel sorceress due to her beauty and the fact she provided them with a place to stay and food.
Having suffered from hunger and oppression, he naively thought Mia providing for their basic needs meant she couldn't be all bad.
Such foolish thoughts probably led him to believe Lian's words.
'Dissected... his whole body?'
Noah recalled the cruel marks etched across Lian's body. The traces that looked almost like scribbles had all been crafted by Mia's hand, something he belatedly realized.
'I thought I knew everything...'
Compared to the children who couldn't even properly relieve themselves or who cried bitterly before they were cruelly murdered or driven insane, Noah was indeed rational.
But that was only relative to others his age, not because he had wisdom. He was too young for wisdom to accrue.
'I knew nothing, I knew... nothing.'
He had too easily forgotten how the peace and joy he now enjoyed were created through horrific sacrifices. It felt as if his throat was constricting.
"Alright, let’s move on to the next experiment."
Hearing the mention of another experiment, Noah unconsciously shut his eyes. He didn't want to watch anymore. It felt like he could vomit blood from the sickness rising inside him.
She staggered to her feet and started fleeing with a pale face.
"Gag, gag...!"
After running only a short distance, his breath caught in his throat as if it would tear apart.
{ Hahaha! Really? }
Laughter echoed in his ears. Lian’s laughter seemed to resound around him.
{ How about we try this next? }
The image of Lian, beaming like a child his age, floated before him. Noah's steps slowed.
"I am, I am..."
Noah was more terrified of the possibility of him or his siblings undergoing such terrible experiments than of dying. Yet, at the same time, he felt relief that Lian was sacrificing himself in their stead.
"Gag..."
An oppressive sense of sin and guilt hammered on his chest. He tried to retch, but nothing came out. His tears drenched the floor.
His steps had unconsciously stopped.
"..."
He looked down at his hands with a turbid gaze. The clean hands looked as if they were stained with red juice. Noah began to scratch the back of his hand.
He scratched so hard that he caused abrasions. Tears fell upon the red marks, recalling Lian's wounds.
"I have... to see."
Noah muttered as he slowly stepped backward.
"I must... face it directly."
He clenched his teeth. The desire to flee was clearly written on his face, yet he did not run. He could not.
Turning around, Noah began to move forward slowly. His heart pounded wildly, his stomach churned.
Before he knew it, he was running.
Chapter 21
Chapter 21 - His Kindness Was Suffocating
"Gag, haa..."
The moment he spotted the slightly ajar door to the laboratory, his steps halted abruptly. Swallowing dryly and catching his breath, Noah approached the door.
Swipe, slice...drip.
The experiment was still ongoing. With every light flick of Mia's hand, Lian's skin split open. Blood flowed.
The slab and the floor were drenched with red. Noah, with fists clenched tightly and tears streaming down his face, continued to watch the brutal scene unfold before his eyes.
"Get in there."
Following Mia's direction, Noah's gaze landed on the bathtub. It was the one into which contents from the oak barrel had been poured.
"That's..."
"Artia's poison, one of the vilest poisons in this world. It's so deadly that it can't be stored without magic treatment."
"Oh..."
Hearing Lian's exclamation filled with awe somehow drained the strength from his body.
'What kind of... what life have you lived?'
He regarded being experimented on with poison as comfortable, and spoke of the dreadful experiments as if they were not painful.
All the facts that he had previously overlooked simply for the sake of emotional comfort now came back as haunting questions.
The one thing Noah was certain of was that Lian's life must have been more dreadful than any life he could possibly imagine.
Ssshhh!
As Lian's feet entered the bathtub, the sound of flesh melting could be heard. The horrific noise brought fresh tears to Noah's eyes.
"Argh!"
"...!"
Noah's eyes widened at Lian's scream that he had never heard before.
"Did you truly feel proper pain this time? Or perhaps a threat to your life...!"
"Oh, that's. I don't have many clothes. It would be troublesome if they melted away."
"..."
Gripping his fist even tighter, Noah felt a throbbing pain as his nails dug into his palm.
'Is that ragged clothing more important to you than yourself?'
Noah was shaken by the realization that Lian did not value his own body to such an extent, his gaze trembling as he looked at him.
"...!"
"...!"
Their eyes met simultaneously. It felt like his heart dropped.
"Uh, um... Mia, may I be excused for a moment?"
"Hmm, are you sure it's just because of the clothes? Not because you're scared and trying to run away?"
"Hey, no."
Lian scratched his head and approached the door. Noah hadn't imagined Lian would come towards the door, and he stumbled backward unconsciously.
Thud.
In his haste to back away, he fell to the ground. Sitting there shivering, he looked beyond the door.
'Why, why is he approaching?'
Millions of thoughts raced through his head. Was he approaching because he didn’t want to enter that horrific poison and was trying to send him in instead? Or was he planning to suggest they exchange him as the experimental subject because he had been caught spying?
Despite knowing that Lian would not engage in such actions, he instinctively followed the trail of those fears.
Gulp.
"Gasp...!"
Suddenly, Lian had reached the door and looked down at him. Noah gazed up at him, frozen.
"Do you have something urgent, Noah?"
Lian asked in a calm voice, then crouched to equate their eye levels.
"I'm a bit busy right now, but can we talk about it later?"
"Uh..."
Noah's tongue seemed to tie itself into knots, preventing him from giving a coherent reply. Seeing this, Lian tilted his head and then glanced down at his clothes, scratching the back of his head.
"Ah, I look a mess. Did this scare you? Once the experiment is over, I'll come to find you, so can you head back first?"
"Uh, yeah."
He replied with difficulty, but Noah finally managed to respond to Lian’s gentle tone.
"What’s the matter?"
"...!"
Since Lian didn’t return to the lab immediately, Mia had walked up to the door. She eyed Noah, who was shaking while sitting, with a twitch of her eyebrow.
Mia's expression hardened.
"Don't tell me you've been secretly watching my experiment?"
At this, Lian turned to Mia and said,
"Hey, no. I wasn't able to help with meal service tonight, so it seems there's been some trouble there."
"Hmm..."
Mia seemed ready to annihilate Noah on the spot, but capitulated to Lian’s ‘please forgive just this once’ look; he was an important test subject after all.
"Alright, then hurry up and send him back."
"Yes!"
Lian nodded and began to clean his hands where they were less bloodstained. He then pulled out a neatly folded handkerchief from his pocket. The handkerchief, fortunately, was still clean.
It was a handkerchief he used to clean up whenever the children got themselves dirty—it was just a small piece of towel, but it would be sufficient to wipe Noah's tear-streaked face.
"I don’t know what happened with Nero, but first, use this to wipe your tears. I am sure Nero feels sorry, too."
"Ah..?"
"Ah, it's not that? I just saw you crying, so I thought it was about Nero."
Unable to speak, Noah could only listen as Lian continued to scratch his head with a look of uncertainty.
"Ahem."
"Ah, I should go back in. So sorry, really sorry!"
After repeatedly apologizing to Noah...
Thump!
Lian closed the laboratory door behind him.
Oooh.
A magical circle appeared over the door. Mia had cast magic to ensure no outside interference.
"What the..."
Noah murmured as he looked down at the handkerchief in his hand.
"This... fool…"
Tears welled up and fell in large droplets from his eyes. Noah felt as if he might suffocate under his kindness.
"How, how can I..."
He had tried to believe, for his siblings and for himself. He had tried to look away. But he could do so no longer.
Clutch.
Noah pressed the tightly held handkerchief to his heart.
Thump, thump, thump!
Noah's heart violently thrummed, demonstrating its vigorous livelihood. He faintly felt the scars leftover on his own heart.
He would live to regret the blind trust he placed in his words, his past decisions without any hint of doubt, and he would shed tears. At the same time, he would eternally attempt to atone for the sins he had committed.
No matter what methods he had to employ.
'I can't just... I can't just do nothing and stay still.'
Noah got up unsteadily, slapping his cheeks roughly.
'I have to save Lian.'
If he saved Lian, Nero would die. If he saved Nero, Lian would die. Noah was determined to break that cruel equation.
'I’ll save them all – every single one of them.'
A glimmer of light began to seep into his eyes, which had been mired in dullness.
'By whatever means necessary.'
A resplendent yet not entirely beautiful light gleamed in Noah's eyes.
***
"What is this, what is... Why? Why? How? Why..?"
"Hmm..."
Clatter, clatter.
I looked at Mia in her state of mental collapse, feeling the grind of my locked teeth. She had turned completely into a skeleton and sat down in utter shock upon seeing me still moving around calmly.
For thirty continuous minutes, she mumbled, "Why is this happening? How could this be?" Meanwhile, I idly scratched at my jaw with my bony index finger.
'Is this really that much of a shock?'
I had expected her to be shocked, to some degree, but I had never imagined that Mia, who seemed like she would serenely sip on her tea even with a knife to her throat, would suddenly become a shut-in.
'Well, she did say it was the last experiment, so I guess it’s time for me to go back, right?'
Honestly, it was too embarrassing. Unconsciously, my hands covered the pelvic and hip bone area.
'I’ve waited for thirty minutes, that should be enough. Time to go.'
I spun my body around briskly. In the blink of an eye, my body returned to its original form. But I was naked. I had pleaded about not having clothes, so I entered the tub only in my underwear.
Thanks to that, my clothes had remained intact. I quickly got dressed and said to Mia,
"Then I guess I will be going now."
"Why? This is, why is this happening?"
Mia couldn't come out of her daze, even as I was leaving. It was a regretful sight.
Click.
As soon as I closed the door behind me, Noah's face came to mind.
"He looked like he had been crying a lot... What exactly happened to him?"
With a tinge of concern, I quickly moved my steps.
***
Slide.
"..."
Noah, the one Lian was desperately looking for, was peering at books in Mia's study. It was a place that a slave like him was not allowed to be.
If Mia discovered him, it wouldn’t end well. Still, there was no stopping Noah now that he was in his distressed state.
Luckily, the protective magic Mia had installed reacted only to those who entered from the outside, so Noah was able to move about the library without any issue.
'I have to find a way to become stronger.'
In the land of the Demon Lord, power is the law and authority. To save both Nero and Lian, he ultimately needed strength.
"This isn't it..."
After finding a passage detailing that one could obtain tremendous power in exchange for a thousand lives, he closed the book he was reading. He reshelved it in its proper place and swiftly navigated through the bookshelf rows.
There were several books concerning ways to gain strength, but true to the nature of a dark sorceress's library, none of the methods were usual.
All of them involved cruel methods, such as flaying someone’s skin or sacrificing a loved one.
'Is there really no way to become stronger?' The question pressed in, but Noah did not give up.
As he roamed the library hither and thither,
Thud.
A book fell before him.
"What is this...?"
Unlike the other books that bore black or red hues, the book that landed before him was pure white. It had no writing on the cover. It was as if he were spellbound when he picked up the book.
"Eh..."
Upon picking up the book, a cold chill swept through him. Noah had an intuition that this book was no normal book.
A surge of fear swept over him, but his greater desire overcame it, and so he pushed down his fear and opened the book.
Swish.
As soon as he turned the cover, the pages began to flutter as if blown by the wind.
Swoosh.
Something white and misty began to rise from the book. It was translucent and extended endlessly, reaching up to the ceiling before consolidating down to the size of an adult woman.
The white mass slowly transformed into a human figure. First came the elegant contours along with the eyes, nose, and mouth, and then long hair flowed down to the slim waist.
Armor enveloping the entire body and a sword at her waist indicated her status.
"Haah -..."
It let out a sigh that seemed almost like a moan as it opened its eyes. Noah stepped back, white-faced, murmuring,
"A ghost..."
Chapter 22
Chapter 22 - A Ghost?
Julianna, she was born in a slum where shadows loomed larger than light. Blessed with stunning beauty from a young age, Julianna concealed her face with makeup to survive.
After her mother passed away from illness before she even turned eight, Julianna lived each day begging for alms. One day, a festival was held in the village.
The inhabitants of the slums were treated by the villagers as something repulsive, but during the festival season, many outsiders came, and it was easy to blend in.
Children from the slums washed up by the riverbank before wearing the cleanest discarded clothing they could find and roamed through the festivities.
While some children were genuinely curious about the festivities, most were hoping to earn tips from wealthy festivalgoers.
Julianna belonged to the former group. She freely strolled the vibrant streets and took in the beautiful festival with her own eyes. How long had she been walking, half-delirious with fascination, when she came upon a play unfolding in the village center?
"How dare you kidnap the princess!"
The script was hopelessly corny, but the acting was decent.
Though such acting wouldn’t stand a chance in the capital, it was enough to draw laughter from the crowd here. Especially among the children, it was more than enough to make their eyes sparkle.
'Impressive.'
Julianna’s eyes sparkled as she watched a man on stage brandishing a sword. She was captivated not by the threat the sword posed, but by the possibility of it being used for protection.
After that, Julianna took up the sword, and fortunately, her overflowing talent allowed her to become a mercenary. Thus, she lived for three years.
"Julianna, won’t you go out with me?"
As if by fate, she met the love of her life. Julianna was the happiest person in the world.
...Or so she thought she was.
"Cren, why...!"
Her lover, Julianna’s Cren, who had been kidnapped by nobles and had sent a letter begging for rescue, burst into cruel laughter upon seeing her disgraced form.
"Puhaha, just look at this sight, my lady!"
"Hoho, she’s no better than a bug."
The man who had whispered sweet nothings of love to her, Cren, had been sent by a noble lady. And why had the noble lady sent Cren? To whisper those words of love?
"A great mercenary, you said? A bug is just a bug in the end."
Because, well, it was amusing.
Julianna was merely a plaything for the nobles' amusement.
"Cren! Cren... How could you...!"
Julianna loved him sincerely, she ventured into the noble household at the risk of her own life, and in the end was killed by the knight at guard.
The woman who was blinded by her first experience with love died a fool.
'I won't forgive them.'
Was her hatred too heavy for even the gods to take her away? Her soul became tethered to the earthly realm as a vengeful spirit.
'I'll kill them all!'
Having become a vengeful spirit, Julianna cursed the nobles who played with her and gruesomely killed her lover. But her rage never subsided. Just when she was about to move and take more lives, a dark sorcerer appeared at the brutal scene.
"Cluck, cluck, a ghost worth using."
With a repulsive demeanor, the dark sorcerer trapped her spirit within the pages of a book. The sorcerer who took Julianna showed her endlessly the scenes of betrayal she had endured so her spirit would grow stronger and more potent.
As time passed, Julianna’s hatred deepened, and her power grew. The once trapped spirit in the book soon merged with it, turning it into a cursed tome. As any cursed book would, it escaped the sorcerer’s library and began to travel across the world.
The newly white book, with its eerie aura, was opened by countless people and led to numerous deaths.
When the white book was stained with the blood of the one who opened it, the book wandered the world once more. Now, the cursed book had been opened again, this time by the hands of Noah.
"Ghost..."
As Noah murmured, Julianna opened her eyes. The first thing she saw was Noah wearing ragged clothes, which invoked the image of her past self.
Julianna frowned and moved toward Noah, reaching out her hand above his head.
"...!"
Suddenly the ghost appeared right in front of him, and Noah recoiled in fright, falling back. Julianna ignored Noah’s reaction and closed her eyes, beginning to sift through his memories.
Memories flitted through quickly, and since he was still young, the total volume wasn't extensive.
Julianna found the memories where Noah's desires were strong.
I want to live.
I want to protect Nero.
I don’t want to die.
Brushing through memories like fingers through petals, she found the one that led Noah to open the book.
I must protect them.
The moment Noah, who had lived only for his sibling and his own survival, developed a ‘belief’, Julianna snapped open her eyes and her expression turned vicious.
The child sitting in front of her resemblance to herself was uncanny. The innate talent for swordsmanship and the resolve to take up a sword to protect someone else.
That’s why it was incredibly irksome. She wanted to strangle and kill the child right then and there. If it had been her past self, she would have done so without a moment's hesitation.
'One can't die so easily'
Julianna’s previously vicious expression softened into a kind smile.
'Just like me, you need to die miserably.'
Like she had been betrayed and miserably killed by a man, Julianna wished for Noah to be betrayed and miserably killed by a man named ‘Lian’.
'Ah, the mere thought of it fills me with joy. I wonder what kind of expression you’ll make when dying.'
Julianna, with a gentle voice, started to imagine Noah wailing in agony with tears of blood.
"Do you want the power to protect someone?"
"…!"
Noah, entranced by Julianna’s beautiful smile, nodded as if under a spell.
"Take my hand, then I’ll grant you the power to protect everyone."
Julianna presented her white palm to Noah. A soft white light began to gather above it. The holy-feeling light, like a flamboyant toxic mushroom, was full of all sorts of horrifying curses, but Noah had no way of knowing that.
"Come on, quickly."
Just as Noah, spellbound, was about to reach out and grab her hand.
Click, bang!
"Noah?! Are you here?"
"…!"
"..!?"
The wild Lian had appeared.
"Ah! You were here!"
Lian found Noah and entered the room with a bright smile. As Noah's gaze shifted towards Lian, Julianna hurriedly urged an answer.
"You want to protect that man, right? If so, then take my hand quickly."
Under Julianna's whispers, Noah looked back at her. As he hesitated, Lian reached Noah's side.
"Huh?"
Previously obscured by the bookshelves, Julianna now came into Lian's view.
"Huh? It’s a ghost?"
"…?!"
"...?!"
Both Noah and Julianna were startled by Lian's nonchalant voice.
"How can he see me?"
"Uh... you’re a ghost, so yeah, you can be seen, right?"
In the world of comedy, ghosts were no different than any other regular citizens. Cheap rental houses or old properties were so common to share with ghosts that it was no surprise to hear about someone even marrying a ghost. Lian had heard that one of his neighbors had married a ghost.
For Lian, seeing ghosts was normal, but not for Julianna. No one else had ever seen her unless they were the one to open the book.
"Noah, this is a place Mia told us not to come into. Let's get out of here."
"Ah..."
Reacting to Lian's words, Julianna’s eyes widened as she wedged herself between Noah and Lian.
"Sorry, but this child can't go back yet. We’re not done talking."
Julianna glared menacingly at Lian alone. Lian twitched and then froze in place.
'In the end, you're just another human.'
She inwardly grinned, imagining Lian fleeing in disgrace. Contrary to her expectations, the response Lian gave was utterly different from what she had imagined.
"I'll wait outside if you'll answer just one question."
Far from running away, he was setting terms. Julianna's face flushed with confusion. Lian looked straight at Julianna and said,
"How are you anchoring your geospatial coordinates?"
Chapter 23
Chapter 23 - Where Have You Been, Master?!
"What -.."
As she was about to question Lian's inquiry, confused and not understanding it, her vision spun wildly.
"What is this -... Aaaah!"
Her view changed rapidly, one moment after another. Since she wasn't affected by gravity, Julianna started flying around at tremendous speeds.
As Julianna seemed to disappear from sight, Lian spoke with a relieved voice as if he had wiped away years of grime.
"Whew, handled that without a problem."
The question 'How are you fixing your geospatial coordinates?' was one of the surefire ways to exorcize a ghost, even more so than any other exorcism method. In the comedic world, carelessly posing that question to a ghost could get one dragged to a police station; it was that dangerous a phrase.
"Lian, what did you just do?"
"Oh, that ghost looked like a malevolent spirit, so I flung it away."
"Fling it away?"
With the situation being something Noah had neither heard nor seen, his mind filled with question marks. Soon, all those questions were overshadowed by a feeling of regret.
'If I had taken that hand, could I have become stronger?'
Noah had nearly grabbed the hand that was so easily offered power, but he didn't trust it completely. Every book he had read before finding the white book stated that an easily gained power demanded an equal price.
Had Noah rejected the power by his own choice, it might have been different, but now that the opportunity was snatched away by force, his desire for power grew stronger.
'...Let's look for another book.'
As Noah stood up and was about to reach for the bookshelves.
Thump.
"Hyah?!"
Lian abruptly grabbed Noah's hand.
"Noah, as I said before, this place is off-limits by Mia's orders. Plus, I've heard something else. Lots of dangerous books are stored here, and simply opening them can cause separation of skin and bones."
"Uh, oh..."
Reacting to Lian's words, Noah's head was filled with fresh alarm.
"It looks like you came here because you had some trouble and were looking for a place without people... Let’s not stay here. Come with me instead, let's go eat something sweet. It might cheer you up. If there's anything you want to vent about, I'll listen!"
Lian's eyes twinkled as he smoothly and enthusiastically laid out his plan.
"Ahh -! That’s what friends are for!"
In the comedic world, friends are there for fooling around, but for serious talks, they quickly cut ties and are discarded. Residents of this world can hardly endure a boring tale for five minutes.
Finally able to engage in a 'friendly' conversation, Lian looked brighter than ever.
"Uh, oh..."
Noah just looked at his hand held by Lian, unable to utter anything but nonsensical sounds.
"Then let's go!"
Lian pulled, and Noah was dragged along.
***
"Did you eat properly?"
"...No."
"Then let's get some food fi -.."
Swoosh -
Before I could finish speaking, something flew towards me like the wind and stuck to my face.
"Master...! Where have you been!"
It was Jess’s voice. I reflexively tried to peel off Jess, clinging to my face, but Jess didn’t come off easily.
"Jess... I can't breathe."
"..!"
At that, Jess loosened the grip of her hands. I heard something like a popping sound, and Jess fell from my hands.
"Ooh..."
Jess's eyes brimmed with tears, as if they could burst forth at any moment. An alarm went off in my head. I swung Jess up and down, trying to calm her.
"Why does our Jess want to cry? Are you hungry?"
Then Jess, on the verge of tears, spread her arms and said,
"Hug me..."
"Okay, okay!"
I immediately cradled the murmur-sounding Jess close to me. I patted the back of Jess, stuck to me like a koala, and looked at Noah.
"Then let’s go too."
"...Yeah."
It seemed we had to hurry. Noah's expression was not good at all! I carried Jess in my arms straight to the kitchen.
"Did you have your meal, Jess?"
Jess muttered and shook her head. It seemed as if Jess had starved because I wasn’t there.
"You shouldn't do that in the future. You might not grow tall if you starve."
"...!"
Jess’s eyes widened in shock.
"I’ll make sure to eat well from now on!”
"Good, good."
Fortunately, there was leftover food in the kitchen, so it looked like we could solve the meal situation by heating that up. I had already eaten before the experiment, so I only prepared food for Jess and Noah.
The original plan was to listen to Noah's grievances while he ate a meal or snack, but with Jess there, it seemed difficult. And I couldn't just kick Jess out.
So, I decided to inspect the kitchen while the two of them ate. The kitchen was tidy, maybe because Pia had organized it.
Clatter, clatter.
While listening to them eat, I took out all the remaining fruits and started cutting them. I intended to prepare them as snacks for the kids.
After cutting them into edible sizes, I filled a plate and set it aside as I cleaned up. Jess and Noah finished their meal.
"I'll take care of the washing up."
"I want to help!"
Jess proudly held up her bowl, wagging her tail, but Noah shook his head and said,
"Jess, you’re still too small; it will be hard for you."
"...!!"
Jess’s face showed shock. The kitchen we were using had been lowered to accommodate my height by Mia, so while Pia, Noah, and I could use it comfortably, children half my size like Jess couldn't.
Jess looked up incredulously at the sink that was taller than her and then drooped her ears and tail.
I transferred the fruit-laden plate to a tray and handed it to Jess, saying,
"We'll take care of the dishes, so can you take this to the dining room? Since everyone will eat it together, it would be great if you called the others too."
"...! Okay!"
Jess perked up her drooping ears and nodded. Then, carefully, she began to walk, holding the tray.
"Noah, can you follow Jess? I’ll take care of the dishes."
"But -..."
"It’s okay. I need to wash the knife and cutting board I used for the fruit anyway."
"Mmm... I will prepare the meal tomorrow then."
"Thanks, that’d be great."
The children had learned simple cooking during their time here, and because of that, Noah could manage to prepare a simple meal as well.
With the meat and fruit all gone, there wasn’t much choice for cooking, so I happily agreed to Noah’s offer.
"Hee-hum, nee-hum."
As Jess hummed and walked away, Noah quickly left the kitchen.
"Alright -... now I should check the food supplies."
It's important to check the food inventory before it completely runs out so that I can ask Mia in advance to refill whatever is lacking. As I was about to head to the freezer.
"You mongrel!"
"…!"
With a roar, a white book fell in front of me. The book opened on its own and a white woman came flying out.
"Ah, it's a ghost."
"Eek...!"
The ghost was shaking and clenching her fists. How has she returned? I had used a fearsome exorcism spell.
"Hmm, does it not work the first time? Geospat -.."
"Ahhhh! Stop it!"
As I was about to ask once more how she fixes her geospatial coordinates, the woman screamed and threw her arms forward, flailing wildly.
Clank, clang -
Then objects in the kitchen began to float up. It was a poltergeist phenomenon that occurred when a ghost became emotionally agitated.
"Huh? What's this?"
The ghost, seeing the floating objects, displayed a confused expression before turning grim and flailing her hands at me.
"Die!"
And with that command, all the floating objects began to fly toward me.
Whisk! Whoosh!
Forks and other items started to come at me. I grinned and easily twisted my body, dodging the flying debris as if I were performing in a circus.
I didn’t stop there; I caught items that would break upon hitting the floor with my mouth or hands.
"What, what's that?!"
The ghost's anger turned to dumbfounded amazement as the objects floating in mid-air started to lose momentum and fall. I dashed to catch the delicate plates with rhythmic precision.
"Wow..."
Clap, clap.
The ghost, unwittingly applauding, watched as I triumphantly smiled. Don’t underestimate my skills from living in the comedic world!
"Phew... Have you calmed down now?"
"…!"
The ghost, belatedly coming to her senses with wide eyes, made me sigh. I promptly opened the cabinet, and out came hot brewed tea.
It was literally just-made tea, not tea leaves or a cup, but the actual beverage. I set the tea in front of the ghost on the kitchen table and said,
"Come over here and talk to me. What's this lingering attachment all about?"
"Uh...?"
"Do you have regrets? Is that why?"
"Ye...Yes."
"Once you talk it all out, you might feel a bit of relief. Go ahead and tell me everything. Drink some tea too."
"No, I can't drink t... okay."
The ghost held the tea cup with an ‘is this necessary?’ look on her face. Naturally, the tea cup remained held by the ghost's hand.
"Ah, it's hot!"
"It's hot so let it cool before you drink it."
The ghost's face transformed into an indescribable expression.
Chapter 24
Chapter 24 - The Realization of a Ghost
I can feel my entire body getting drenched.
The ghost’s expression changed to something indescribable. Urged by me, the ghost, still dazed, began to slowly recount her name and her story. Before long, the kitchen was filled with the sounds of weeping - no, it was the sound of Julianna crying.
"Wahhh, I *hic* loved him so much..!"
"He really is a terrible person."
"Hic, he even, he even said we would get married!"
A ghost, when its anger subsides, begins to lament. If you provide a space for them, they tend to pour out their emotions even more dramatically. After they've let it all out, they generally become somewhat docile.
"Wahhhhh...!"
"There, there; eat this and calm down."
"Hup, *sniff*..."
While Julianna was pouring her heart out, I repeatedly opened and closed a drawer until I finally found some cookies, which I put into her mouth. Then, with tears soaking the cookies, she started to munch away.
"Now you have to forget about that trash and start anew. How much longer are you going to harbor resentment and hatred toward others?"
"Hnn, *sniffle* you're right..."
"You didn't dream of becoming someone like that, did you? Right?"
"Gulp, yes... I wanted to be someone who could protect someone precious... *sob*, but he...!"
At the moment Julianna's eyes began to sparkle, about to get trapped in those hateful memories again, I waved my hand.
"Oh dear, that person isn't precious anymore and not even alive."
"*Snort*, you're right..."
"So, forget about that garbage and set a better goal for yourself."
"Sh-should I? Will I be able to?"
"Hey, what can't you do? The strongest mercenary Julianna is right here, isn't she?"
I put on a tone that said 'come on', which made Julianna, who had been wilting, suddenly lift her head and assert herself.
"That's right... I was once called the mightiest mercenary!"
"See? So stop that weak talk and from now on, try to obtain what you really want!"
"Okay, I will!"
"Alright, eat this and from now on, no more mischief, and live a good life, okay?"
As she nodded and accepted the cookie, I watched Julianna gobble it down with a laugh.
'That settles it.'
Promises to the dead are very important.
Promises hinting at death like "I have something to tell you after this is finished. I will tell you later" lead to a strong likelihood of remaining as a restless spirit if made before dying.
While living humans can easily break promises, it's nearly impossible for ghosts. Thus, as soon as Julianna took the cookie I offered, she became incapable of harming others.
"The things I wanted... what I truly..."
She appeared lost in thought, mumbling to herself. I left her be and got up from my seat.
It was polite to give her space at such a time.
'I should give the remaining cookies to Mia.'
Thinking of Mia, who didn't seem well, I left the kitchen with the remaining cookies on a plate.
***
"Yeah, I -... Huh?"
Julianna finally realized what she truly wanted and sought to tell Lian about it. Yet, all she found in the kitchen was silence.
"Ah..."
It appeared that having been a ghost for such a long time, she hadn't realized how much time had actually passed.
Julianna silently stared at the teacup before her.
"Weird person."
She was a vengeful spirit bound by a dark sorcerer within a book, a curse. More of a monster than a human, she managed to maintain her sanity and 'think', all thanks to Lian.
"At first I thought I was dying..."
Just hearing that odd question about geospatial coordinates made her vision spin at an indiscernible speed, and her body was tossed about like a leaf in a typhoon.
When it hit her that she might be extinguished, she could finally look straight at her own existence.
Like how humans see their life flash before their eyes right before death.
Breaking free from the bloodlust to look squarely at her existence didn't change anything. She watched something flash past her eyes too fast to see, and she felt herself growing distant from the world.
The feeling of being rejected by the world sent her spiraling into exhilaration beyond annihilation.
Just as her recently recovered consciousness was about to be consumed by fear, her body, tethered like it was flung from a height, suddenly stopped in its wild flight.
"Huh? Aaaah!"
As though she was being reeled back in on a string, she started returning the way she came.
Bang!
When she regained her senses, she was back in the original library. The book where she was sealed appeared as though someone had thrown it against the wall, slowly sliding down.
"Ugh..."
Julianna, who had returned from a perilous adventure due to the comedic filter, was filled with extreme anger. But it wasn't the blind fury of before.
"That damn guy..!"
The anger was directed at Lian, who had caused her terrible ordeal; it wasn't just the murderous intent to kill someone.
"I won't let this go!"
The overwhelming fear distorted into anger, which drove her wild. Julianna floated her physical embodiment, the book, out of the library.
She activated the invisibility feature, designed to avoid detection by ordinary people, and flew towards where she sensed Lian.
Her mind was filled with thoughts of revenge.
"Actually, I was born in the back alleys -.."
She hadn't intended to vent her frustrations while sipping tea. But for some reason, in front of this boy named Lian, her emotions would unexpectedly bounce around, and she would end up crying like a fool.
Moreover, Lian treated her as if she were a 'living person'. This melted the coldness in her heart that had solidified.
Her soul, bound by curses and resentment, regained freedom and with it, clear reason.
It felt like waking from a long dream.
Julianna broke away from her thoughts and recalled what she genuinely wanted.
'I can't atone for those who have already died... but at least I want to help those who have resolved to protect someone precious.'
With her conclusion reached, her course of action became clear. She went into the book and floated it in the air.
"Let's help that girl, Lian, who wanted to protect him."
That was the best choice she could make. The book, now invisible in the air, flew toward where she sensed Noah.
Noah, who had followed Jess, now sat in her own quarters.
"I can do it!"
Every time Noah tried to offer even a bit of help, Jess would straighten her tail in defiance, pushing Noah away, leaving Noah no choice but to entrust Pia with the back end and sneak out of the dining room.
Back in her room, Noah was deep in thought.
'...It will be hard to go back to the library today.'
It wouldn't be hard to re-enter, but it hadn't been half a day since Lian had dragged her out, saying she wasn't allowed to enter.
If Lian found out she had sneaked back into the library only half a day after he told her not to, he would surely be disappointed in her. That thought made her hesitate.
'..I don’t want to be hated.'
Noah buried her face in her knees, lost in her thoughts.
'How should I become stronger? Is there really no other way but to resort to such cruel methods?'
Cruel and terrible methods that assured power flickered before her eyes. Noah did not want that kind of power.
'..Is this a naïve thought?'
She wanted to save him. She wanted to protect Nero. That feeling was genuine. She believed she could endure any pain, but she did not wish to harm another life for such reasons.
'I’m such a fool.'
She felt like an idiot for her indecision. The gloom settled in, and her previously sparkling eyes dulled.
Thud.
"..?"
Just then, something lightly fell onto Noah’s foot. She lifted her head from her knees to see what it was that had fallen.
"...!?"
The white book lay before her.
Swoosh.
The book unfolded on its own, even though Noah hadn't opened it. Quickly, pages flipped until the white ghost, Julianna, jumped out.
"Ahh..."
Noah watched, dumbfounded, as if in a dream.
"You wanted power, didn't you?"
Julianna spoke with a slightly mischievous smile, different from before.
"I'll give you the power to protect someone precious. Will you make a contract with me?"
Noah, unconsciously nodding at Julianna's sincere tone and smile, was met with a frown from her.
"You nod without even hearing the terms of the contract? Haah... I have a lot to teach you."
And so, Noah had found a mentor.
***
Mia's mansion, once used by nobles, had many unused places. One of them was the indoor training hall.
Noah used the training hall without hesitation because Mia didn't mind whether she used it or not.
"Haa, ha..."
Noah was running, sweating profusely in the vast hall.
'She's working hard.'
I looked on fondly as Noah trained tirelessly with determination and Julianna at her side, endlessly providing clues for more training.
'Just like a character from the original story -...'
Suddenly, a cold sweat began to pour down.
'The original story...'
I could feel my entire body getting drenched.
'Ah....'
I had forgotten.
Thump, my knees gave out, and I found myself falling to the ground.
"I forgot about the protagonist...!"
IMPORTANT NOTE: From the first, Lian thought Noah is a boy, not a girl. The ghost knows Noah is a girl. So from now I'll refer Noah as a girl even in Lian's POV. But in reality, Lian still thought Noah is a boy. (changing she and he often misleads to typos, so I prefer to use one.)
Chapter 25
Chapter 25 - Dovan's Downfall
It hurts when you touch it, so I hate it.
Gritting teeth.
"Damn it, curse it...!"
In a narrow back alley where barely one person could pass through, piled with trash, there lay Dovan, crouching and grinding his teeth in anger.
Click, squeak?
Rats rummaging through the garbage stopped and curiously approached Dovan, tilting their heads.
"Scram!"
Zap!
Dovan snapped as the rats, realizing he was not a new source of food, quickly scattered. However, not all pests fled. Dovan felt the disgusting sensation of bugs crawling on his back but was unable to mount any significant response.
"How the hell did I end up like this...!"
With fists clenched, Dovan trembled violently. His face flushed in an extreme rage so intense it felt like it could erupt at any moment.
He wanted to unleash a barrage of spells and lay waste to everything around him, but all he could do was sit powerlessly on top of a rubbish pile.
"Damn Four Heavenly Kings!"
The reason Dovan, who once even had a fancy laboratory, was now reduced to sitting on a pile of garbage was entirely due to Jiso, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
After sneaking into Mia's mansion and getting caught, Jiso had dashed over, amused at the prospect of mediating the situation. She took delight in taking everything from Dovan under various pretexts, using all manner of reasons.
Dovan had been stripped of his laboratory, experimental subjects, weapons, and everything else, rendering him a penniless figure wandering the streets. Up to this point, it wasn't a massive problem.
He was a capable dark warlock, after all. He could gradually rebuild what he had lost by earning money. The real problem was that Jiso wasn't satisfied with just that.
She demanded his magic, his body, and even his soul.
"XX son of a bitch! Demanding something so ridiculous...! XXX! XXXX!"
He cursed profusely in his head, glancing nervously around him, shivering in fear that his inner thoughts might somehow reach Jiso and cause her sudden appearance.
Ssssst.
"Damn it!"
Dovan cursed as he shook off a centipede that had crawled over his ankle. His eyes sparkled as he remembered why he ended up in this situation.
"It's all because of that damn woman."
Dovan didn't entertain the thought that he might have done something wrong. Instead, he was preoccupied with figuring out how he could enact his revenge.
"I can't run away like this."
If he left the Demon King's land, Jiso would not pursue him any further. That was his only way to survive, but his boiling rage made it hard to take the first step away.
"That slave I saw at her house."
Dovan let out a perverted smile as he envisioned rebirth at his hands.
"I’m going to steal that slave."
There was no longer any way for him to get back at Mia, but he still had enough power to sneak away with one of her possessions.
As a fugitive already doomed to leave the Demon King's land, Dovan sketched out his vile plan without hesitation.
"There were definitely some usable slaves at that bitch's house."
Dovan rummaged through the garbage and unearthed a half-broken staff with which he traced a magic circle in the air.
The carefully drawn magic circle, shining black, activated with beads of cold sweat dripping from his brow.
Whoosh.
"Perfect!"
Dovan felt his magic successfully connect to Mia's mansion, which lay far off in the distance. It was easy thanks to the traces left by his magic when he had previously snuck in.
Whoosh -.
Just as though a familiar spirit had infiltrated, part of the inside of the mansion came into his sight.
"Is this... the slave quarters?"
The cramped space had bunk beds lined up against the walls. Originally for the use of servants, now it was occupied by the children.
"Fortunate."
Dovan's eyes sparkled as he eyed his new prey that had just entered the quarters. Reflected through the magic circle was Pia, entering the room and opening a drawer underneath the bed.
***
Shivering uncontrollably.
My legs tremble so seriously it feels like they’ll bore through the ground. Even as I try to steady them by pressing my hands against my knees, it makes no difference.
"I'm doomed! Seriously, what do I do now!"
I can't recall even a semblance of a reasonable plan that I thought I had until recently.
"Surely she's not dead, is she?!"
If that were the case, this world would fall into the Demon King's hands and be doomed. Tears came pouring out like the turn of a faucet, unbidden.
"Uuugh, ugh."
Thud.
Leaning against the kitchen table, clutching my hair, I try earnestly to think of a proper course of action but nothing comes to mind.
Then,
"What are you doing?"
"Ah..."
A blunt voice, Pia had come into the kitchen.
"Why? Is there something you're looking for?"
"It's not that, but..."
Pia trailed off, slightly furrowing her brows as she stared at my face. Is there something on my face?
Without a word, just staring at my face, Pia eventually turned around and went back.
"Did she need something? Oh, that reminds me, it's about time to start preparing for dinner."
A few days ago, Mia, utterly resigned to despair, still hadn't regained her senses. She was muttering things like "I am not wrong" while flipping through old, worn-out specialty books.
Since Mia showed no signs of wanting to eat properly, it was necessary to prepare some simple food for her.
"Fortunately, we have enough ingredients... should I make some easy-to-eat sandwiches today?"
After dressing Mia in outerwear, providing a wallet, and a list of things to buy, she managed to shop well all by herself.
"Can a person truly become this broken? More importantly, was that incident shocking enough to warrant this level of reaction?" I wonder, but since I now had more free time and it was easier, I didn’t make an effort to snap Mia out of it.
"As for the case with Iris... since there's no immediate solution, let's tackle the problems that are right in front of us."
I smile brightly, despite feeling tears trickling down my face. Residents of the comedic world recover quickly, after all.
"So let's see, there should be bread around here somewhere?"
I start preparing the evening meal, taking out suitable ingredients.
"Big brother."
"Brother."
As noise starts coming from the kitchen, a few children peek their heads inside.
"I’ll help! Here!"
"Me too! Here!"
"Would you like to?"
After showing them how to cook simple dishes a few times, the children were already helping with meal preparations. Smiling and nodding, I welcomed all the excited kids who came rushing in.
The kids who came in numbered not three, but four.
"Master!"
Jess came bounding over, wagging her tail wildly, and clung to my leg. Patting her head in response to her adorable action, her perky ears drooped.
"Wow..."
"A tail..."
Usually hiding her ears and tail, Jess had fascinated the children with the sudden reveal. They couldn't resist their instincts and reached out towards the swaying tail.
"Don’t. You can't touch Jess without her permission."
"Oh, okay."
"Jess, may I touch your tail?"
At the child's question, Jess's tail quickly coiled up and disappeared. She looked at the children and shook her head.
"It hurts when you touch it, so I hate it."
"Whoa, it hurts!"
"I didn't know, sorry!"
The children's eyes went wide as they apologized for their careless actions. Jess nodded, bravely assuring them it was okay.
Watching the adorable children, I unraveled a loaf of bread, as long as my torso, from the wrapping paper.
"Now, before everyone helps out, there's something we need to do first, right?"
"Wash our hands!"
The children cheerfully washed their hands clean at the sink, using the little stairs I had made for them to reach.
The long stairway I installed at one side of the kitchen table made it easy for the children to help with food preparation.
'I’m glad I made those.'
I used to only ask them to do things that didn't require the stairs, like taking out the trash or moving plates.
The children were still small, so just helping with those was enough. I insisted on installing the stairs after seeing Jess fruitlessly jumping in front of the sink in despair.
'This must be what it’s like to raise a daughter.'
Smiling contentedly, I cut the bread and laid it in front of the kids. With tiny hands, they eagerly began making sandwiches.
With so many helpers, dinner preparation was done in no time. I prepared the sweet sandwiches to Mia's liking and handed the tray to Jess and the other children.
"Take it to the dining room and let the other kids know it's time to eat, alright?"
"Okay!"
"Yes!"
Ordinary children might have let out cries of "Waaah!" and dashed away, but these children, having endured various horrible experiences, didn't get overly excited and carefully carried the tray instead.
Leaving the children behind, I made my way to Mia. It was a path I knew well, and I arrived in no time.
Knock-knock, click.
Without waiting for a response, I pushed the door open.
Chapter 26
Chapter 26 - Like Magic
"Lich? No, no, I didn't sense any of the undead's magical energy. Then it must be -..."
The room, unlike before and now filled with books and texts, looked more like a library than an experimental lab.
'Where did all these books come from?'
Dodging the piled books like performing a trick, I made my way to Mia. As I set down the sandwich and a glass of cool water next to her, Mia instinctively grabbed the sandwich and took a bite.
"Thanks. I’m sure there's more about this in earlier records..."
"I'll come back to collect these in a bit."
Mia reflexively offered a word of thanks and then continued flipping through the books while munching on the sandwich. I hastily exited the room.
Gurgle.
It seemed to be dinner time; my stomach growled. Rubbing my belly, I quickly headed toward the dining area. Thanks to the brisk pace, I could see the dining hall’s entrance from afar.
"Hm?"
I saw a familiar figure with a dazed expression standing beside the dining hall door.
"Pia, what are you doing there?"
"…!"
When I called out her name, Pia jolted and turned around, covered in cold sweat and shrinking within herself.
"What happened? Did you see something scary? Don't tell me, a ghost?"
"Ah... yes."
Pia seemed inclined to explain, but when I guessed correctly, she simply nodded. If she truly had seen a scary ghost, it would have been difficult to articulate.
'Julianna too, are there a lot of ghosts here, like some cursed mansion?'
With that thought, I spoke seriously to Pia.
"Pia, if you encounter such a ghost, tell it ‘How are you fixing your geospatial coordinates?’"
"What?"
Pia tilted her head as if she didn't understand what I meant. To help my poor friend, I grabbed Pia's arms.
"Come on, repeat after me. ‘How are you fixing your geospatial coordinates?’"
"...How do you fix your geo...”
"Geospatial coordinates."
"How are you fixing your geospatial coordinates?"
"Yes! Just say that, and any ghost will run away! If you can't remember, stand on your hands and clap your feet while making monkey noises."
Doing that would certainly make any ghost go "What the heck is that?" and flee.
"Pfft, haha!"
My explanation must have been funny, because Pia started laughing and her expression relaxed considerably. However, I was being serious.
"Don't forget, geospatial coordinates and standing on your heads -..."
"Pfffhh... stop, it’s too funny, my stomach hurts..."
"This is serious talk…-”
Just as I was about to make my point to a giggling Pia, Noah emerged from the dining hall.
"Aren't you coming in?"
"Oh, we were just discussing something very important."
"Pfffhaha…"
Noah, who had relaxed a bit through training with Julianna, looked at Pia with wide eyes bursting into laughter. It was uncommon for Pia, who normally smiles, to burst out laughing while clutching her belly.
"If you have something fun to talk about, come inside. I want to hear it too."
Noah, now more at ease after regimented training with Julianna, invited us with a smile. I nodded.
"Indeed, this shouldn't be knowledge exclusive to Pia."
I let go of Pia's shoulders and moved into the dining hall. Taking two sandwiches from a plate, I made my way to where Nero and Lily were sitting.
"Hey, Lian."
"Hm?"
Noah quietly approached me with a question. I stopped walking toward the table and turned to listen to Noah.
"Did the master suddenly scream and run away, do you know why?"
"What? Suddenly ran away?"
"Yes, it happened just a moment ago."
"Is there something dangerous arou... Ah."
I immediately remembered the 'ghost exorcism method' I had earnestly explained to Pia outside the dining hall. Perhaps she sensed we were discussing something dangerous or just overheard us by chance.
"Uh, I guess she'll be back soon."
"You think so?"
"Yeah."
We continued our light conversation and then took our planned seats. Shortly after, Pia entered the dining hall.
"Huh? Did something happen just now?"
Pia's complexion had turned pale. The recent talk of ghosts had me concerned about her state.
Pia always sat next to Lily, so she just quietly ate her sandwich and waited. As expected, Pia approached our table.
"...Is it tasty, Lily?"
"Sister, are you feeling unwell?"
"No?"
Pia shook her head as if to affirm she really was okay. I quickly wolfed down the sandwich in my hand and then stood up.
"It's all because of a ghost."
"A ghost?"
"Yikes?! A ghost?!"
At my words, the bustling dining hall fell silent, all eyes on me. I maintained a stern face.
"There could be ghosts anywhere, so I'm going to teach you how to deal with them."
"There's a way to do that?"
I spoke with a grave expression about the method involving geospatial coordinates and making monkey noises while standing on one's head. Some of the more energetic children began to try standing on their heads, clapping their feet.
"That's it! Exactly!"
My encouragement and clapping made the children happy. Pia was now bent over the table, shivering.
"Pia, there's no need to be scared. Let's practice. I'm sure we can drive away any ghost."
"*Cough* Okay..."
Pia made a sound that resembled sobbing as if she were moved by the sentiment.
"Master, look at this!"
"Wow! Jess, you're amazing!"
"Amazing!"
Jess, following my instructions, was bustling around, standing on her head. As the children prepared to forgo their meals to practice the handstand, Noah persuaded them, "Let's eat first and then play."
The disrupted atmosphere of the meal settled, and a bright dinner proceeded as if nothing had happened.
***
'...Why pretend to cry alone and then act as if nothing's wrong? On purpose?'
Pia recalled Lian's face she had seen a moment ago. The tear streaks on the cheeks, the tears welling up in the eyes, the reddened skin around the eyes were full of signs of weeping.
Despite such a state, Pia was displeased to see him approaching with a smile as soon as he saw her. She bit her lip.
'It's an act... An act, right? Trying to gain sympathy with a pitiful appearance.'
Even though this thought crossed her mind, a stereotype lodged deep within started to crumble. Perhaps? Is it actually? These words floated up, yet Pia shook her head.
Lian is a bad guy, and he is acting. He's deceiving us. There is nothing easier than blame someone else.
Pia sighed quietly to herself.
'Huff... I can’t let myself think or act stupidly. To protect my sister, I must be more, more, more...suspicious and cautious.'
Pia, who had little interest in others aside from her sister, began to pay more attention to her surroundings, all thanks to the onset of a peaceful atmosphere.
With newfound tranquility, she could afford to look around more. But in a cruel world, such naivety was tantamount to death.
Pia repeatedly tried to harden her softening heart, bolstering her vigilance. However, Pia was still young. No matter how much she tried to guard herself, she could not help but be drawn into the peaceful climate like something out of a fairy tale.
And because of that, she no longer harbored thoughts of murdering someone to protect Lily.
If days like today continued, Pia would gradually stabilize. There would be no need to dredge up violent thoughts or be consumed by trauma.
...if only someone hadn't tampered with her mind.
"Huhu...uhuhuh..."
Pia let out muffled sobs under the blanket.
'Pia, you must protect your sister.'
'You, as her sister, must protect her!'
A pressing voice echoed in her ears. Pia squeezed her eyes shut and covered her ears with her hands, an attempt to flee from the trauma, but this only pulled her deeper down.
With eyes and ears covered, 'that scene' started to unfold before her.
'Sister... sister, I'm cold...'
Eyes out of focus, unable to look straight ahead, the body growing limp and cold in her embrace.
'Sis,ter...'
Her sister’s tears spilled over and ran down. Pia held her with trembling hands. The cold body contrasted with the sticky warmth of blood adhering to her hands.
It felt as if worms were squirming in her head. Dizzy, nauseous, her eyes burning hot enough to melt.
'Sister, don’t leave me. Sister...'
Her sister clutched tight at Pia's arm. There was no warmth in the face that came close. In the eyes that met hers, there was only blame, hatred, and disgust.
'You said you would protect me. You promised -.. remember? You promised! You promised! You promised! You promised! You promised!'
Like a thunderclap, the voice pounded in her head.
"I'm sorry.. I'm sorry, so sorry."
'Why did you do that? Why did you leave me? Why didn't you protect me? You said you would! I'm cold, sister, so cold. Save me, please save me. Save me! Help me!'
Tears and pleading, her sister grasping at Pia's hair, it hurt, hurt, hurt.
'Sis -..'
"Sister!"
"Ugh..!"
Snapped back to reality by the abrupt voice, Pia caught her breath.
"Come... to the... dining room!"
The child seemed unfamiliar with the word 'dining room,' stuttering through the sentence.
"Mm, thank you."
After the child left the room, Pia, now alone, touched her face. It was wet with tears. Her body shook, and she struggled to catch her breath.
"Haah, ha..."
Drawing ragged breaths, she wiped her tears with the blanket and crawled out of bed.
'I can't skip meals. Lily would worry.'
Fortunately, it seemed she had sweated more than cried, and as she checked her face in the window, it looked clean. Pia staggered toward the dining room.
'Sister, why are you ignoring me?'
Startled.
Despite leaving the bed, her sister's voice seemed to echo in her ears.
'Why did you abandon me? Why did you leave me to die?'
Pia's face turned deathly pale. Her lips were parched, and she gasped for breath.
'How can you keep living when I died like this? It should have been you who died, not me!'
Pia stopped in front of the dining room, unable to move forward. Was it right for her, who had survived in place of her sister, to have a meal and breathe easily?
Should someone like me even be alive?
Just as these thoughts engulfed her mind.
"Pia, what are you doing?"
A kind voice reached her, and the hallucinations dissipated as if by magic.
Chapter 27
Chapter 27 - Just Introduce Her to the Organs, Right?
The fear and terror that had gripped Pia until moments ago now felt like a dream. She looked at Lian with a vacant expression.
"Why? Did you see something scary? Perhaps, a ghost?"
As Pia nodded, Lian laid out an absurd story with a serious expression. Having been scared stiff then suddenly relaxed, Pia was unable to manage her expression as usual.
"Don't forget, geospatial coordinates and handstanding -..."
"Pfffhh...stop, it’s too funny, my stomach hurts..."
When was the last time she had laughed so much?
The built-up emotions seemed to drain all at once, releasing continuous laughter.
"Aren't you coming in?"
"Oh, we were just having a very important discussion."
"Pfffhaha..."
The conversation between the two that would normally feel unpleasant to Pia now just sounded amusing. Pia, despite feeling embarrassed by her own reaction, let herself enjoy the buoyant mood without resistance.
"If you have something fun to talk about, come inside. I want to hear it too."
After Lian and Noah entered the dining hall, Pia, left alone, swallowed her laughter and tried to step inside.
"Sister, are you having fun?"
"...?!"
If her sister's voice hadn't echoed again, she certainly would have been. The smile that had been spreading on her lips quickly faded, replaced by a creeping chill of fear.
"How can you be having fun? You killed me?"
"No, no that's not true..."
"If only you had tried a little harder, I could have lived. But you abandoned me as I was dying. You ran away. So it's no different than if you killed me."
A dread as if being thrown into a black pit started to consume Pia again. Instinctively, she grasped the handle of the dining hall door.
"Sister? Where are you going? Are you leaving me behind again?"
The voice sent a surge of fear through Pia. Her mind filled only with the thought that she was frightened and needed to flee.
She frantically opened the dining hall door and entered, causing the hallucinations to fade. Pia's eyes settled on Lily, who appeared to have just started eating.
'Ah, my sister.'
Pia, half out of her senses, took her food and headed to where Lily was.
"...Is it tasty, Lily?"
"Sister, are you hurt somewhere?"
"No?"
How could I dare to be hurt? It should be you who is hurting.
The hallucination had ceased, but the whispered words remained like burn marks, endlessly tormenting Pia.
"It's all because of the ghost."
It was Lian who once again drew her from the murky waters into the light. With Lian speaking seriously about ways to exorcise ghosts, the fear gnawing at her mind vanished instantly.
"Wow! Jess, that's amazing!"
"Amazing!"
The clamorous scene made her laugh. For the first time since becoming a slave, Pia allowed herself to laugh freely.
Yet, there was someone who did not take well to the situation.
"Damn it! Why does the magic keep breaking off? Has protective magic been cast?"
All because of Lian's comedic filter, but Dovan had no way to know that.
"If this is how it's going to be, I'll have to cast a more vicious spell."
With a glint in his eye, Dovan collected magic energy and cast a dreadful dark spell on Pia's bed. He shrugged his shoulders and let out a deflated balloon-like ugly laugh.
Rustle -.
"..!"
Startled by a sudden noise, Dovan shrank like a scared mouse and quickly surveyed his surroundings.
Caw -.
"Tch..."
A crow cawed, wandering around the pile of trash. Dovan, who initially tensed up thinking it was Jiso, clicked his tongue in relief.
'I'll obtain that slave as soon as possible and leave this place!'
Wearing a hideous smile, Dovan added even more magic energy to Pia's bed. Like insects creeping between mounds of trash, his quiet, unsettling movements ensured Mia did not detect him.
However, someone else did catch him.
"Rrhm, thought you’d run away, but here you are, slumped down?"
Browned skin, hair a bright shade aligned between yellow and orange, and slit eyes that made it difficult to tell if they were open or closed.
Jiso, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, was looking down at Dovan from high up on a building, quite a distance from where Dovan was hiding. Behind her stood a pretty woman with cat-like features, dressed in a suit and her hair tied up high, who spoke with a blunt voice.
"It seems he has another motive."
"Something more important than his life? How interesting."
"Should I bring him back?"
"No, no. Let's see what kind of treasure he's after."
Jiso shrugged her shoulders with a loose smile.
***
"It's part of their education, so you should leave now."
"But..."
"Lian."
"Got it."
I managed to get kicked out even though I just came to do the dishes. The reason was that the children needed to learn to clean up by themselves.
Watching children barely old enough to turn ten washing dishes might look like child abuse, but for them, learning directly related to survival.
Once outside the kitchen, I had nothing to do. There was no radio, leaving only meditation as an activity in this place.
'Huff... Might as well take a walk since I have things to ponder.'
The problem I had shelved away for lacking any solution or clue suddenly reared its head.
"Haah..."
Only sighs readily came forth.
Originally, Iris was sold to Odil's lab and was meant to live as an experimental subject. Before she could be delivered to the slave trader's hands, Odil took off and the lab burnt to ash.
The original story was completely twisted from the start.
'Uh... she's not really dead, is she?'
A rising sense of hopelessness overwhelmed me. The original story, which was expected to be a cheat key, was rendered useless since it was twisted from the very beginning.
'It would be good if I could even confirm if she's alive. But I can't leave this place... maybe I could ask Mia to run an errand in my place? No, that’s not it. Even if she allows it, I'll probably get caught by slave traders and sold back again.'
Other ideas included 'asking Mia to take me shopping with her', 'escaping the mansion secretly to find Iris', 'looking for tools in the mansion that seem dangerous but could help track Iris', but all were futile.
Papabarbat.
I tousled my hair and inwardly screamed.
'Aaaaah! I really need to meet Iris, but there's no way to get out!'
I grimaced and roared internally until a bold thought struck me.
"Wait, why don't I just ask Mia?"
Mia was a black warlock with a cold demeanor, but she was surprisingly open to my requests.
"She has been quite receptive to my requests lately..."
Recently, Mia had become mentally unstable and easily agreed to even trivial requests. I immediately turned towards the lab.
"Maybe she'll help me?"
The prospect of getting information about Iris spurred my thoughts into frantic action. My footsteps quickened, and I found myself gasping for breath.
"Haah, ha!"
Thanks to the quick dash, I arrived at Mia's lab in no time.
"Whew..."
After catching my breath, I knocked cautiously. Then I entered without waiting.
"Hmm...? What’s up?"
Mia was slouched over in her chair with a vacant look. She often sorted through data and slumped over in frustration like this, so I wasn't startled and proceeded inside.
"Mia, could you... possibly look for someone for me?"
"Ha..."
Mia laughed emptily and looked at me directly. There was a tinge of anger and irritation in her eyes.
Even though Mia treated me kindly, for a slave like me to treat Mia like a mercenary and ask for favors was crossing a line.
But there was a reason I could make such a brazen! request.
"I'm really worried about my little sister, who resembles me."
"Sister...?"
"My sister, who shares the same 'bloodline' as me."
"The same bloodline... a new experimental subject..."
Mia's crumpled expression suddenly became dreamy. Knowing her interest in my body, it was a tempting conversation.
'I'll manage somehow once she brings her here!'
While Mia might conduct experiments on Iris, I didn’t see much cause for concern.
As Iris shares the bloodline of a hero, she would have a body with far superior resilience than the average human, though probably not as exceptional as mine.
'Of course, it would be impossible for her to be killed and come back to life.'
Seeing the relatively normal (?) state of Iris would likely lead Mia to stop the experiments promptly.
If Mia becomes angry and threatens to sell Iris, or doesn't stop experimenting on her, I would simply need to amuse her with a phenomenal gag fit for the comedic world's inhabitants.
'I guess I'll just have to introduce her to the organs.'
If organs with lips and eyes go "Whiz - ! Pretty lady, got time?" and hand her a rose from who-knows-where, there should be some way to handle it.
If that still doesn’t work, then I can dredge up the pre-adjusted plot point that 'mental shock can weaken the body,' and lie that without my sister, my recovery rate has slowed down.
"What does your sister look like?"
Mia was taken in by my words, her eyes twinkling as she leaned in. By reflex, my gaze drifted down before returning to Mia's face.
Clearing my throat, I informed her of Iris's slave status and her appearance.
Chapter 28
Chapter 28 - Searching Far and Wide for Iris
"Hap, hat!"
The wooden swords abandoned in the armory's warehouse cut through the air with a sharp whoosh.
"Lift your arms higher!" "Hrgh!" "Breathe regularly!"
The training ground was sweltering with heat today as well. Noah swung her sword time and again then brushed back the sweaty light brown hair sticking to her face.
Her eyes, usually a murky emerald, sparkled radiantly. Julianna circled around her, smiling contentedly.
"You still have a long way to go, but this is not too bad."
Although she spoke as if it was nothing extraordinary, Julianna was actually astounded by Noah's talent.
Teach her one thing, and she'd master ten, learning techniques in a few hours that would normally take others a month. It was a gift from the heavens to call her skill anything less.
Noah also felt it in every fiber of her being that she was getting stronger, which made her more impatient.
"I need to get stronger faster."
It was one thing if there were no solutions, but the sweet fruit of success was almost within her grasp. It was only natural then that she pushed her talented body even harder.
If Noah had been of average ability, she would have collapsed before truly honing her skill, but her remarkable talent only grew stronger as she pushed herself to the limits.
That's why she was becoming more and more addicted to training with each day. Her eyes shone beautifully with hope.
In contrast to Noah, there was someone emitting a gloomy presence.
"Hrrrgh, hrrrgh..."
Pia was huddled up, moaning inside a dusty wardrobe in the neglected guest room.
"Sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, sister it hurts, don't you see I'm hurting?!"
"Kyaaak..!"
She screamed and clutched at her hair, her hands gripping so hard around her temples it hurt.
"Ah – ahhh.."
Her rich brown hair, the color of cocoa, had darkened from the roots and was now half black. Her previously amber eyes were also slowly clouding over with purple, as if clean water was being tainted with murk.
Exposed continuously to a toxic black spell, her body was exhibiting abnormal reactions.
"Huuk... mom, momma..."
With teary eyes tightly shut, Pia burst into tears, triggering her mother's voice in her ears.
"Pia, take care of your sister. You're strong, I’m sure you can do it."
A tender voice and gentle laughter materialized before her. Pia's mouth trembled and tears streamed down unchecked.
"Mom, momma..."
She sobbed like a child of her age, running towards the vividly conjured illusion.
"Why are you still alive?"
The once bright scenery turned as red as hell, and the smiling mother stared at Pia with a fearsome look.
"I told you! You! Had to protect! Your sister!!"
"Ughh, I did wrong, I did wrong.."
Pia shook uncontrollably, consumed by endless fear, begging for forgiveness.
The phrase "you should have died" echoed in her ears like a refrain. Pia's surroundings grew increasingly dark.
"Lian.."
Pia instinctively thought of Lian, who had brought her comfort. But she couldn't reach out to him because of her stubbornness and the spell.
Why did her sister's voice fade away in Lian's presence? Was it because Lian was a good person?
If Pia had any positive thoughts about Lian, her mind might have wandered in that direction, but she considered him to be 'someone putting on a pretentious performance'.
Her thoughts naturally took a negative turn. Moreover, the black magic Dovan cast amplified negative feelings and made Pia avoid places where the magic dissipated. That's why she kept away from Lian.
"It's... all because of him."
Pia directed all her endless fear towards Lian. Only by blaming him could she breathe.
"Right, sister, it’s all his fault."
As Pia's mind crumbled beyond a certain point, her logical thinking breaking down, her sister began to whisper different words.
"It’s all because of that white-haired slave these things are happening. Let's get rid of them."
"Get rid, you say?"
"Like, chase them out of here so they can't bother you anymore."
Had Pia maintained any of her composure, she would have found her sister's sudden change of attitude strange.
But her psyche was on the brink. She was in such despair she might have taken her life. That's how crushed she was by her guilt.
Someone who commits a sin often instinctively tries to treat the victim well, seeking solace for their own conscience.
Pia was no different. Crushed by a distant guilt and enslaved by the hallucinations, she blindly followed their direction.
"What should I... what can I do?"
Her once hatefully venomous sister began to sweetly detail what she needed to do.
Creak –.
Pia emerged from the wardrobe and staggered out of the room, her presence diminished due to the dark magic.
***
"No news is good news. No news is good news."
Walking down the somewhat chilly corridor as if strolling, I muttered to myself, but my mind was far from at ease.
"Where on earth are you!"
Upon hearing 'new test subject', Mia had gone berserk and headed straight to the slave market. She had looked in both large and small slave markets, but reportedly she hadn't found Iris.
That meant, she had already been sold.
"Okay, okay, it’ll be okay."
Even as I reassured myself, my legs trembled. Without Mia's assistance, there seemed no other way to meet Iris, leaving a lump in my throat as if I had swallowed a dense sweet potato.
Eventually, I found myself kneeling on the corridor, clutching at my hair.
"No way out! There's no way!"
I screamed inside, tears flowing like a waterfall.
"But there's an original story and there's such a thing as causality -... maybe it’ll work out?"
Trying to escape reality.
"Why did Odil run away! I treated him well! I fed him good food and clothed him nicely!"
Getting angry.
"Should I just continue living here as an experimental slave? Seems not so bad, maybe?"
Accepting reality.
That led me through several stages of emotional change to a simple conclusion.
"Ugh! Please have the protagonist fall in front of me! Or send me through a door that leads me right to them! Where are you, Iris...!"
Inhabitants of a comedic world cry out their wishes fervently in despair. Then they quickly come to their senses and get up. That's me.
"Ugh, let's go prepare meals then."
Until that point, I never imagined that what I had just shouted would ever come true.
***
Whiz, whoosh!
“Wow, impressive as always.”
I was watching Noah skillfully wield the sword while I did some sewing. It had been only a week since she picked up the sword, but she was already moving like it was part of her.
"Wow... She's totally a prince."
NOTE: In Lian's eye, Noah is a boy. It's bothersome to change pronunciation each time the POV changes. It may lead to typos.
Each time she swung the sword, Noah's short brown hair danced like the protagonist in a dazzling martial arts film. Her eyes, reminiscent of a fairy-tale prince, would surely make countless women cry in the future.
"I guess I'll be an extra by her side. Yeah.."
Tears streamed down my face. But these weren’t tears. It was rain. Even though we were indoors at the training hall, my words still held.
After dabbing my face to wipe the tears away, I resumed my quick hand movements.
"What in the world are you doing?"
Julianna approached during a break I guess, looking at what I was sewing while I had been crying.
"Making a doll."
"This?"
After doing some simple mending for Mia, she had handed me a needle and thread. I was using worn-out clothes to make cute dolls.
I showed her the doll beside me, about the size of a man's fist.
"Oh, that’s actually not bad?"
The doll somewhat resembled a sock puppet, with a body half the size of a baguette and embroidered eyes, nose, and mouth.
"This is easy."
I internally praised myself and quickly produced several dolls when Julianna remarked incredulously.
"Why did you make so many?"
"I started by making a doll for Pia, who’s been looking a bit down lately, but I figured the kids would be envious if only one got one, so I ended up making one for everyone. This one's for you, Julianna."
"Mine too?"
Julianna looked at the doll I held up with a reluctant expression. Like the other dolls, it had small bean-like eyes and a tiny mouth and nose, but its hair was styled similar to Julianna's.
"How can I catch this...huh? Why can it be caught?"
"Because you are a ghost."
"No, I can't because I'm a ghost!"
Julianna huffed a few times before flying off to restart training with Noah, as it seemed their break was over.
"Sigh... Iris' disappearance is a problem, and so is Pia."
I recalled Pia, who recently began avoiding me. From the sad expressions she made when we crossed paths from a distance, it seemed apparent that something was troubling her.
"I shouldn't force a meeting. I heard from Lily that she seems fine if talked to."
If she's avoiding me because she dislikes me, it's only right to leave her alone. Even in the world of comedy, there was a girl who would get nauseated by anything unattractive and once vomited in front of me.
"If she doesn't like it, avoid her."
Tears flowed down my face again like streams of water.
"Mm, that’s it!"
After completing the last doll, I cradled the bunch in my arms.
"They'll go on the kids' beds, right?"
With a beaming smile, I carried the dolls to the dormitory to deliver them.
And then I was kidnapped.
Chapter 29
Chapter 29 - Have the Separated Siblings Finally Reunited?
I went to deliver dolls to the kids' room when I ran into Pia. With a happy heart, I extended a doll to her and carefully started to speak, but she pushed me away abruptly.
My body seemed to be sucked into something, and my vision seriously wobbled. While flailing, I managed to shout, "What's happening?!" just before being spit out from midair and landing on a pile of garbage.
People say you can't speak properly when you're too startled, and I was exactly in that state.
"Khahaha! Success! It's a success!"
I heard the sound of a primitive man dancing and laughing. I straightened myself up from the pile of trash to look at the man who resembled a homeless person.
'What is this? And where am I?'
In the comedic world, sudden space-time shifts were common, so I quickly regained my composure.
"With this guy, I'll create the ultimate masterpiece...!"
The man came toward me, guffawing with his mouth wide open in a terrifying manner due to some missing teeth. Approaching with a broken staff, the man clearly looked like a madman.
'Wait? This person... haven't I seen him somewhere before?'
Just as I was trying to take a closer look at the man.
Boom!
Something fell on the man's head from above. Both the garbage and I were launched backward, and I found myself on a bed with springs popping out all over. I had no injuries, but I was utterly disoriented.
"Good thing I waited."
A man dressed in a thin floral shirt, wearing pointed shoes like a gangster, was chewing up the homeless man underfoot with contempt.
"Krughk..."
The stepped-on homeless man foamed at the mouth, shaking terribly like a fainted frog. I gradually got up and discreetly moved backward.
"You've brought quite the fine item."
The man that was in front of me disappeared in an instant, and I heard his voice from behind. Startled, I turned around only to find the slitty-eyed man grinning and grabbing me by the nape.
"Wouldn't it be perfect to present it with the thing I got before? Right?"
"Yes, it indeed seems so."
Next to the man, there was a beauty with neat hair tied high up. Looking at the gangster-like slitty-eyed man and the dignified cat-like woman, I realized who they were.
'That's Jiso and his right-hand Baekroo!'
Lightning struck in my mind, banging loudly. Instinctively, my body shrank.
"Well, it looks like we've reaped all we can, so let's head back."
"What about that one?"
The cat-like beauty Baekroo pointed at the writhing homeless man in the trash.
"Take him along as a slave or use him as material."
"Then we will do so."
Baekroo vanished in front of me and in an instant moved next to the homeless man.
Chhrrk.
A disagreeable sound came from Baekroo's shadow, and dozens of black hands began to emerge.
Shhrrrll.
The hands wrapped around the homeless man and in no time pulled him into the shadows.
"Should we store 'that one' too?"
Baekroo's eyes turned to me, and I shivered.
'Just, just stay still.'
Despite having a comedic filter, I didn’t want to be dismembered or end up in a monster's belly, so I looked pitifully back at Baekroo, harmless as can be.
An expression as forlorn as an abandoned kitten!
Baekroo glanced at my face and suddenly stiffened.
'Are you really going to put me in such a cruel place when I look this pitiable?'
That was the full meaning in my gaze.
"If you put it in there, it might go crazy. Just carry it like this."
"...I will place it somewhere safe."
"Is that even possible?"
My 'cat eyes' strategy failed miserably. Knowing I'd be swallowed by the shadows, tears welled up.
"Yes, I will ensure this cu-.. substantial slave is transferred well."
"Well, if you're going to put it that way."
Jiso casually tossed me aside.
"Woahhh!"
I flew straight into Baekroo's shadow.
Chhrrk.
I was sucked into the shadow amid an ominous sound.
"Huh?"
Squish.
The first sensation that hit me was blissfully soft and squishy. I instinctively opened my eyes that had been squeezed shut, and I saw a pink sky.
"What, where is this?"
I began to look around immediately.
"Hee-hee."
A unicorn with snow-white wings strutted around, and squishy animals rolled here and there. The ground resembled fluffy clouds that kids imagine, white and soft.
'Wasn't Baekroo's shadow supposed to be just as dreadful as hell?'
Lost in thought before a scene that seemed to smash the knowledge of the original story, I staggered up and started wandering around the shiny pink world.
***
"Puhihih, yes. This is Baekroo's world, where she keeps the things she likes."
"I thought for sure it was going to be like hell..."
"Hell? Are you referring to the infernal realms? Well, it’s not like such places don't exist. There are two worlds within Baekroo's shadow. The one you mentioned is probably the other side."
The unicorn with white wings kindly explained this and that to me.
"But it's the first time a human has ever come here."
"First?"
"Yes, Baekroo loves cute things but isn't particularly fond of humans."
The unicorn looked at me with its big eyes as if seeing something curious, then laughed and said.
"You are pure, which is nice."
"...What does that mean?"
"Ah, well, you being a young human might not know. We unicorns—"
"No no no no! Don't say it!"
I clasped my chest and dropped to my knees. I was glad to receive the unicorn's help, yet my heart ached, and tears flowed freely.
"You have a tender heart?"
"Let’s...go with that."
Sniffling, I embraced a round, squishy puppy that trembled its tail and licked my chin.
I first thought Baekroo had forcefully fattened these animals, but it turns out they were naturally like this.
As I took in the puppy's smell and healed myself, the pink sky above suddenly cracked open. A pitch-black hand reached down and grasped me.
The puppy I was holding dropped from my arms, rolled about, and finally came to a stop after bumping into a unicorn's leg. The unicorn looked up at me and said,
"Farewell, human! Keep yourself pure!"
"Noooo! I never wanted to hear that!"
Sure, I have a child's body, so naturally. But I've been pure in my past and past-past life too. I didn't want to be pure; I was unfairly purified.
'Sob..'
While I wept internally, I was pulled out of the shadow. The dark hand, despite being outside, didn’t let go of me.
So I was suspended in midair, held by the hand. At least it wasn't uncomfortable with something supporting my lower back.
Wooooo! Aaaaaah! Eeeek!
Soon after emerging, I was greeted with enormous cheers, screams, and the cries of monsters. It was as dark as if it were night. Torches hung on the walls, casting enough light to make out where I was.
'Prison?'
My vision was filled with a row of cells. It was too dark to see clearly, but I could vaguely make out human figures inside.
Clang, squeak.
Following the creepy sound of metal, I saw a round man with a pudgy body and face opening a nearby cell in an obsequiously disgusting way.
"I have it ready for you!"
The Odol-like man pushed a lantern inside, revealing a cold stone floor with tattered cloths. On one side there was a chamber pot that seemed to be for sanitary purposes, and on the other, a dull sword rolled about.
"Gasp...!"
I gasped and looked inside the cell at its occupant. Hair as grey as if they had rolled in a dust pit, golden eyes with unfocused gaze, and despite the filthy environment, an unmistakable beautiful appearance.
"Iris!"
There she was, Iris, the protagonist from the original story.
"What? You actually know each other?"
Jiso whistled lightly with a sly grin. He looked back and forth between me and Iris, then nodded and said,
"Have the separated siblings finally reunited? Now, this is touching."
Jiso mumbled something about the merchandise gaining value and hummed a tune.
"Just put them together, we'll use it for an event later."
"Yes! Got it!"
"Ah, not here. Move them down to the lower level. That'll be more interesting."
Jiso chuckled and then turned to Baekroo.
"What are you waiting for? Put it in."
"...Yes."
Baekroo was silent for a moment, then placed me inside the cell. The Odol-like man waddled over, holding an iron collar in hand, which he secured around my neck. It was heavy enough to make me stagger.
"Don't close the door. Transfer immediately."
"Yes! Understood!"
The Odol-like man replied in a forceful voice. Jiso stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked away nonchalantly. Baekroo gave me a piercing look, then followed Jiso.
"Hey, you two, follow me."
Chapter 30
Chapter 30 - Late Regrets
As soon as Jiso left, the Odol-like man who had been imitating a child's voice spoke up, pointing at Iris and me with a voice laden with gravity.
Knowing that any resistance here would only be met with violence, I stood up and approached the Odol-like man. Even as I approached hastily, the man's expression was sour.
"Eek! This is why slaves need a beating to come to their senses!"
His face flushing between red and blue with anger, the Odol-like man pointed his finger at Iris and shouted. I turned around in disbelief, only to see Iris sitting there with a vacant expression, as if she hadn't heard a word.
"Damn slave girl!"
The Odol-like man grabbed the whip from his waist and lashed out roughly.
Snap, shrrrack!
The whip struck the cell floor, filling the air with a menacing sound.
'Gasp..?! Wouldn't you die if you got hit by that?'
Seeing a stone shattered by the whip's impact, I hurried over to Iris.
"Iris, get up! Quickly, let’s go!"
"…?"
Iris just gazed vacantly at me with her mouth slightly open. She looked like a soulless being. I forced her to stand up.
"Get up...urgh!"
My efforts to pull her to her feet fortunately led to her standing willingly. It seemed less like she was ignoring me and more like she was so out of it that she couldn't respond.
"How dare you! How dare you ignore me?!"
The Odol-like man didn't take kindly to me looking out for Iris and swung his whip fiercely again.
Shrraaack!
The whip tore through my back. With a scorching pain, it felt like ripping off a band-aid along with a scent of blood.
"Aargh!"
A stinging pain forced me to bounce around on my toes. It was like someone sneakily put ice down my back.
"Get up!"
With a rough yell, I grabbed Iris's wrist and pulled her along. Like a doll with cut strings, Iris followed wherever she was pulled.
"If you defy me here, you won't like what's coming for you!"
After swinging his whip on the floor a few times, the Odol-like man spun around and began to stride away. His height was just one head taller than me, making him very short compared to the average adult male.
This meant I could easily catch up to him despite his brisk walking. As I walked past the row of cells lining both sides of the broad corridor, the path split.
There were a total of four paths including where Iris and I stood. The path in front and behind was the same as we had come along. The central path had cells on either side of it.
From where I stood, a long corridor stretched to the right, ending with a massive door. The door was at least 10 meters in height.
To the left was a shorter path with about a dozen steps at its end. The Odol-like man took the path to the left.
'Wow, could that be an elevator?'
Atop the stairs was a wooden elevator that looked like it might have been used in an old mine. Once Iris, the Odol-like man, and I entered the elevator, he pulled a rope on the left side.
Wooddrrrduk, kookung.
The elevator shuddered then started descending slowly as if going down a vertical cave, and darkness encompassed us.
Even though there were two lanterns attached to the elevator, either they were nearing the end of their life or just weren't bright enough.
Creak.
The elevator was brightened once again as we descended to the floor below. Without a word, the Odol-like man gave the rope another shake.
And then the elevator began descending even further.
The rope was pulled a total of three times. That meant we were at least four floors underground.
'Will they give me a spoon later?'
A spoon became a formidable digger in a prison. Even if this place were ten levels below, I could quickly dig my way out of the cell.
"Here, from now on, your room will be here."
The Odol-like man pointed to a sturdy door and opened it, revealing the cramped interior of the cell. The tiny room, which could barely fit three adult men lying down, was suffocatingly dark without even a window, let alone a lantern.
"Get in quickly!"
With a hand twitching as if wanting to reach for the whip right away, I hauled Iris into the cramped cell.
Creak, clang! Boom!
Iris and I were imprisoned in complete darkness, unable to see even an inch ahead.
***
Crrrack, cwack!
"…!"
Noah's eyes widened as she stared at the suddenly broken practice wooden sword in her hands, its splintered bits scattered around as if she had just twisted and snapped it.
[Oh no, it's broken. It must've not been well-maintained—it broke easier than I thought.]
Julianna grumbled and told me to fetch a new wooden sword. Noah remained silent for a moment before belatedly nodding.
'Why do I feel so uneasy?'
Noah clutched her chest, where a gnawing sense of unease began to rise, then released her grip repeatedly. Her gaze drifted toward where Lian had been sitting.
The place was empty, as if no one had ever been there.
‘He must have left for some other business. Lian is always busy.’
Trying to suppress her growing unease, Noah headed toward the warehouse where the wooden swords were kept.
[Ugh, it feels awful.]
As soon as she entered the warehouse, the first thing she saw was a dead insect, the size of a palm, near the entrance. Julianna, who didn't like bugs, trembled slightly and stepped back behind Noah.
Thump thump thump!
The broken wooden sword, the carcass of the dead bug.
What would've been dismissed as trivial matters felt terrifyingly strange and frightening. Noah looked down at the dead bug and searched her memory.
'Why am I feeling so uneasy? Was there an event that made me this anxious?'
As nothing specific came to mind, her unease continued to grow. Eventually, Noah left the warehouse without picking up a wooden sword.
"[Eh? Where are you going? The toilet?]"
Noah's heart raced as if it would burst from her throat, and her head turned white, leaving her unable to answer Julianna's question. Her brisk walk evolved into a sprint.
"Pant, pant...!"
Noah realized when she had felt this anxiety and fear before.
"Lian! Lian!"
A horrific scene peeked through the crack of a door flashed before her eyes.
"Lian!"
The first place she rushed to was the kitchen, but there she found only children busying themselves by chopping vegetables.
"Looking for Lian hyung?"
Note: hyung = brother
"I saw him. He went to the sleeping rooms carrying something like this?"
"What's that?"
"I don't know."
Noah brushed past the children's conversation and ran toward the dormitory. The closer she got to the dormitory, the greater her anxiety grew.
"Lian!"
With a desperate voice, Noah reached for the dormitory door, which opened to reveal only neatly arranged cute dolls on the beds.
With eyes halfway turned, Noah immediately opened another door. Lian was in neither the second nor the third rooms.
"Lian, please... are you here?"
Noah, voice quivering pitifully, managed a weak, humorless smile as she opened the last door.
Creak.
The door opened gently. The first thing she saw was Pia sitting on the floor, clutching her hair in despair.
"Why? Why aren't you saying anything? Is this the end? Huh? Please answer me. Please please please."
Pia was pleading several times, hoping to find confirmation that she hadn't been wrong, but with Dovan’s magic undone, no response came back.
"Pia...?"
Noah didn't recognize Pia right away due to the completely darkened hair and purplish-black eyes, but soon, she realized after seeing her face.
Pia looked up at Noah's voice.
"Ah ah -.. Noah."
Pia forced a smile while struggling to her feet, giving Noah chills.
"Listen. I finally saved you."
"What?"
"I finally exiled the hypocrite tormenting you, me, and all of us! But my sister... my sister won't answer me. Ah ah -, has she finally let go of her attachment and left my side?"
Pia mumbled unintelligibly, appearing mad. Noah, fighting the urge to flee immediately, asked,
"Pia, have you seen Lian?"
"..Lian?"
Pia suddenly wiped the smile off her face and rolled her eyes toward the floor. Following Pia's gaze, Noah's eyes landed on a doll lying on the floor.
The dolls that had been on the beds in other rooms were only rolling around the floor in this one.
"Why is this on the floor...? Pia, what in the world... what happened here?"
As Noah asked the question, her voice trembling, Pia blinked her big eyes slowly and forced her mouth into what looked like a smile.
"I told you before. That damned trash, Lian, I've had him exiled."
"What..?"
"Don’t you think so too? Lian is trash. He just smiles like a hypocrite trying to use us."
A small confusion swirled in Pia's previously unfocused eyes. Her voice trembled slightly, and she spoke obsessively, as if seeking confirmation.
"Right? Lian that bastard is trash. Trash that should be killed on the spot! Having him by our side doesn't help us, does it? It only brings more misery!"
Pia's eyes scoured the floor. At the end of her gaze lay a doll made to resemble Pia's hairstyle.
"...Right? That’s how it is, right?"
Pia’s voice was now trembling beyond concealment.
Chapter 31
Chapter 31 - The Arena of Madness
"What?! He committed suicide? Who gave him permission!"
Gladiator fights, brutal contests where warriors armed with swords and monstrous creatures fiercely battled, inciting a feverish excitement among the audience.
The slave who had killed himself today, only 15 years old, was meant to be used as a sacrificial opening act for the gladiator games.
If a slave dies, another could easily take his place, but this time it wasn't so simple.
"Damn it, we're expecting an important guest!"
Totojen, known as the Dark Merchant, was scheduled to visit to watch the gladiator fights today. He had particularly perverse tastes.
He took pleasure in beautiful or adorable children getting hurt.
His favorite was watching children who could be killed at any moment slay monsters, thus abandoning their innocence and descending into corruption. However, among those frail but cute children who met his aesthetic standards, none possessed the physical strength to tear apart a monster.
Instead, the plan was to put on a show of such delicate children being torn apart by monsters for his amusement.
His standards for appearance were very strict; even the slave who had just committed suicide had barely qualified.
"Damn it!"
But now that slave was dead, and there wasn't enough time to find a replacement. This meant they were about to lose a big client.
'I must do something..!'
Thinking of the money he received for pleasing Totojen, the Odol-like man's eyes sparkled with an idea.
'There must be at least one slave who fits the appearance standards... Ah!'
The Odol-like man recalled the slave he had imprisoned underground a few days ago.
'Those kids would do...'
Muttering to himself, he then remembered Jiso's order. The slaves were supposed to be used for an event and were not to be tampered with without permission.
'Jiso would surely find this option more amusing.'
Chortling, the Odol-like man hurriedly spread out a piece of paper and wrote a letter to Jiso about the two slaves.
He quickly scribbled the letter and sent it by tying it to a crow’s leg. In less than an hour, he received a reply.
The letter simply said, 'Do as you wish.' The Odol-like man laughed nastily, flashing his yellow teeth.
***
"Iris, let's eat."
The darkness where one couldn't see an inch in front of their face had settled... and the cell that should've been barren now bore a completely different look.
The walls and floor were completely black like before, made of dark rock, but now the ceiling had lights, and there was a usable small table in the middle of the room.
Two fist-sized rice balls were placed on the table. In situations akin to being stranded (or similar predicaments), the appearance of items necessary for survival was a too predictable rule.
Especially when caring for 'pretty,' 'younger sisters,' procuring food and essentials becomes remarkably easy. Thanks to this, we could survive without starving.
'It seems likely the room will grow larger if we keep living like this.'
Already, one side of the room’s wall had transformed into mechanical gear. I hadn’t done anything particular. It just morphed on its own when Iris attempted to relieve herself on the floor, creating a toilet instead.
The comedic filter was all too kind to underage pretty girls. Perhaps given more time, it will upgrade to a full house.
"Iris, come on, eat."
Iris was completely out of it, having experienced something unnerving. She barely chewed and swallowed food when I fed it to her mouthful by mouthful.
After swallowing, she would become still again with a vacant expression.
After feeding her all of the rice ball like one would feed baby food, I gave her half of my own rice ball too. Seeing her emaciated body, I couldn't do otherwise.
After chewing and swallowing my half, I sat beside Iris and began to comb her tangled hair. She fiddled with her hands.
When I reached out to hold her hand, she grasped it quietly. After a few days of care, she started holding onto my sleeve or hand without a word.
'I hope caring for her attentively will improve her condition.'
I was glad even for the small changes and spoke up.
"Iris, do you want to make rice balls yourself later? Where I used to live, kids learned to make food too. Oh, I taught them how. You'll do well learning it, Iris."
I kept reciting stories of living with the children, so Iris wouldn't feel averse when later she meets Noah and the others.
Though I wasn't sure if she was listening, it was better than doing nothing, so I continued to chatter about the kids.
This led me to reminisce about Noah. I wasn’t really worried about her or the kids.
Being original characters and with Julianna, an 'adult,' by their side, I was confident they would manage somehow.
My belief was based on the survival of the original protagonist, Iris. It was a relief to think that the leading characters don't die, and as the story goes, Iris and Lian were meant to meet.
For these reasons, my worry for the kids was minor compared to my concern for Iris, who had completely checked out.
'I should thank Pia when I get back.'
I wasn't sure why Pia had suddenly pushed me away, but in any case, thanks to her, I was able to find Iris, so I planned to give her cookies later.
Clang.
Just then, the door that had been closed suddenly opened. The one who opened it wasn't Jes, but a man with a face uncannily resembling an animal. The man had a rat-like face with a long tail.
"Hey, you two, come ou-... What's this?"
The rat Therianthrope looked around the cell's interior with a puzzled expression. I wanted to add a sound effect like 'follow follow...' with my mouth, but I resisted.
"Did Jiso specially arrange this? Ah, whatever. If I'm late again, he'll throw a fit..."
The rat Therianthrope muttered to himself and then flicked his finger toward Iris and me, who had been holding hands.
"Follow me."
Unsure of the situation but knowing that resistance would only make things worse, I stood up. As I rose, Iris got up along with me.
Once outside, the rat Therianthrope locked the cell door and led the way forward.
We took the elevator we had descended in, going up and up. The floor we disembarked on was the same floor Iris had originally been confined to.
After stepping off the elevator, we headed straight ahead. The rat Therianthrope stopped in front of a massive door on the opposite side of the elevator.
He approached the wall and pulled on a rope that stretched lengthwise. Suddenly, a ringing bell echoed from beyond the door.
Koong.
As if it were a signal, the door opened.
Waaaaah -..!
A roar of cheers and the cacophony of shouting people resonated in my ears. I considered taking earplugs out of my pocket but decided it might attract attention and refrained.
The inside of the door was a short passage. At the end of the passage were stairs that seemed to have about 30 steps.
Bright light seeped through the end of the stairs, suggesting they led outside. However, barred with iron grates, there appeared to be no escape.
"Wait inside until the grate in front opens, then go out."
"Is that all?"
The rat Therianthrope looked at me as if my question was absurd.
"Haven't you been here long? Slaves don't ask questions. Got it?"
He clicked his tongue and left through the opened door. Then the door shut with a koong. Iris and I were left alone in the space connected to the outside.
'What's this?'
Scratching the back of my head, I surveyed the surroundings. On one wall lay old weapons. There was no need to bother with grim-looking weapons, so I decided to go up the stairs.
I thought about leaving Iris briefly to check it out, but she wouldn't let go of my hand, so I just took her along as we ascended the stairs together.
"Thank you! Thank you! Now, let us commence the real gladiator fight!"
"Wooooooo!"
"Phweeeee!"
A large, round space, ecstatic spectators, a man who appeared to be the announcer spoke in an exaggerated tone.
'Don't tell me this is... the Arena of Madness?!'
This was the fighting arena operated by Jiso, where you could watch bloody battles between creatures and humans, humans and humans, creatures and creatures.
However, the fights were unfair, and entertainment was the only rule; human beings were torn apart like toys.
'Wait, wait, wait! Didn't he say to go out when the grate opens?!'
My face turned pale. While I wouldn't have much trouble, Iris, she might die.
Clang, chrrrrl!
In the midst of this, the iron grate opened upwards. I immediately backed away with Iris. Then, a muscular giant of a man standing outside picked up Iris and me and threw us into the arena.
"Aaaaah!"
I tumbled onto the floor while holding Iris tightly.
Clang.
A sword fell in front of me where I had collapsed face down.
"It wouldn't be fun if you just die. Try to struggle as much as you can."
The man who had thrown me chuckled and then entered the passage we came out from. It seemed like he was the one who threw the sword. I wobbled as I stood up and looked around.
Enthused crowds and a heat so intense it burned the skin.
An artificial light created by Jiso's magic brightly illuminated the arena.
"Now, the monster that will fight against this pitiful pair of siblings is...?! Introducing SnakeLion!"
Clang, chrrrrl!
The sound of the iron grate lifting came from the opposite side of where I stood. A lion with the tail of a snake as thick as an adult man's arm snarled as it came out.
I hastily grabbed the sword. It was so heavy that the tip drooped down.
'Should I run and escape by climbing the wall, or should I use those words to somehow talk my way out?'
While I racked my brain for phrases that might help me get out of this predicament,
"Uh..?"
Iris snatched the sword from my hand. I startled and looked at her, freezing in place. Her eyes were flickering with pure white light.
The beautiful shimmer, a sign of a heroic attribute, was there in her eyes.
"..."
Quietly releasing my hand, Iris began walking forward. Before I could try to stop her...
Thud!
She shot forward.
Chapter 32
Chapter 32 - I Put on 3D Glasses
Iris's world had crumbled.
It was unclear since when. At some point, her field of vision narrowed and all sounds seemed to come from a distance.
In an entirely white space, Iris aimlessly spent her time. She no longer felt tormented. Nor was there any pain.
Then, suddenly, she felt a warm sensation and snapped back to reality. A voice, echoing as if speaking inside a cave, brushed past Iris's ears.
It wasn't the hand that slapped her cheek or yanked her hair but a tender one combing through her locks, prompting Iris to instinctively reach out.
Her hand, quivering with learned fear, latched onto the tail end of the warmth. As if it were the most natural thing, the warmth held her hand in return.
At that moment, her closed-off world expanded ever so slightly.
With nothing left in her world but a worthless self and the gentle warmth, she reacted sensitively to the warmth.
Clang!
With the cold sound of metal, she heard murmuring voices. It felt distant, like listening to noises from afar.
"Haa, ha..."
But the voice of the warm presence embracing Iris was crystal clear. The rapid pulse felt through their skin, the tension in the hand gripping tightly because of nervousness, the gesture of shielding her in the background.
Iris slowly became aware of all these things.
"Grrrr..."
The chilling murderous intent of a beast on the hunt swept over Iris. In that moment, she instinctively knew if things stayed this way, the warmth could vanish.
The child, who could neither cry nor laugh, desperately didn't want to lose the only warmth she had left.
'I want to protect it.'
A light began seeping into her empty eyes.
'This warmth alone...'
Iris instinctively grabbed the sharp sword.
'I don't want to lose it.'
As the world whitened and crumbled, her narrowed vision widened. Her gaze landed on the beast that was showing its teeth.
The moment she came to, she found herself running.
"Roarharhar!"
A thunderous roar echoed, terrifying enough to make the faint-hearted clutch their hearts and collapse, but Iris was unscathed.
The beast flashed its eyes menacingly at her. It leapt back significantly, then observed her warily, loaded with suspicion.
Instinctively knowing that Iris posed a danger, the beast, however, was not Iris's concern. She kicked off lightly and swung the sword with an indifferent expression.
Swoosh!
Though they were quite apart, and the sword swung through the air, the moment the beast sneered, a long gash formed on its torso, then ripped open. Green blood began gushing out.
"Grrrr!"
Startled, the beast retreated repeatedly, but Iris was faster. She indiscriminately sliced the beast's legs, head, and torso, as if slaughtering it.
"Roarhar! Cough, ack...!"
The beast charged at Iris multiple times, yet it couldn't even graze her hair.
Crack!
The thick neck bone broke and the snake tail was sliced into ten pieces, leaving Iris victorious.
"Woooooow!! An unimaginable outcome!!"
"Waaaaaah!"
"Woooow!"
An enormous cheer that seemed to shake the earth filled the arena. Iris, as if the surrounding noise and scenery were invisible to her, ran swiftly towards Lian with the green-bloodied sword.
Clang.
Without any hesitation, she threw the sword to the ground and hurriedly grabbed Lian's hand. The moment the warmth met hers, she exhaled a long sigh of relief.
At the same time, her vision narrowed again, and she curled up once more into her own world. However, unlike before, she was not alone. That alone was enough satisfaction for her.
***
"That was impressive."
The moment Iris ran off, I swiftly pulled out 3D glasses from my pocket and put them on. When watching a battle with 3D glasses, even a mundane fight gains various effects like a scene from a movie.
As proof, some sort of sword energy was shooting out from Iris's blade, attacking the monster.
'This level of power wasn't in the original story.'
Whether Iris had awakened before meeting me or if the comedic filter's powers were exceptional, it was all good.
Crack!
Iris decapitated the horrifying monster and began running towards me. I quickly took off the glasses and put them back in my pocket.
Clang!
Iris, having thrown aside her sword, ran to me and cautiously held my hand. Perhaps she had been afraid of fighting the monster because her hand was trembling. As I interlocked our fingers, the trembling gradually ceased.
"Phweeeee!"
"Waaaaah!"
"Wooooow!"
The cheering continued unabated. Being the focus of thousands of humans and demons didn't feel great. Holding Iris's hand firmly, I made my way to where the man who threw the sword at me was standing.
The man who had been inside the passage had now come out and was leaning against the wall.
"Heh, turns out she’s quite useful?"
The man swept his sleazy gaze over Iris. This shocked me enormously.
'That crazy bastard?'
Iris might be pretty, but she was skinny from poor nutrition and shorter than me. A man in his forties ogling a girl a head shorter than me like that almost made me swear without realizing.
In haste, I covered Iris’s eyes and entered the passage.
"Iris, you shouldn't see such things. Geez geez. You get it, right?"
Iris wordlessly followed me and then nodded slightly.
She actually responded!
Surprised, I looked at Iris and asked.
"Iris, did you just respond?!"
Then Iris slightly tilted her head and bumped her forehead against my shoulder. I wasn't sure of its meaning, but it seemed like she was showing more reactions than before.
Like a dog that had been abused and slowly opened its heart, I was overwhelmed with emotion.
Koong.
Just as we were almost down the stairs, the large door that had been closed opened. Entering through was a man who reminded me of the Odol-like fellow.
"Heh heh... Good job! Well done!"
The Odol-like man, who treated slaves worse than livestock, burst out in his highest praise and clapped his hands.
"Send these two to the upper floor!"
"Yes, understood!"
The rat Therianthrope behind the Odol-like man humbly bowed his head and nervously wrung his hands like a fly. The Odol-like man cackled like a villain, bouncing excitedly before turning away.
Iris and I followed the rat Therianthrope to take the elevator up.
"Wow..."
Just one floor up, yet, the surrounding scenery changed drastically. Although not luxurious, it had a bright tone with plants here and there, spacious windows, and a resting area with sofas.
The rooms looked similar to the dormitories of noble estates but were infinitely better compared to a prison.
The rat Therianthrope, after looking around the room, mentioned this wasn't the place and guided us to the floor just above the one we first arrived at using the elevator. The announced location was the top floor.
"...!?"
A VVIP suite, not unlike the ones I had seen in previous life's MyTube videos, stood guardedly there. It was a room that even nobles would've envied.
"Hmm... This place seems too soon for you."
The rat Therianthrope mumbled and got off one floor above the initial dormitory-style level. The neatly arranged rooms each had two beds but looked somewhat lacking.
Naturally, having seen the opulent top floor, I couldn’t help but compare it. Then, I realized.
'Ah, they did it on purpose.'
Showing them the life of nobility on the top floor first, and then their designated floor and a worse one, naturally makes them compare.
Slaves will naturally long for the higher floor and fear falling to a lower one. Eventually, those blinded by 'the power of the arena' will forever shackle themselves and never leave the arena.
"Alright, you two will stay here from now on. You can freely spend your time until another match is scheduled, just don't leave the arena."
The rat Therianthrope pointed out one of the empty rooms, warning us that if we strayed too far from the arena, our collars would explode. After he left, Iris and I were left alone.
Well, to be accurate, we were left alongside other slaves peeking out cautiously from their rooms.
"Hey."
'Perhaps we should head to our room first?' I wondered when a mocking voice addressed us.
Turning towards the voice, I saw a man who seemed two heads taller than me, smirking down at Iris and me.
Chapter 33
Chapter 33 - Did he Take Care of It?
"If you've come, shouldn't you greet first?"
A man with light brown skin and slightly dirty blonde hair stood slantedly and addressed us. A delinquent vibe exuded from him.
"Hello?"
"Can you not even greet properly?"
At his words, other slaves who had been slowly making their way out of the rooms burst into laughter beside the man.
"Hey, what if you get scared and refuse to fight?"
"If that's the case, you might as well die here."
I watched carefully at those chattering around me.
'They're all kids.'
Tall like beanstalks, their faces drawn yet youthful.
'Maybe middle school age?'
They appeared too short to be high schoolers. While pondering such irrelevant thoughts, the man approached and smirked derisively at me.
"Hey, if you give her up, I'll let you off the hook."
The bastard pointed at Iris, spouting such bullshit. If he had insulted me, I could have laughed it off, but I couldn't bear it when he dishonored Iris.
"I refuse."
It was natural for my words to come out harshly. As I firmly stated my refusal with a sour expression, the guy's face twisted grotesquely.
"You’re throwing a fit when I was trying to be nice by sparing you the typical newbie shakedown?"
"Seems you want to protect your 'family' or something."
Despite the barrage of insulting remarks, I wasn't bothered. The guy cracked his knuckles and strode assertively towards me.
"Seeing as things have come to this, a proper lesson seems to be in order."
It appeared I needed to give this son of a bitch a lesson in comedic world retribution. I glared back, defiant, and the atmosphere turned even colder.
Just as a fight seemed imminent at any second.
"Start getting ready, Pimax."
"Tsk..."
The man, Pimax, who had been cracking his fists in front of me, was called over by the rat Therianthrope. He was told that his gladiator fight was close and to come down to the lower floor. Flaunting a malicious grin, Pimax looked at me with disdain.
"Good. Hey, don't beat up this bastard. Let's see if he dares to look at me the same way after watching my fight."
At Pimax’s words, laughter burst from eight slaves gossiping among themselves. From what I could gather, Pimax was a very skilled gladiator slave and was expected to advance to the upper floors soon due to his fearsome abilities.
"Watch thoroughly."
I nodded silently to his menacing warning. Did I agree because I was a pushover?
No, I had consented because I was planning to crush that sob. Inwardly, I smirked as viciously as the protagonist of Death Note.
After Pimax left, the slaves took Iris and me to the lounge with a view of the arena. Upon taking a seat at the center of a long sofa, the slaves giggled and found places to sit in the empty spaces around us.
Perhaps because each floor had a high ceiling, but the entire arena could be seen in one glance. The arena was busy with the removal of a corpse that had been savaged by monsters.
A slave seated next to me playfully poked my shoulder, jeering that I would soon meet a similar fate. Due to another slave subtly attempting to touch Iris, I had no choice but to place her in front of me, under the sofa.
Damn bastards.
"And now for the next match, the undefeated newcomer gladiator, Pimaxxxxxxxxx!"
"Woooooow!"
"Waaaaaaaaaaah!"
Tremendous shouts filled the air. As they had boasted, Pimax seemed to be among the stronger gladiators.
Pimax was equipped with a gleaming sword and shield, not to be compared with the weapon Iris had held or those prepared in the passage. He donned a leather chestplate, seemingly disregarding other forms of armor.
"The opponent is ~ !! Rekra, raised on hundreds of humans!"
Clang, chrrrrl.
At the sound of the iron bars rising, a monster resembling a scarlet bull burst out, rumbling ferociously. Unlike a common bull, this one had massive horns, as well as additional horns jutting from its jaw.
The size of the creature was massive, easily the height of a single-story building. Yet, Pimax proceeded with ease, even with such a beast before him.
"Kuooooo!"
The beast let out a high-pitched cry and charged towards Pimax with its horns forward.
Kurrurrung!
The power of its gallop caused the ground to quake. Despite the potentially frightening situation, Pimax effortlessly dodged the bull and then sliced at its hind legs.
"Kuooooo!"
The hide was thick and the muscles robust, so it didn't sever, but Pimax had successfully inflicted a deep wound. The cautious creature attacked again but was no match for Pimax.
Playing with the beast, Pimax tore open its vulnerable belly and felled his opponent.
Kuuuuung!
The monster crashed to the floor, spurting blood and with its tongue hanging loose. Victory belonged to Pimax.
"Waaaaaaaaaaah!"
"Whiiiiieeek!"
Roaring cheers erupted. From the arena, Pimax showed the confidence of a victor, even waving his hand in a relaxed manner. The slaves, assuming I was scared, mockingly patted my head as I just watched Pimax from above.
I spoke while gazing at the monster bleeding profusely from its belly and mouth.
"Did he take care of it?"
Just as the magical phrase fired off --
Koong, Kuong.
Like a miracle, the monster stirred back to life. The wound in the belly had healed, and the creature's eyes regained their alertness.
"What the?"
"What is that?!"
The very slaves who had mocked me were now watching the monster in horror. Growling, the beast charged at Pimax once again. As expected, a boss resurrected with 'Did he take care of it?' always returns stronger.
"What's this?!"
Pimax, flustered, quickly raised his shield, his body shaking with the creature's heavy assault. The monster shook its head and prepared for another attack, as Pimax looked on in shock.
"Rekra, thought to be dead, has risen anew! Can Pimax prevail?"
"Wooooo?!"
"Waaaaah!"
Since this was Jiso's arena, the sudden revival of the monster wasn't found unusual. It was perceived merely as a sudden, thrilling event, which ignited the crowd's excitement.
Pimax, teeth clenched, swung his sword fiercely.
No matter the rejuvenation and newfound strength, it wasn't enough to overcome Pimax.
"Pimaxxxxxxx! Has once again downed Rekra!!!"
As the cheers echoed fiercely, the monster, with its neck half-severed, appeared truly dead this time, its eyes flipping back.
Fearful of another resurrection, Pimax watched warily until the clean-up crew dashed forward to collect the carcass, and only then did he relax his body.
Grinning satisfactorily, Pimax began to exit with a relaxed demeanor.
With my arms folded, I smirked and remarked,
"Did he pull it off?"
As my magical catchphrase projected,
Kong! Kuong!
The now even stronger monster lighted its eyes and rose to its feet. The severed neck was reattached, and the horns had grown slightly longer.
"What, what?!"
Pimax's startled cry could faintly be heard amidst the cheers. Those who had rushed to collect the supposed corpse panicked and ran out of the arena.
"Damn it!"
With a deeply furrowed expression, Pimax recommenced his fight with the monster. As strong as he claimed to be, Pimax was no match for the comedic filter.
No sooner had Pimax brought the monster down --
"Is it finished?"
The monster that was dead came back to life once again.
The creature's teeth had sharpened to resemble shark’s, and its bulk had further increased. Pimax was visibly tiring.
Gradually, more wounds accumulated on Pimax, and the slaves around me started to inch away nervously.
As the monster rose with each word I uttered, they seemed to believe I was the one reviving it.
I repeated the resurrection phrase once more, laughing malevolently without bothering to hide my glee anymore.
Dare to mess with Iris? Let's see you roll until death.
Pimax's face was smashed, and he had lost an arm and a leg. I could hear the curses spewing from the many who had bet on him.
"You really thought you could touch my sister and get away with it?"
Muttering in triumph, the slaves who had been looking at me questioningly now shrieked and scattered. I sighed softly and looked down at Iris, who had peacefully closed her eyes, resting her head on my knees.
'...We'd surely be separated if it's discovered we're not really siblings, so it's better to keep pretending for the time being, right?'
Surely the kind Iris would understand my reasoning. Nodding to myself internally, I took Iris back to our room.
The following morning.
There was an issue with Pimax, who seemed he was on track for great success, as he had become of no further use. The match he was supposed to fight in was left hanging in uncertainty.
"The ones who will participate in the match instead of Pimax will be you, you, and you."
The rat Therianthrope's fingers pointed at me. He briefly glanced at Iris and then added,
"Oh, and just so you know, you can't go together with that girl."
Pimax turned out to be no help at all in the end.
Chapter 34
Chapter 34 - Chewing Away
When confronted with a big problem, ordinary people show a range of reactions. Some think hard to solve the issue, while others become despondent and do nothing but cry.
The comedic world is no exception. I am also one of the many types of people there.
"It will work out somehow."
In the comedic world, you never know what’s going to happen next, and even if it does, it rarely leads to death. If you do die, becoming a ghost and living an ordinary life seems to be the norm.
As a result, I’ve become quite laid-back.
Are you asking if I was really tense when I was thrown into the arena with Iris?
It's because Iris could easily die, unlike me. If I had been alone, there would've been no need to be so afraid.
The only thing I'm slightly worried about is mad dark sorcerers going crazy at the sight of me not dying, no matter how much I'm hurt.
"Should I kill them with clichéd phrases like yesterday? Or should I act like I know them?"
In the comedic world, you can become family or enemies with anyone, regardless of their intelligence or species.
If you say, "Hey, long time no see!" the previously mindless beast might start using bipedal movement, scratching its head or fishing a cell phone out of its fur to call and say, "Mom, do you know a person named Lian? Yes? My childhood friend?" It's that unpredictable.
To put it simply, if you're good at gaslighting, you can even become friends with monsters.
In any case, there were many ways to dodge problems. That’s why, unlike the other chosen slaves, I managed to stay calm.
Seeing me like that, the slaves began to harbor strange misconceptions.
"Uh..."
"Yes?"
As I was feeding Iris a sandwich, a slave who, like me, had been sent to the arena in place of Pimax, approached me.
A cleanly shaved slave with a head like a chestnut burr suddenly sat down heavily beside me. To be precise, he knelt down and slammed his forehead onto the floor.
"...?!"
"Please, save me!"
It was absurd enough that he just kneeled down, but his plea for help left me speechless.
Munch, munch, ah-.
Regardless of the kneeling slave, Iris, whose attention was only on her vanishing food, opened her mouth politely waiting for more.
I reflexively turned my gaze away from the slave and fed another piece of the sandwich to Iris.
After watching Iris chew away like an old goat, when I turned back towards the slaves, the number of those kneeling had increased.
"Eh?"
"Please help us!"
"I'm truly sorry for what happened yesterday! We had no idea... you were such a formidable person!"
All of the kneeling slaves were scheduled to fight in the gladiatorial games. I looked at them with a dumbfounded expression and said.
"I really have no idea what you're suddenly talking about..."
Among the four kneeling slaves, two were the ones who had been laughing at me behind Pimax the day before. The other two I hadn’t seen before.
"Ah-."
"Oh, okay."
As I was lost in thought, Iris opened her mouth again. Like a mother bird feeding her chick, I placed another piece of sandwich into Iris's mouth.
"Please, we beg you to save us!"
Their incomplete and urgent pleas made me feel like sighing.
"Why would I kill you guys?"
I played dumb in response to their words, and the first slave who had kneeled began to pour out his sad tale.
In short, this was the situation.
Pimax was strong enough that he could've climbed at least two more floors here. Naturally, the monster he was set to face was very strong.
As expected, there wasn't a single person on our floor who could stand a chance against the monster prepared for Pimax.
Being asked to take Pimax's place in a match was tantamount to a death sentence.
"Shouldn't the monster change since the players have changed?"
At my query, the chestnut-like slave began to explain with a sorrowful expression.
It takes quite a bit of effort to prepare a monster for a gladiator fight. Monsters must be agitated enough to be ready to fight immediately, and magic is cast to prevent them from attacking the arena's spectators.
As such, the monster for the arena is prepared at least a week in advance. In other words, they were now expected to fight the monster that had been prepared for Pimax.
The reason why the number of participants for a match initially meant for just Pimax went up to five was to somehow hold off the monster by sheer numbers.
And if they failed? They were slaves anyway. What did it matter? Just buy new ones.
To anyone who wasn’t as skilled as Pimax, they were nothing more than expendables. For the slaves chosen this time, it was no different from being told to die.
And in such a circumstance, they believed I was the only one who could save them.
"Me?"
"Yes! Didn't you miraculously bring a dying monster back to life with your mysterious power yesterday?"
The chestnut-like slave looked up at me with desperate eyes, as if he was about to cling to my pants and beg if I refused.
"Ah-."
All the while, I fed another piece of sandwich to Iris, rolling my eyes.
'Why should I?'
Surviving on my own was one thing, but saving these guys while surviving was an entirely different challenge. Above all, I had no desire to take care of the slaves who had sided with Pimax in insulting Iris.
If I were to help, I only wanted to help the two slaves who had done nothing wrong.
"...I'll think about it."
"..! Thank you so much!"
The chestnut-like slave, as if relieved by my words alone, trembled and deeply bowed his head. Since he wasn't one of the slaves who followed Pimax yesterday, I didn't feel a strong aversion and told him to rise from his knees.
Sniffling, the chestnut-like slave rose up along with the large-bodied slave who was also new to me.
"Please, really, save us! We will repay your kindness, whatever it takes!"
The ones who had been close to Pimax yesterday were unnerved by my 'I'll think about it,' and after I expressed my irritation, they panicked and ran away.
"Ah-."
"Iris, you're all done."
"Mmhm..."
As they left, the last of the sandwich had disappeared. Iris closed her mouth and nodded. Indeed, day by day, her small reactions seemed to be increasing.
After spending a little more time with Iris, it was soon time to participate in the match.
"It’s time to go. Come out."
I was about to leave Iris sitting on the bed and exit the room when suddenly, she gripped the hem of my clothes tightly.
"Whoa..! Iris?"
"Ah..?"
Iris, tilting her head and making a small noise, seemed to be asking, "Where are you going?" I carefully pulled her hand away and said,
"I’ll be back quickly, so wait here, okay?"
Iris blankly stared at my face and then hung her head. Although she didn't look too happy, as it was time, I had no choice but to leave her and exit the room.
"If any of you touch even a single finger of my sister, you'll end up like Pimax, understand?"
"Yikes...!"
"Gulp... We won’t even breathe in the same space as you!"
At my menacing warning, the slaves gathered in the corridor to watch the participants froze up and began nodding their heads vigorously.
'If anyone tries to approach her, they’ll get pummeled... I guess it should be okay?'
With the image of Iris cutting up the monster in mind, I took the elevator down. The five of us, including me, were led down the same passage as before.
Upon entering the passage, the slaves rushed toward the weapons laid out to one side.
'Is there a lighter sword available?'
Maybe it’s because I'm still small, but I felt it hard to handle a long sword. 'Should I just find a suitable dagger instead?' I thought as I browsed the weapons.
The relatively intact swords were placed on racks, and those with dull blades or those that seemed like they could break at any moment were crammed into lidless oak barrels.
Since all the rack-placed weapons were long swords, I reluctantly looked toward the barrel. The other slaves were all fishing for sturdy long swords and did not bother to look in the barrel.
'Now, where's a usable one?'
Like searching for my umbrella in a crowded stand, I sifted through handles, pushing them aside, looking for something usable.
'Ah, this one looks good.'
A sword handle appeared, shorter and tucked inward, among the pile. I pushed away the other swords as much as possible, trying to pull out what seemed to be a dagger.
Shick.
"Ah.."
Crammed with swords, I inadvertently cut my hand while reaching for one. Blood dripped, staining the dagger.
"Hmm..."
While an ordinary person might've shrieked in pain and pulled their hand out, such injuries recovered quickly for me, so it wasn’t an issue.
'I might as well just pull it out quickly.'
No one leaves their umbrella in the stand because their hand gets wet from the others while retrieving theirs.
That's why I kept going and extracted the dagger despite my hand getting slashed by other swords.
"Wow."
To my surprise, the drawn dagger had a well-sharpened blade and no chips on the edge.
The blade was only about 16 cm in length – fairly short, but it didn’t seem like it would easily break.
"There’s too much blood on it."
Just as I was considering wiping it off with my clothes...
[ ...Are you the one who awoke me? ]
A voice, ambiguous between male and female, rang in my head.
Swoosh.
The blood gathered on the blade was instantly absorbed by the dagger.
[ Ah, so sweet, so delicious! Bring me more blood right now! ]
My hand moved on its own, and the dagger plunged itself into my abdomen.
[ Kahaha! Yes, this is it, this is the stuff! Ah, blood after hundreds of years tastes so sweet! ]
A flippant laughter resounded in my head.
Clang.
"What, what...!"
The startled cry of another slave getting ready for the match echoed. Without a word, I stared at my belly and frowned.
"Why the hell would you stab me without warning! If you'd spoken, I would've at least taken off my clothes!"
The dagger that had been soaking up blood paused abruptly with a squelching noise.
[ What, what? ]
Chapter 35
Chapter 35 - A Shabby Demon Sword
The sword, which had been soaking up blood with a squelching sound, hesitated for a moment.
[ What, what? ]
"Yikes! Don't stop, just keep sucking up the blood! My clothes are getting soaked!"
When the sword stopped absorbing the blood, the wound began to bleed again. Clothes with a hole in them might be mendable, but bloodstained fabric is notoriously tricky to clean.
At my sharp command, the sword trembled as if shocked, then hastily began to slurp up the blood again. The bleeding that was seeping out halted instantaneously.
"What's this?"
"Could this be some unknown dark magic?"
"Truly, he must be a great being..."
"Everyone, cover your ears! If you listen in, you might just end up dead!"
The slaves hastily covered their ears and huddled in a corner, shivering. Despite their fearful gestures, their eyes flickered with hope.
The fact that I had an incomprehensible power meant, to them, that I had a high chance of survival in the upcoming fight.
[ You... why don't you die? You should have turned into a mummy by now! What exactly are you?]
The sword spoke in a voice full of confusion.
"How are you going to pay for this?"
[ Wh-what? ]
"Do you think you can just run away after sucking blood without paying and putting a hole in someone else's clothes?"
[ That's... you see. ]
I had been living as a housewife in the comedic world.
To live with my mother, who would explode the kitchen or the laundry room when doing household chores like a full-time scientist, I had to be meticulous.
The occupation of 'housewife' in the comedic world can be considered terrifying, almost equivalent to a 'warrior'.
They could hold up three children in each arm to swing them, and if there's a discount, carry ten bags of rice without breaking a sweat.
Especially on days with limited-time sales or seasonal discounts at stores, they display an incredible strength.
Not to mention? At markets without set prices, they engage in tremendous psychological warfare and even negotiate.
My instincts, honed from having lived as a housewife, were telling me one thing: this guy, this sword, was a sucker.
"In an era where even a blood donation earns you a gift card, you're not planning on running away just because you're a sword, right? Ah, I mean, of course not."
[ Blood... donation? Gift... what? Has the era changed that much? ]
***
The demon sword Gargandoa, a powerful demon sword that had taken countless lives until rivers of blood were formed, centuries ago.
Gargandoa, growing stronger with each absorption of blood, was known as both the most powerful and the most nefarious demon sword.
Its cruelty lay in the fact that anyone who wielded it—even those who cherished life—would become murderers. It would break the wielder's spirit, turning them solely into beings of slaughter.
Since Gargandoa demanded blood without distinction between friend and foe, even the demon realm deemed it a dangerous weapon.
On the day blood flowed like rivers and countless lives were lost, the Dragon Lord sealed the demon sword Gargandoa and hurled it into an abyss.
That this formidable demon sword lay amidst garbage-like swords was all thanks to the Demon King.
When the Demon King invaded the mid-realm, dimensional tremors caused the sealed Gargandoa to be pulled like a magnet to the Demon King's land, where it was summoned above ground.
Due to a lack of blood absorption over time, the demon sword had greatly deteriorated. It was because of this state that it ended up dumped among other discarded swords.
[ 'Why...! Why doesn't he die!' ]
Even while slurping up Lian's blood, the demon sword couldn't hide its bewilderment.
Lian, far from going insane, looked annoyed even though he'd been stabbed; and despite absorbing the blood of ten adults, Lian appeared completely unharmed—a sight that was terrifying.
"No matter how clueless you are, this is too much. It's not like blood flows like water for land-selling."
What made the demon sword even more flustered was Lian's meticulous voice demanding a recompense. To the demon sword, always an object of fear or reverence, Lian's attitude was utterly confounding.
Lian’s firm stance even before it could attempt anything, caused a fear in the demon sword that it had never felt, having previously overwhelmed opponents with psychological collapse.
[ Then, then I will lend you my power! If you use my power, you can become the strongest on earth. I will grant you power to achieve anything you desire! ]
The more the sword spoke, the more its confidence seemed to return. Yes, it was indeed a powerful and much-coveted demon sword, revered by all!
"Is that all?"
But the response was a look of "Is that it?" The demon sword felt as though it was sweating bullets, even though it lacked sweat glands.
"Oh dear, if just lending a bit of strength was enough, no one in this world would have any hardships."
Lian clicked his tongue as if the sword was naïve to the world's ways, and then shook his head as he spoke.
"Nevermind. Forget it. Melting down the blade for scrap might be worth more."
[ What?! Do you know what sword I am! I am none other than the mightiest -.. ]
"The handle seems pretty decent too; it might sell for a good price."
The demon sword felt as if it were sweating profusely. No matter how mighty it once was, that was the story from hundreds of years ago.
Now, it was severely weakened after a long time being sealed. If melted down in a furnace, it would simply dissolve.
[ 'Anything but that...!' ]
The demon sword, which had zero social experience and had only increased its self-talk over the centuries, spoke in a desperate voice.
[ That's too hasty a decision! You should at least try using me once! ]
Lian's eyes sparkled at that.
"Ah, it's quite obvious you're nothing more than a shabby sword found amongst dilapidated ones. What's there to confirm?"
[ Shabby?! I am by no means a shabby sword! I am a great demon sword that even dragons couldn't seal! ]
"Oh? Even dragons?"
[ Yes! Not just any dragons! I am the sword that barely got sealed by a Dragon Lord himself! ]
It was like after being whipped mindlessly, a little taste of the carrot made it prance around excitedly.
"But without evidence..."
[ Argh! Use me right now! Then you, too, will understand my greatness! ]
"Checking it out is fine, but what can you really tell from just swinging it once?"
[ Then swing me as much as you like until you're satisfied! You will certainly stand in awe of my greatness! ]
Lian thought to himself.
'Got him.'
Lian went about in a roundabout way to extract the words "use me as much as you like" from the demon sword, which was solely due to the nature of contracts with demon swords.
Even a demon sword long sealed possessed power enough to control Lian’s body and stab himself in the abdomen. As such, it couldn’t be used freely at will.
To wield a demon sword according to the will of its master, one must have a power strong enough to suppress the demon sword's power or, as Lian did, secure a promise from it.
Typically, striking a deal with a demon sword would demand a price or impose a limit to its use, rendering it useless after just a few summons.
Gargandoa had initially planned to assist Lian only once, but under Lian's blend of pressure and incentive, it blurted out the ominous agreement "use me until you're satisfied."
Effectively, it was no different from a naive soul signing a contract with a black-hearted corporation.
"Well then..."
[ Kahaha! Yes! Swing me now! Become aware of my greatness and be shocked and amazed! ]
The demon sword, oblivious to the fact that its future was mortgaged, merely laughed heartily in excitement.
Clang, chrrrrl.
"Come out! It's your turn!"
Just as everything was set, the bars that had been closed lifted. Lian, with the demon sword's hilt still stuck in his belly, said,
"Can't you stop the bleeding?"
[ It's a trivial matter. ]
Thanks to absorbing at least the blood of a hundred humans, the demon sword could cast simple spells. The bleeding ceased without dropping a single drop of blood as the sword was pulled out, just as the demon sword boasted.
A transparent film over the punctured abdomen prevented any blood from leaking out.
[ This won't let blood flow out, but there are no additional effects. It means the wound won't heal. ]
The demon sword, worried Lian might perish before even wielding it, gave a heads-up.
"Uh? Oh, it's fine, it's fine. As long as the blood doesn’t stain my clothes, what's the issue?"
Even the demon sword, accustomed to slaughtering countless lives, was taken aback by Lian's nonchalant tone.
"Hey, you looking forward to being dragged out forcibly?"
While Lian was whispering with the demon sword, some time had passed, and a grim-looking man approached, furrowing his brows as if he was about to throw Lian into the arena, just like before.
"Oh, I was just picking a weapon..."
As Lian awkwardly grinned and rapidly made his way to the entrance, the man clicked his tongue and stepped aside. The slaves, who had been covering their ears, trembled and followed behind Lian.
"Woaaaaahhh!"
Amidst the tremendous cheers, Lian pondered,
"But don't those people get tired? Seriously... are they screaming like that every day? They're not hired for this, are they?"
With such a thought, typical of a comedic world resident, Lian walked nonchalantly into the center of the arena with the demon sword dragging.
"Facing the five brave gladiators is the beast!"
Clang, chrrrrl.
The iron bars on the opposite side lifted, and the creature they were to clash with emerged, thumping with heavy footsteps.
Chapter 36
Chapter 36 - The Might of the Demon Sword
Krurung.
A gigantic horn, a stature that looked to be over 5 meters tall, a creature with the head of an ox and the body of a human, and feet with bovine hooves – its name was the Minotaur.
So enormous in size that the shadow cast by the Minotaur could envelop all the slaves, including Lian.
The bursting cheers and the announcer shouting away.
Clang.
Amidst it all, there were those paralyzed with fear, dropping their swords.
"We, we can't possibly defeat such a thing!"
"We're all going to die, I don't want to die!"
Two terrified slaves screamed and began to sprint towards the passage from which they had come. The Minotaur, which had been eyeing Lian at the forefront, suddenly lifted its head.
Displaying one's back to a predator brimming with excitement was no different from asking to be killed.
Thump! Thuump!
The Minotaur effortlessly rolled its feet as if they were equipped with springs and in an instant, leapt into the air. It soared as high as the height of the gigantic arena and came crashing down in front of the panicked, fleeing slaves.
"Ahaaak..!"
"Sa-save me-..."
Crunch, chrrrrack!
With one hand gripping a dual-bladed axe, the Minotaur cleaved the two slaves. They were split in half in an instant, killed on the spot.
Thud.
The chestnut-like slave, who had managed not to run away, dropped to the floor, his hands trembling as he held his sword. The large-bodied slave stood still, shield in hand, with a vacant expression on his face.
"How, how are we supposed to defeat... That's impossible!"
The chestnut-like slave cried out in a voice filled with fear and anger, having realized that death loomed near.
When humans are seized by terror, they're wired to erupt in anger in a bid to survive. It was a function meant for survival, but right now, it served no purpose.
"Krheung."
His outcry served only to stimulate the blood-thirsty Minotaur. The beast's gaze fixed precisely on the chestnut-like slave.
"Hiiiek?!"
The chestnut-like slave let out a shriek, attempting to scramble backward. His body was so rigid with tension that he could only flounder helplessly on the floor.
"Ooooooh!"
"Puahahahahaha! Kill him, just kill him!"
The blood-thirsty crowd burst into jeers, and the voices of spectators calling for murder filled the arena.
"Throw him! Throw him high!"
"Kahaha! Rip his head off!"
The baying mob made the chestnut-like slave feel suffocated. To him, it seemed like the entire world was eager for his death.
Thump, thuump.
The Minotaur, its eyes bloodshot from stimulants, snorted as it slowly approached, appearing to play with its prey that couldn’t escape.
Ah – I am going to die.
The same thought surfaced in the minds of both the chestnut-like and the large-bodied slaves, and at that moment, Lian's calm voice could be heard.
"Why do I get pixelated out, but my body doesn't? Ah, is it because of the eye-equipped organs?"
Lian walked past the chestnut-like slave and approached the front. His strides towards certain death were so nonchalant, it was as if he was out for a casual stroll.
"Woooooo! Don’t kill that weakling; sell him outside instead!"
"Scrape off that shiny face!"
As Lian, who looked younger than the other slaves and possessed the face of someone who would break the hearts of many women in the future, walked towards the Minotaur, all sorts of vile shouts erupted.
Calls to sell his body as a slave were the least of them, with cruel notions of flaying his skin being thrown around. All spectators in the arena were anticipating a gruesome death for Lian.
"Ah, can you be quiet for a moment? I’m about to give it a try."
Lian, apparently oblivious to the jeers around him, seemed busy conversing with something, murmuring to himself.
As the Minotaur was close enough that its hand could barely reach Lian, Lian lifted the sword he was holding.
"Let's see... does this work?"
Lian swung the sword carelessly in the air. It was a gesture devoid of any technique, as if a child nonchalantly swinging a shiny toy sword.
"Krurung!"
The Minotaur, sneering at the prey's foolish action, lifted its axe. Or rather, attempted to.
Sssrk.
A fine cut appeared on the Minotaur's upper body, clean as if a piece of paper had been sliced with a cutter.
"...-?"
The Minotaur stared at Lian with wide, vacant eyes. Had it been struck? The creature's field of vision now included the ground it was tumbling upon.
"It's ambiguous."
Following Lian's murmur, the Minotaur fell dead with its tongue lolling out.
"..."
Faced with a scene beyond their wildest dreams, the spectators in the arena were struck dumb, their mouths agape.
Shshaaaak!
The Minotaur's waist was cleanly cut diagonally, spewing blood and revealing the cross-section. The Minotaur's head, shoulder, and arm lay collapsed on the ground.
The bitter scent of blood announced the Minotaur’s defeat.
"Waaaaaaaaaaaah!!!"
Earth-shaking immense cheers erupted explosively. The announcer, regaining composure with a quivering voice, declared,
"The youngest gladiator has felled the Minotaur with a single strike! A new star is born!"
The excitement tinged the announcer's voice, overshadowing even the crowd's roar.
"Selective eating doesn't increase height?"
Lian, completely detached from the surrounding chaos, tapped on the grumbling demon sword complaining about the tastelessness of the Minotaur’s blood.
[ It’s all because your blood was too delicious! ]
The demon sword roared, the blade buzzing with displeasure, to which Lian replied, tilting his head.
"Uh... thanks?"
[ Yuck...! ]
Lian turned his back on the whining demon sword and looked towards the passage from which he'd come.
'I need to get back to Iris quickly.'
Though the match ended sooner than he thought, it was still a case of what if.
In that time, someone might have attempted to pounce on Iris, or she might have gone to the cafeteria out of hunger, picking up something random to eat.
To Lian, Iris was as helpless as a baby left by the water’s edge.
"Let’s now interview this miraculous gladiator-..."
The announcer, unable to hide the excitement in his voice, rode a fascinating flying carpet toward Lian's location.
Preoccupied with worries about Iris, Lian failed to notice the flying announcer approaching and walked past the Minotaur, heading towards the passage.
"Huh? Can’t you just stop there and go?"
The announcer's perturbed voice came from behind, but Lian ignored it. It's only natural for a comedic world's resident to charge straight for their goal once something is set in their sights.
If you try to stop such a running comedic resident.
"Waaah!?"
They’ll end up flying away, just like that announcer.
'Did something just fly past?'
Lian passed through the passage wrapped in his very comedic world resident-like thoughts. Having earned such a groundbreaking victory, nobody dared to stop him.
***
Bang!
"Iris!"
"...!"
Iris, who had been bowed over the bed, lifted her head wide-eyed. Recognizing my face, she promptly got up from the bed and rushed over.
I immediately reached out my hand, intending to catch Iris's.
"Sorry, I'm late-..."
Before I could finish speaking, Iris threw herself into my embrace. I stayed frozen, my hand still reaching out.
"Euu..."
Iris rubbed her face against my chest, letting out a sob. That sound snapped me out of my stone-like stupor. I quickly grabbed Iris's shoulders and pushed her away.
"Ah, Iris, are you crying?!"
There are some beings in this world that should never be made to cry. The first is children, and the second, women. Especially if you made a beautiful woman cry, it would be better for one’s well-being to dive off a cliff.
Iris was a beautiful girl – a terrifying being. Moreover, she was the protagonist of the original story!
To have made her cry meant that death was lurking just around the corner.
'Was Iris... an assassin?'
With that thought in mind, I separated myself from Iris and walked to the center of the room, kneeling down.
"Mother, your son will go first."
I brought the sword I was holding up to my neck, shedding tears like morning dew. In anticipation of a possible cruel cliché unfolding, I had to display such a gesture.
"...?!"
Iris, with an expression I had never seen before, swiftly came over and snatched the sword from my grasp.
[ Oh! Finally held by a proper human -... Arghhhh! Is, is that divine power?! Let go! Let me go, you dog of the gods! Arrrgghhh! ]
The demon sword, initially elated to be in the hands of a normal human and not an abnormal one like Lian, screamed in terror.
Feeling as if I might lose a useful weapon, I reached out to Iris and said,
"Good Iris, quickly give that to me."
Iris then hid the sword behind her back and vehemently shook her head.
Chapter 37
Chapter 37 - The Seed of a Vast Organization
Feeling like I might lose a useful weapon if this continued, I reached out to Iris and said,
"Be a good girl, Iris. Quickly give that here."
Iris then hid the sword behind her back and shook her head wildly. I spoke to her with the kind of expression used to pacify a child throwing a tantrum.
"It was just a joke before. I only did that because I was surprised when Iris suddenly started crying. I'm sorry."
Iris's expression crumpled up in an adorable way. Even with such a scrunched face, she was cute, making me realize once again that it’s not just anyone who gets to be the protagonist.
"I won't bring the knife to my neck again, so let's hand it over quickly. The swo... no, the sword is struggling."
Prompted by my words, Iris cautiously brought the sword forward. The demon sword, which had lengthened by about 5cm to 21cm due to absorbing my blood, now had its blade shortened back to 10cm.
Including the hilt, it appeared to be around 25cm long.
"Sa-save me... please... if it continues like this, I'm going to vanish..."
The demon sword panted like a critically ill patient on oxygen, groaning in distress. Concerned that it might genuinely disappear if left as is, I approached Iris quickly and spoke to her.
"You’re good, right, Iris?"
My tone was similar to that used to soothe an alarmed puppy, but it seemed effective, as Iris, who had been staring down at the demon sword, reluctantly placed it in my hand. I immediately caressed Iris's head and showered her with praise.
"Good job! You listen well; Iris is such a good girl!"
"..."
Iris’s face colored slightly as she lowered her head shyly, while cutely pulling at the hem of my clothing.
'I’d love to have such an adorable daughter. Ah, but since I’m already halfway raising Iris, does that make me half her dad?'
While I was melting with a gooey expression looking at Iris, the demon sword spoke in a voice as if on the verge of death.
"Sniffle.. I thought for sure I was going to disappear this time. To think that I, feared even by the Dragon Lord, was about to be obliterated by the hands of a mere girl – that's impossible. It's a tremendous shame..."
The demon sword muttered to itself like a hikikomori hiding away in a corner. Seeing it appeared to be relatively unharmed, I carelessly tossed it onto the bed. Iris, truly relieved, let go of my clothes and held my hand.
"Arghhh! To treat the great demon sword so carelessly! No, wait, more importantly! Hey, human! What about that human girl!"
As the demon sword bellowed and the blade buzzed, Iris turned her gaze toward it. The demon sword that had been causing a commotion on its own quickly became subdued.
"Let's ignore that for now and go have some snacks. They have cream buns today. Let’s hurry and eat."
I grasped Iris’s hand tightly, and we exited the room. From behind, the demon sword complained,
"What about me? If you give me some blood—"
Thump.
I ignored the sword's words and closed the door.
***
While Lian and Iris were leading a relatively peaceful life, Noah's situation was heading towards the worst.
Thud.
Noah looked at the leather bag that had fallen at her feet. Raising her eyes, she saw the black sorceress Mia looking down at her with a frosty expression.
"Take this as compensation for what that boy has done so far. And don't think about coming back to the mansion or even lurking around. It's annoying."
It had been a week since Lian vanished, the time it took for Mia to abandon her resolve and the slaves.
Mia was fundamentally one of those black sorcerers who treated slaves like bugs. Unless they were an inconvenient loss like Lian, whose entire body was an enigma, she was ruthless with ordinary slaves.
She had taken in many slaves solely because of Lian, so with him gone, Mia had no reason to keep the others.
Though she could've made a good amount of money by selling the now superfluous slaves at the slave market, Mia opted to liberate them.
There was an urgency to leave quickly due to a summoning by the Demon King, yet the memories of Lian's diligent service stopped Mia from sending the slaves into the cruel slave market.
Instead, she decided to equip them with the minimum tools for survival and let them loose in the forest.
'Tch, if he hadn't gone over to Jiso’s side, I would have tried to take him by force.'
After learning from her informant that Lian had been abducted through an escapement and turned over to Jiso, Mia cleanly gave up on Lian.
She considered asking Lania for a favor, but Lania was tied up with the Demon King's orders at the moment. It wasn't a situation where she could be sent to fetch a mere slave.
'Above all, it would be foolish to create hostility between the Heavenly Kings over one slave.'
If Lania and Jiso came into any conflict, significant blood would be shed. With the Demon King's army actively engaged in continental conquest, an inner conflict would perhaps prompt the Demon King to move personally.
Lian’s body had been very interesting, but it was not worth instigating a major dispute.
'Sigh, it’s done. It’s just as well since I would have to leave home for a long time anyway.'
Mia brushed off her regret, turned her body, and left the slaves shivering in the so-called Forest of Death behind her.
"Brother... what are we going to do now?"
Nero clutched Noah’s hand with a trembling voice, on the verge of tears. Noah, who had been absentmindedly staring at Mia, eventually spoke with a faint voice.
"...Exactly."
Surviving in the Demon King’s land with children yet to even reach ten was next to impossible. It wasn't much different than sending them straight to their deaths.
The shock of losing the purpose of life named Lian, the sudden change in the environment—all of it caused Noah’s mind to bob adrift.
It was not the floating perception experienced during moments of happiness. It was the sensation of disassociation caused by not being able to accept a series of horrific events.
"Sniff...sniff..."
"Lian, Lian waaah..."
The pitch-black dried soil, the grotesquely shaped trees, the forest filled with strange cooing and squawking—it was enough to scare the children stiff.
With Lian, their large protector akin to an ancient tree, now gone, the children started crying like little ones.
Alerted by the sound of the children crying, Noah came to her senses.
Swoosh!
She slapped her own cheeks hard enough to leave red marks, snapping her dazed mind back to reality.
"Are you finally coming around?"
Julianna flew near with a terse voice. Despite all her side chatter and efforts to make Noah snap out of it, Julianna ended up staying silent beside her, just floating aimlessly because Noah hadn’t been properly attentive.
Now, belatedly recalling Julianna’s endeavors on her behalf, Noah bowed her head in gratitude.
"I'm sorry."
"It's good that you're finally clear-headed. But now what are you going to do?"
Regaining consciousness was fine, but their predicament hadn't improved. They were abandoned in a dreadful forest where monsters could emerge at any moment. Just because her mind was clear didn’t mean there was a way to survive in such a place.
"..."
"Sigh, I figured it'd turn out like this."
Julianna let out a soft sigh, then declared with firmness,
"What we need now is to find a place where we can eat and sleep, in other words, a place where we can solve our basic needs. We can’t stay here, or the kids will die. And after that..."
Although not on the Demon King’s land, Julianna was a mercenary with rich experience camping in dangerous territories. Thanks to that, she laid out pragmatic survival advice.
"And after that... we have to go find Lian."
"…!"
As she finished her list, Julianna sprang the thought of 'Let's go find Lian,' causing Noah's eyes to widen in surprise. Quickly, a shimmering light began to infiltrate her previously dim eyes.
"Yeah... Lian will need a place to come back to."
Noah subdued the immediate desire to run out and search for Lian, reminding herself of their goals.
First, survive. If they could live on and establish a safe haven, then they could embark on the quest to find Lian.
'Lian would have surely made the same choice.'
Because Lian had always cared for the children before himself, he would definitely have made the same decision as Noah.
Noah vowed to protect what Lian had worked to safeguard and, further still, to find and retrieve the vanished Lian at all costs.
And so, the seed was planted for a future formidable organization that might even provoke wariness in the Heavenly Kings and the Demon King’s armies.
When Noah regained her composure and began consoling the crying children,
"Master Jiso...!"
Thud!
Taking advantage of the confusion, Jess snapped her nose and, sniffling, raced off into the forest.
Chapter 38
Chapter 38 - The Contractor Must Protect Me!
A man, wrapped snugly in a robe as smooth and delicate as silk, clutched the terrace railing and leaned forward eagerly.
At the end of his gaze was a boy murmuring something to himself, his hair as white as snow – it was Lian.
"Haah, haah -...so, so beautiful!"
The voice that slipped out from between the robe’s folds was husky and deep. Behind him, a hunchback with his hands clasped together like a fly was swallowing his saliva and speaking in a mellifluous voice.
"I prepared the stage especially for you, Lord Totogen. How did you find it?"
"Ah, ah -...it was truly...truly magnificent."
The voice trembling with excitement seemed almost drunken. The hunchback rubbed his hands vigorously and grinned disgustingly, positively beaming at the praise. Then Totogen, known as the dark merchant, pulled out a heavy purse from within his robe and tossed it.
"Ah - thank you so much! I will make sure to prepare more excellent stages in the future!"
The hunchback's eyes sparkled as he bowed deeply and carefully pocketed the purse.
"Enjoy the rest -.."
"Wait."
Before the hunchback could finish speaking, Totogen raised a hand and cut him off.
"Those with the white hair."
"Y-yes."
"I will buy them."
"Pardon...?"
"How much would it be?"
Slaves with outstanding looks and skills were valuable.
Every time they took the stage, numerous big shots who claimed themselves as their fans would come. Of course, these magnates didn’t come to just watch the games without purpose.
Many sought the 'star' slaves to be their playthings for one night.
Those who bought a gladiator slave’s night would subject them to all kinds of cruel acts or use them for terrible experiments.
At times the gladiator slaves would die, but in such cases, one could profit an amount greater than what the slaves could earn in their whole lives.
If Totogen wanted such use, it would not be unthinkable to grant, but an outright purchase was something different.
‘Considering the amount those lads could earn in the future...’
Could a buyer for a night with a gladiatorial slave really just be one person? If they were sold each night to big shots like Totogen, the money would rot from abundance.
Including all those considerations, the total sum was enough to make one choke. Even for someone as rich as Totogen, it was definitely a daunting amount.
"That would be... The two with the white hair were specifically brought by Lord Jiso, so it would be difficult to sell them. Ha-ha.."
"Hmm... Then how about purchasing a night?"
"..! That is possible! However, they are still young slaves and rather delicate, so if you handle them too roughly, they might break. In which case-.."
"In that case, I'll compensate. Reserve them for me for the next year."
".....!!"
The idea of monopolizing a slave with star quality for a whole year was akin to saying he would pour out money like a waterfall, not merely splurge like water.
The hunchback's eyes, which had been hitting an imaginary calculator, wobbled aimlessly, then broke into a foolish grin.
"Then it’s settled! Which one would you prefer?"
"Can I see them and choose myself?"
"Certainly!"
The hunchback nodded rapidly. Totogen, having somewhat calmed down his excitement, left the terrace overlooking the stark arena and ventured into the spacious living room connected to it.
As he sat on the sofa, his personal attendants and secretaries flocked to serve him. The hunchback took a few steps back and said,
"If there's anything you need, just call me! I will hurry over right away."
Totogen, without responding, quenched his thirst with the tea an attendant had brought. The hunchback quickly exited the room.
"Hurry and prepare the white-haired one who just fought and his sibling too!"
"Yes!"
As the excited hunchback barked out orders, the attendants ready at hand rushed into action.
***
After stuffing Iris with snacks, I returned to the room holding her hand firmly, she reluctant to part from me.
Whoosh!
As I opened the door, something flew at me. It was the demon sword I had tossed onto the bed.
[Give me blood -... Aaack!]
The demon sword, initially soaring towards my abdomen, was caught by the hilt by Iris.
[Le-let me gooo...]
The demon sword flailed, near-death in its protest.
Clang!
Iris tossed the sword she was holding onto the floor.
[Ahuk...]
The demon sword pitifully rolled on the ground. Iris turned to face me swiftly and pointed at the sword with the tip of her finger.
Having spent all day joined at the hip, I was at a point where I could understand Iris's intent to some degree, and I realized she was asking if it was okay to destroy the sword.
[Yeech! Damn dog of a god! I am the great demon sword Gargandoa, I’ll have you know! To subject me to such indignity -...!]
Ignoring the demon sword's rant, I addressed Iris.
"We can't break that sword. Understand?"
[Then you mean -... Wait, are you saying you'll break me?]
"Uh..."
At my words, the sword panicked, and Iris looked downtrodden. The sword, scraping the floor, rolled towards my feet and stood upright. The hilt and the side of the blade pressed against my calf.
[Look here, Contractor. Surely you're not really planning to break me, right?]
"Since when was I a contractor?"
[Well – because! Of course, since the moment you picked me up and swung me around mercilessly!]
The demon sword, not wanting to be annihilated, clung tightly to me, buzzing threateningly. It almost looked like a person holding onto someone’s pant leg.
Fzzzt!
The moment the sword acknowledged me as its contractor, a strange pattern was etched onto the back of my hand. The dark red insignia looked something a high schooler obsessed with their rebellious phase might've drawn.
[Now even if you wanted to erase it, there's no use! We are bonded by a contract. This insignia on your hand is proof... You must protect me well, Contractor!]
Like a mouse in front of a cat, every time Iris's gaze fell on it, the sword slightly shifted its position, hiding behind my ankle.
'Now it even plays games... I'm touched.'
Iris, with narrow, focused eyes, tracked the demon sword clinging to my body, reminding me of a cat following a blade of moving grass.
The sight of the once lifelessly sitting child now showing reactions to other things was truly moving.
"Alright, that’s enough; I might get cut on the ankle."
Though the sword wasn’t cutting my skin because it was lying flat, if it kept moving around, there was a chance of an accident.
'Cleanup is such a hassle.'
There was nothing more troublesome than cleaning up blood, so I picked up the hilt of the demon sword. As Iris fixed a burning gaze on it, the sword seemed to start dripping droplets like cold sweat.
[Ergh...! Contractor, when you need me, just call for Gargandoa in your mind! You got that?!]
"Oh? Yeah, that."
Responding to the desperate tone of the sword, it transformed into light and seeped into the back of my hand. The pattern flashed menacingly before settling down.
"Wow, that's convenient?"
Rubbing the back of my hand, I was about to mentally call the name of Gargandoa when,
Thud!
The door suddenly burst open, and a familiar rat beastman entered. After he checked the faces of Iris and me, he took a step to the side.
Behind him stood about ten people. Wrapped tight in clothes that clung to their skin, they wore turban-like headgear and their faces were veiled with thin cloth.
"Please ensure you prepare them properly for an important guest."
"Yes!"
They barged in, swiftly lifted Iris and me, and began carrying us off as if they were giving a cheer. Iris, because she wasn't separated from me, didn’t react much and just kept staring intensely at the back of my hand.
'Called by an important guest?'
Not understanding what was happening, I looked around wildly. Before I knew it, we had arrived somewhere unfamiliar.
It looked undeniably like a bathhouse.
"Clean up thoroughly and dress them. Fit them with the finest clothes!"
Following the rat beastman's order, Iris and I were put down. I smartly guessed it was time for a wash.
'I mustn't resist here.'
I recalled the stories of ‘iron collars’ I heard during the snack outing.
'They said it had various magics cast on it to easily manage rebellious slaves.'
There were shock spells, and even magic that made one feel as though their body was being slashed by blades. Idly resisting here would only lead to the magic activating, resulting in a loss for both of us.
"Iris, we'll meet again soon, so be good and wait. Got it?"
Knowing I couldn’t take a bath while holding Iris’s hand, I whispered to her quietly as the cloth-clad people prepared to clean us.
Then, Iris glanced back and forth between my hand and face, finally sulking and bowing her head. Her twitching hands slowly retreated.
"Move it, move quickly!"
Timed perfectly with the rat beastman’s urging, it turns out my worry was needless as Iris and I were dragged into separate rooms despite the ‘siblings’ setup.
Overhearing the staff’s chatter, it seemed like the preparations for men and women differed.
In an instant, my clothes were confiscated, and I was thrown into a fragrant bath, dotted with floating things. The shame of being undressed in front of others didn't last long.
'Uh...?'
Someone was washing my hair, and another person was washing my body. Relaxed in the warm water, floating idly, I mused.
'This kind of feels... like the therapy sessions I went with mother?'
I floated around blissful as a sea otter, and the hands that washed me grew gentler.
Chapter 39
Chapter 39 - He Fainted from the Shock
Totogen could not overcome the shock and fainted.
Totogen had lived as a prisoner for a very long time. Once, enthralled by a woman he was stalking, he was caught and nearly beaten to death by her husband before escaping.
Enraged, he chose a night under the full moon to release sleeping incense into the couple's home, ensuring they were all asleep, and then he murdered them.
Afterward, he began a spree of serial killings targeting newlywed couples or women who were to his taste.
Eventually caught, he was dragged off to what was called the worst prison, only to taste freedom when the prison crumbled during the invasion of the Demon King.
That sweet freedom, however, didn’t last long. He was captured by a slave trader and became a slave himself.
Living day by day like a walking corpse, being unable to even eat properly, one day a child approached him.
"Mister, eat this..."
The child smiled innocently and offered him half of their food. Beholding the child’s pure kindness in this filthy and vile world, Totogen felt an uncontrollable surge of murderous intent.
Totogen killed the child. He reveled in the child's eyes filling with shock, fear, and despair.
'Oh, I want to kill more, far purer and more beautiful children.'
Totogen, who was already walking the path of corruption, was completely consumed by darkness in that moment. He killed the slave trader and began to masquerade as one.
In the land of the Demon King, where mad rubbish reigned, Totogen flourished and came to handle vast amounts of money.
'How shall I torture them this time?'
Unable to hide his anticipation, Totogen repeatedly clasped and unclasped his wrinkled hands. A dizzying excitement clung to his mind.
'There are two, so it could be fun to break one at a time. The other will tremble in fear.'
Recalling the two slaves he had seen, who appeared to be siblings, Totogen cracked a chilling grin.
'Or perhaps – make them fight against a stronger monster. Oh! Making them commit a murder would be fun too!'
Totogen unclasped his hands and leisurely pressed and parted the tips of his fingers. After some time had passed,
Knock knock.
With a cautious knock, the door opened and the eagerly anticipated two slaves entered the room.
The first thing that caught his eye was the girl with snow-white hair, expressionless. She was beautiful from afar, but up close, she was startlingly stunning.
But there was one flaw. Her eyes were hollow as if she were dead.
Totogen enjoyed watching innocent, lovely children either being crushed into the dirt or becoming thoroughly corrupted, foul beings – he was not interested in possessing a breathing doll.
"Oh..."
Unlike the girl, the boy holding hands with the girl had exceptionally bright eyes. Eyes that seemed untouched by a single terrible event – so clear!
Not realizing those were the eyes of a mad clear-sighted person, Totogen was ecstatic.
'Ah! I want to see those eyes die!'
He trembled with excitement as he recalled the many children he'd killed.
"I choose this one."
"What? Y-yes! Understood!"
The hunchback quickly nodded, shoving a manual full of fabricated product descriptions into his pocket. The identified Lian blinked, gazing at the man draped in the robe.
'What? Am I being sold?'
Lian broke into a cold sweat, eyes rolling around.
'Just when I found Iris, I’m separated like this? Ugh! He even promised a full course!'
As Lian internally screamed, Totogen pointed at him and said,
"Bring him here. I want a closer look."
"Ah, yes!"
The hunchback approached Lian quickly, his movements resembling those of a noblewoman running soundlessly.
"If you're rude in front of this man, your head will fall off. This isn't a warning."
The hunchback whispered as he pushed Lian’s back. Reflexively, Lian thought of a time when his head fell off and he had the displeasure of attaching it back the wrong way.
'If it falls off, I'll have to be careful putting it back on.'
Trying to straighten and reattach a head while looking at the ground was quite the difficult task.
"Leave us to talk for a moment."
"What?"
Totogen fished a heavy purse from his pocket and tossed it. The hunchback bowed at 120 degrees, snatched the purse, and hurried out of the room. The attendants and secretaries quickly exited as well.
Iris was reluctant to leave Lian behind but eventually moved to leave after Lian conveyed, through his best body language, that he'd be back shortly.
Only Lian and Totogen remained in the room. Totogen pulled Lian in front of him and chuckled, flipping back his robe.
"Hehehe, now - what reaction will you show?"
Burn scars, slashes, and not just sunken eye sockets but also horrific skin, as if someone else’s had been grafted on, were visible. Hideous smiles lingered around the chunky lumps scattered over his face, chin, and neck.
The children who saw his appearance had typically one of two reactions: either they were terrified and collapsed, or they felt pity.
Filled with anticipation, Totogen stared at Lian. Lian also looked at Totogen.
Tensely –
'Come on! Tremble with fear already!'
Snickering –
'Ah, frozen solid in terror? Now you're going to wet yourself and collapse.'
Tensely –
'...Why is there no reaction? Have you fainted?'
Not a hint of fear or pity existed on Lian’s face. Instead, indifference was present.
A glance as if he had just passed someone on the street. Cold sweat began to trickle down Totogen’s face.
'Th-this can’t be happening. Surely, if I pull a more gruesome face...!'
Totogen bared his jagged teeth in a repulsive smile. He was certain this time Lian would either burst into tears or fall to the floor.
Grinning –
"...?!"
But the response was nothing but a beaming smile.
'What? Is he a good person?'
In Lian's world, not only ghosts but also zombies were a common sight, especially since Halloween came around once a year.
They usually lived near graveyards, working part-time during Halloween or dreaming of world domination.
Lian’s fondest memory of the zombies' endeavors was the plan to take out every couple. He looked at Totogen, recalling a zombie friend he once had.
'This is pretty decent.'
An organ popping out? No.
A crushed head with brain exposed? No.
Walking around with a tongue hanging out over 1 meter long? No.
Yes, by Lian’s standards, Totogen resembled just a somewhat ordinary zombie, which is why he returned Totogen's smile with his own.
At the sight of Lian, Totogen began to quake.
Totogen reveled in children's despair because they responded like toys when pressed.
Children unsheltered by adults couldn’t possibly endure the cruel torment of the savage Totogen. No, not until now.
'I am not frightening? Am I... a joke to you?!'
True to the pettiness of a cowardly criminal who always targeted the weak rather than the strong, he interpreted Lian's laughter as a mockery.
"Squeal...!"
He gritted his teeth, withdrawing a surgical knife from an inner space within his robe.
"How dare you look at me like that!"
He plunged the knife into Lian's stomach, then dragged it downward. Red blood soaked his face.
He should not have done that.
"What's all this, another one?"
Totogen, hoping to see terror on Lian’s face, tensed at the sound of a strange voice.
"Is this your private room or something? What's with all the ruckus?"
"Whoa, take it easy, bro. How would that guy know? Can't even use a knife—must be intellectually challenged, right?"
"What are you doing? Aren’t you going to bow?"
"Gak gak! A virus, is there a virus? Are you also a virus?"
Totogen stared with a dull expression at Lian's stomach.
"What... is this?"
Intent on scaring Lian to death, Totogen had become pale and started trembling.
He took pride in his monstrous face. Once everyone saw it, they’d freeze in fear.
But now, as if nothing, organs with eyes and mouths yammered at him.
"A, aberration..."
They say that when you’re too startled, words won’t come out right. That was precisely Totogen's condition.
'It’s a dream, yes, it’s just a dream. These must be side effects from the drugs I took recently!'
With false hope, Totogen shifted his gaze to Lian's face.
'Certainly, this kid must be already dead -...'
"Sorry about our kids. They tend to get a bit harsh when frail people come close. Oh, but still, you shouldn't just open someone else’s belly like that."
Lian calmly apologized for the way his organs spoke, then educated the unknowingly rude zombie on basic etiquette.
"It's getting chilly in the belly, so the organs might get a cold – Oh?"
"Gurgle..."
He fainted from the shock.
"Hmm, the kids were a bit too harsh."
As Lian muttered, his organs spouted curses. Ignoring them, he removed the knife from his abdomen and closed the sliced flesh.
With a simple rub, his stomach healed as if nothing had happened.
Chapter 40
Chapter 40 - "The Smell of Blood."
'Sure enough, healing is faster when out of people's sight.'
While recalling the experiments where his wounds had not healed quickly and had to be stitched, leaving scars, Lian now looked at his cut clothes.
'What should I do about this?'
After briefly pondering, he rummaged around the room.
"Oh, found it."
He found a needle and thread and began to mend the clothes. In no time, they were as good as new.
'Next should be...'
Although the clothes were repaired, they were still drenched with blood. Just as he was about to head to the restroom with a housewife's know-how to remove the bloodstains, he saw Totogen's clothes.
"Ah, might as well wash these as well."
Lian removed Totogen's robe. With the robe gone, what remained was a starved, ugly old man. Though young to be called an old man, Totogen's face was so lined with wrinkles that he looked like one.
After removing the robe, thin clothes were revealed. Lest he catch a cold, Lian covered him with a carpet that was draped over a sofa.
"Better wash these quickly before he wakes up."
He filled the bathtub with water, tossed in the robe and clothes, and started washing them. White foam bubbled up, and the robe and clothes were clean in an instant.
Needing the clothes to dry quickly, he wrung out the moisture and went out to the terrace, laying them over the railing.
Woosh!
In the midst of hot air and cheering, the clothes quickly dried, and as they did, sweat beaded on Lian's face.
'The higher the floor, the hotter it gets...'
Gratefully acknowledging the clothes' swift drying, Lian donned the now-dry clothes and returned to the living room holding the robe.
"I...talk to me...uh..."
Totogen was murmuring nonsense as if caught in a nightmare. Lian removed the carpet that covered him and dressed him in his robe.
'Alright, now it's all done... Ah.'
Lian noticed blood splattered on the floor. He rolled his eyes and stealthily covered the bloodstains with the carpet that had been covering Totogen.
It looked odd, but the bloodstains were completely hidden.
"Hey, it's not like I did anything wrong. This should be fine."
Lian mumbled to himself and headed toward the door.
"Well then, I'll take my leave."
Thump.
Not long after Lian left...
"Ha..!"
Totogen regained consciousness.
"Heugh... Why am I laying down?"
He clutched his head and sat up.
"I was sure that ...Huh?"
Trying to recall, he felt a chill and rolled his eyes down to his robe.
Pop, plop!
"What, what, what is this...?!"
Flowers popped out of his clothes, swaying sickeningly, accompanied by a scent that was unpleasantly nice.
Plus, a peculiar pink aura was faintly emanating from them.
"Why has my... my precious robe bought with an ungodly sum of money turned into this... this...?!"
The robe Totogen wore was the epitome of luxury, slathered with various magical effects.
It was an all-purpose robe that, just by wearing it, gave one an aura of authority, corrected behavior, was temperature controlled, and even had an inner space of its own.
It was also the most expensive item he owned.
And now, from this precious robe, there emanated a lovely scent that made one think of the soft cheeks of babies.
"Who could have done this...!"
Enraged, he sprang up shouting.
"Uh...?"
He stepped on the carpet on the floor and immediately fell backward.
Thud!
"Ughk...!"
He knocked his head on the corner of the sofa and rolled his eyes back, passing out.
***
Upon leaving the zombie's room, Lian walked along an elegantly designed corridor before coming upon a spacious resting area with long sofas and a fountain. The Odol-like man was there, along with Iris and the rat beastman, all gathered in what seemed to be a lounge area.
The Odol-like man was nagging Iris about something trivial, but Lian ignored his talk and approached Iris.
"Whoa?! How are you out already?!"
Startled by my sudden appearance, the Odol-like man jumped and exclaimed. I rolled my eyes briefly, contemplating.
'If I say that zombie rudely slashed my stomach and after taking a scolding from my organs, got shocked and collapsed... Hmm, that wouldn't be believable no matter what.'
Even if he found the rules of the gag world and this world confusing, he knew well enough that talking organs were strange.
"Did you dare be disrespectful to Lord Totogen... what?"
The Odol-like man was approaching with a twisted face but stopped short and wore a stunned expression when the rat beastman whispered something to him. He then coughed and distanced himself from me.
'..Seems like we could profit from him for a longer time. Ahem.'
The Odol-like man quickly started rubbing his hands together like a fly and approached Totogen's secretary, talking charmingly.
"Please make sure to convey to Lord Totogen that more excellent programs are on the way and we hope he will enjoy them for a long - very long - time as if this were his home! And -..."
The rat beastman also nodded earnestly next to him.
The secretary listened to the Odol-like man's words with an expressionless face, occasionally giving advice about Totogen's preferences.
Swoosh.
While the Odol-like man and the secretary were conversing, Iris came over and grabbed my hand.
"Thanks for waiti -...woah!"
As I was about to thank the dutiful Iris with heaps of praise, the hand I was holding suddenly pulled me in. When I came to my senses, Iris's nose was buried deep into my neck, sniffing away.
"Ugh..."
Iris sounded displeased, her voice lower than usual.
"Iris?"
"Smell..."
"....!?"
My body... smells?
Just as I stiffened with a shocked expression, the follow-up came.
"Blood... smell."
"Ah."
Upon hearing that, my heart that was burnt to cinders bloomed into a beautiful flower garden.
"I bled a little earlier, that’s why it smells lik -...ugh!"
Suddenly, a ticklish pain shot through my neck. Iris had bitten me! My own child had bitten me!
"Why, Iris, why...?"
Calling out to Iris with the feelings of a father slapped by his daughter, she let go of my neck and said with a sulky face.
"Promise... is a lie."
"What..?"
Iris tapped on the back of my hand. Then, I realized what she was referring to.
"Ah – the promise I made not to put a knife to my throat?"
Iris nodded. She puffed her cheeks in a tantrum, and if I said she looked adorable now, would she get even angrier?
"So you bit me because I broke a promise?"
Firmly –
With a stern face, she nodded, and my fatherly feeling of being slapped vanished. How could I be angry knowing she bit me out of concern?
The wound that I thought would ache for a lifetime now felt like the harmless gnawing of an angry puppy that came home late.
Just look at her, trying to sneak a glad eye her way.
'This has to be one of the joys of raising a daughter,' I thought, patting Iris on the head, who was watching me with caution.
"I'm sorry. I’ll be careful not to smell like blood in the future."
Iris’s eyes narrowed again. Seemingly, I had misspoken. I waved my hands, hastening to clarify.
"Uh-oh, and not bring things like knives close to my throat, right?"
Iris looked at me with piercing eyes before nodding. I guessed I got it right this time.
"Well then, we'll be off!"
The Odol-like man, having finally finished his conversation, loudly bid farewell to the secretary and approached us.
"It's time to go downstairs, so follow me."
I followed the Odol-like man without complaint.
***
"Wow!"
Iris and I were assigned to a room two stories higher than the one before. Almost like a house in its own right, it had a living room and two additional rooms.
"This one can be Iris's room!"
"...!"
Each of the two rooms had a bed, clearly meant for personal use.
Usually, at Iris's age, one would desire a private room.
'Soon she's going to nag at me not to mix her laundry with mine?'
While wiping the sweat dripping from his eyes, he noticed Iris shaking her head profusely.
"Huh? Don't you like this room? Would you rather have that one?"
At that, Iris shook her head again, vehemently, let go of my hand, and darted into the room. Then, she... lifted the bed up high!
"Iris, that's dangerous!"
She had the strength to topple a huge monster, yet she was just a frail girl who shouldn’t be lifting beds... His thoughts were incongruous as he stopped Iris from lifting the bed.
"Why, what's wrong, Iris..!"
"Ugh..."
It took me a while to realize that Iris wanted to move the bed so she could sleep with me.
As I was tearing up with appreciation...
Knock knock.
"Anyone in there?"
A neighbor from the same floor had apparently come to visit.
Chapter 41
Chapter 41 - I'm Not Buying It. I Already Read the News and I'm not Religious
Upon opening the door, I saw a man standing with his arms crossed and a slanted posture.
"Hello?"
Thinking he was a neighbor from the same floor, I greeted him with a smile. Though I was smiling on the outside, I was thinking something entirely different on the inside.
'Is this guy also going to spout nonsense like Pimax?'
I had such experiences before, so my mind naturally drifted that way. Besides, the man's slanted posture and dissatisfied expression did not seem like he was here to share any good news.
"Are you two the chumps who just moved up here to replace Pimax?"
The man went on with a tone as skewed as his stance.
Listening to him, I felt as though he was some peddler or proselytizer who had come to my door.
I instantly wanted to shut the door.
"I'm not buying it. I already read the news and I'm not religious."
I recited that line like a mantra and was about to close the door when the man wedged his foot in and grabbed the door with his hand to prevent it from closing.
"What sort of nonsense are you saying!? I’m asking if you two are the lucky replacements for Pimax!"
The door quivered as if it was in a tug-of-war. Just as I came back to my senses and attempted to open the door again,
Thump!
A strange hand abruptly grabbed the trembling door; it belonged to someone other than the man, smaller in size.
"Hey -"
"Eek...!? Bianca?!"
The voice that came from beyond the door was husky, undoubtedly a woman's.
The same instant I heard the woman's voice, the previously hooligan-like man shrank back like a terrified rabbit.
"Stop bothering someone who's clearly not interested and buzz off, will you?"
"Why are you in a place like this..?"
"Because someone dear to me is here, that’s why."
"...! Of course!"
The man quickly backed away from the door, bowing his head towards the woman called Bianca.
"Sorry for the intrusion!"
"Make sure to spread the word to the other punks, as well. Don't mess with the one I marked as mine."
"Yes!"
After watching the man make an escape as if he had just been spared, I turned my head back and the door had swung wide open due to my relinquished grip.
The person named Bianca was a tall woman, seemingly about 170 cm. Slender yet firm, her build was notably athletic.
Her bust was modest, but the lower part of her body was more generously shaped. If Baekroo had the aristocratic air of a high-class house cat, Bianca had something of an alley-cat's vibe.
"Hmm -, is this the place where 'that swordmaster' is?"
"The swordmaster?"
In response to her cryptic comment, I tilted my head, puzzling over her meaning. Bianca then opened her eyes wide and turned to look behind me.
"Kyaaah! I knew this was the right place!"
Bianca's gaze was fixed on Iris, who was clinging closely behind me.
"Did you come to see Iris?"
"Yeah! Right! So her name was Iris? It's a beautiful name!"
Bianca exclaimed, her face brightening as if she had just met a theme park mascot. Since she didn't seem to have come to pick a fight like a hooligan, I saw no reason not to invite her in.
"If that's the case, please come in! We haven't been here long, so we don't have much to offer, but you can have a comfy talk at least."
"Thanks a lot!"
While inviting Bianca inside, Iris clung to my back, immovable.
Her aversion couldn't have been directed at Bianca since she didn't even glance her way. It seemed more like a habitual attachment.
I walked to the living room sofa with Iris latched on to me like a snail on its shell, and when Bianca settled on one side, I took a seat on the opposite.
Iris decided to sit on my lap?
"Iris..?"
It wasn’t that I minded. Nor was Iris heavy – in fact, she was so light I contemplated increasing her food portions.
But what surprised me was how naturally Iris had settled on my lap. Even I almost didn't notice anything odd about it.
"...?"
Iris looked up at me with a confused expression.
"Ah."
I suddenly realized why she was behaving this way.
Whenever slaves were around, I would sit Iris on my lap for fear she would be harassed, which seemed to have conditioned her to think she needed to be on someone's lap when sitting on a sofa.
"Iris, you can sit next to me. When there’s plenty of room, you can just sit beside me."
I moved Iris gently to the seat beside me, and after a momentary blink, she nodded her understanding.
"Haha, the siblings seem really close."
Bianca said with a cheery smile, appearing thoroughly amused.
"Should I introduce myself now? I'm Bianca, currently the gladiator who occupies the highest floor in this arena."
"....!"
The highest floor, a paradise where only the most famed and powerful could dwell.
Her claim to use that place implied that Bianca was an astonishingly strong opponent.
"The top floor gladiators are allowed to move between floors freely. I don't even have to wear a slave collar."
Bianca lightly tapped her own neck, confirming her statement – there was indeed no decoration adorning it.
"By the time you reach the top floors, a collar isn't enough to hold you down. Besides, that's when you're given a choice."
"A choice?"
Curious, I inquired, prompting Bianca to wink.
"Wouldn't it be boring to find out all at once? Reach the top floor yourself and see!"
"Aww..."
Her words ended like a TV show cut off at its climax, leaving me with a pout. But then, with a broad laugh, Bianca continued.
"- would be bad luck to say, right? Anyway, it would take you at least a few years."
Bianca's gaze then shifted to Iris, who remained staring blankly at me. Bianca didn’t mind Iris's lack of attention and went on.
"Besides, whether one can even reach the top floor in one piece is another matter. So, how about it - would you, Iris, want to come to the top floor with me?"
"To the top floor? Is it really possible to move up so quickly?"
Though I was the one asking, Bianca didn't shift her focus from Iris as she replied.
"Yeah, if Iris becomes my pupil, I can take her to the top floor based on the master-disciple relationship."
"Master and... pupil?"
"Hah, the truth is I saw Iris wield a sword and I was so smitten that I had to find her!"
Bianca chuckled, rubbing the back of her neck cheerfully.
"When I saw her mercilessly slaying the magical beasts, I thought, 'Aha! That's the one!'"
Bianca stood up from the sofa and moved to seat herself next to Iris, who still avoided looking at her.
Rather than snubbing her, Iris seemed to not even recognize Bianca's presence. Bianca, finding this cute, continued earnestly with a smile.
"Iris, if you don’t have a swordmaster yet, I’d like to become yours and help you write a new chapter in sword history. Would you consider joining me?"
Iris simply looked at me without responding. Bianca remained silent, awaiting an answer.
Fearing an eternal silence, I gently shook Iris.
"What do you think, Iris?"
"Huh?"
Iris's questioning gaze made it clear she hadn’t paid any attention to Bianca's proposition.
"Iris, if you don’t have a swordmaster, Bianca wants to become one for you. If you follow Bianca, then - ...eh?"
Before I even finished, Iris shook her head and clung to my clothes tightly.
'Gulp.'
Overwhelmed by the gesture that she wouldn't go anywhere without me, a tsunami of sentiment flooded over me. I wiped away the tears like a waterfall inside and said to Bianca.
"It seems Iris doesn't want to part from me. Being the only family she has seems to mean a lot to her."
"Hmm... that's problematic."
Bianca furrowed her brows.
"You've already been sold, so I can’t take you to the top floor."
"What? I've been sold?"
Immediately, my mind flashed back to the zombie I’d met earlier today.
'I thought I managed to avoid it, but I've been sold already?!'
A trail of cold sweat dripped down my back at the thought of potentially losing Iris. Bianca, observing my rigid expression, made a calming gesture with her hand.
"Even if you've been sold, it's just the rights that have been sold, not you yourself."
"The rights?"
"Yeah, in this arena, once a gladiatorial slave gains enough popularity, their rights are sold to someone with money or power. It's like a pass to play with them as a toy."
A wave of relief washed over me to know I wouldn’t be taken away.
"Phew... that's a relief. I panicked thinking I’d be separated from Iris."
"Hahaha! You two caring for each other is so cute."
Bianca laughed heartily and once more addressed Iris.
"If you follow me, you won't be sold to those people, and you can participate in the arena on your own terms, sparing your life from danger. You can altogether detach yourself from the life of a slave."
Bianca continued, speaking gently.
"Plus, you won’t have to deal with the power struggles like earlier."
"Power struggles?"
"It’s a side-effect of grouping together fighters of similar strength on each floor."
Bianca earnestly answered and posed the question again.
"How about it? It's quite a good offer, isn't it? Oh! And you get to learn swordsmanship from a genius swordmaster!"
Chapter 42
Chapter 42 - Save... me...
She gave a sly smile and pointed at her own face with the tip of her index finger, exuding confidence in her skills.
Given that she came from the top floor, her abilities were as good as proven.
"How about it, Iris? Feel like learning some sword skills?"
At that, Iris's lips twitched slightly.
"Don't know."
"Huh? You mean you're not sure?"
Iris shook her head side to side vigorously and then slowly uttered one word.
"Sword."
She didn't know the sword. Does it mean she doesn't have a swordmaster? But as I kept probing, I stumbled upon a stunning truth.
"Iris... You mean you’ve never been taught how to use a sword?"
At my words, Iris nodded. She explained, in a stumbling manner, that the first time she ever held a sword was here in the coliseum.
"Wow...! Our Iris is a genius!"
As I vigorously stroked her head in praise, Iris's cheeks flushed a lovely pink.
"Kekeke, I must have her as my disciple!"
Bianca's eyes sparkled as she attempted to embrace Iris. I say attempted because the moment Bianca tried to hug her, Iris, quick as a cat, moved from my left side to the right, avoiding her grasp.
"I love this about you!"
I couldn't help but let out a pleasant laugh at Bianca's appearance, seemingly enamored with Iris.
'Even if the master-disciple relationship is a stretch for now, they could still become good friends.'
Right now Iris clung only to me, but there's no doubt that one day she would communicate and laugh with others.
For that day to come, it was good to have someone like Bianca around.
Woaaaaaah -..
While I was contemplating this, cheers seeped in from outside the window. The noise was much quieter than on the previous floor, suggesting some sort of magical soundproofing.
"Ah, is it that time already?"
Bianca clapped her hands and stood up.
"Since you're against it, I'll leave for today. If you change your mind, let me know the next time I visit; I drop by often!"
With an alluring smile, Bianca said her goodbyes and walked towards the door. Iris and I saw her off.
"Goodbye. Please feel free to visit whenever you're comfortable."
"Thanks!"
Bianca left with a bright smile.
"She seems like a nice person."
...
Iris only looked at my face without any reaction.
Creak, thud.
The door closed and silence filled the corridor.
***
"Kekeke."
Bianca walked down the opulent corridor with a spring in her step, a cheerful smile adorning her face. She stopped in front of a beautifully decorated door.
Click.
The door opened smoothly without a noise, revealing the lavish and cozy setting befitting the top floor of the coliseum.
Humming a little tune, Bianca entered the room and closed the door behind her. She passed through the vast living room and stepped into the armory.
"This time, it should be this, right?"
She picked up a sword similar to the one Iris used. As she admired her reflection on the sharp blade, she couldn’t help but chuckle.
"She’s never learned how to use a sword before? That’s practically the genius of the century, isn’t it?"
Bianca swayed her hips in excitement and clutched her flushed cheeks. Her shadow swayed with her movements.
"If she’s that good without training, what will she be like once she’s trained? Ah, can’t wait."
With a casual swing of the sword, there was an air of charm and an ominous aura befitting the highest-tier gladiator.
"Should I groom her before feasting, or shall I just devour her now? Hmm..."
Bianca stopped her sword dance, threw the sword aside onto a stand, and sunk into deep thought with one hand on her chin.
"I should just make her strong enough to be weaker than me before I feed. Playing it safe is the best! Right?"
Her words split the shadow into two. The splitting shadow sprouted dense, sharp spikes as thick as a grown man's forearm.
Swish.
From what seemed mere shadows, a form slowly emerged from the floor, as if drawn up from a sticky black mire. It was reminiscent of a monstrous face, with scattered sharp spikes adorned with indistinguishable flesh.
Chk, kehehk.
The monster's voice, erupting as though boiling up, was so grotesquely unpleasant it could induce nausea in a listener, but Bianca blushed as if cooing over an adorable baby's babble.
"Right? I am so clever!"
Bianca hummed, smiling at her own thoughts.
"This match will be a breeze!"
Only ten individuals are granted power on the top floor. Yet, new slaves are brought in endlessly, and countless challenge for a place at the top.
Bianca has survived in that place for an extraordinarily long time, where only the strong prevail.
She became stronger without any known limit, handling dozens, hundreds of weapons with ease – a formidable adversary that was challenging to prepare for and counter.
Bianca had reached a place so high that those who dared to challenge the top tier dared not even speak of it.
But she was known as the "Lazy Genius," never once seen practicing her swordsmanship and always seen lounging or with a man by her side.
Her survival was all thanks to the peculiar ability of her shadow, which could absorb the abilities of those it consumed and pass them on to its mistress.
With a friendly face, she would befriend capable slaves, and when they let their guard down, she would consume them to absorb their abilities.
That was the secret to her being seated at the pinnacle of power.
"Hehe, maybe after her brother dies and she's drowned in sorrow, I’ll take her as a concubine?"
Her current prey included both Iris and Lian. Iris was her intended victim, and she planned to make Lian her subordinate lover.
"Anyway, it's like I'm her sister, isn't it?"
Once she consumed Iris, she believed Iris's abilities would be hers, making her virtually indistinguishable from Iris herself. She laughed at her own miraculous logic.
She would learn the hard way that 'eating recklessly could lead to troubles,' but for now, she remained blissfully ignorant.
***
A week had passed since I became accustomed to my new home.
I slapped my hands together, exclaiming "Oh! That’s right!” when I heard from the rat beastman that a new match had been set. I had completely forgotten about Gargandoa.
After the rat beastman left and I told Iris I was off to the bathroom, I headed to the restroom and silently called for Gargandoa in front of the sink.
Swoosh.
A mass of light gathered on my palm, forming into a deep crimson lump the size of a fist. Slowly, the light began dripping away like a liquid.
Gargandoa emerged from within the light, now diminished to the size of a mere knife instead of a dagger. I was taken aback by its further reduced size.
[Save... me...]
Gargandoa's voice sounded like that of a dying patient. I quickly made a small cut on my wrist. It didn't even sting, although it looked somewhat like self-harm.
Slurp.
Like a sponge absorbing water, my blood seeped into the sword. After a second, the cursed sword murmured weakly.
[Does it... taste good?]
The sword trembled slightly as if it was revitalized by the sheer deliciousness offered to its edges. Then it began to greedily suck in the blood.
[Ahhhaa! This, this is it..!!]
It was so starved that it abandoned its dignified manner and cried out. The shallow cut didn’t suffice, so as I aggravated the wound, a gush of blood burst forward.
Whoosh.
The blood that had sprayed into the air was swiftly absorbed by the sword, thankfully avoiding any mess on my clothes.
[Haaah -... Haahh!]
Hearing it lose its mind in satisfaction, I felt a tinge of guilt.
'The poor thing must have been starving.'
Looking at its foolish behavior, I found myself treating the cursed sword like a child.
The blood gushed continuously, all of it sucked in by the sword, except for the few drops that fell when the cut was initially made, leaving the sink spotless.
"Take it easy, there’s plenty."
I soothed the borderline sobbing cursed sword like a grandmother feeding a well-missed grandchild. The sword, undeterred, continued gulping down the blood voraciously.
After a long while, as the cursed sword had nearly regained its original size, it absorbed the blood and spoke.
[How could you neglect me like this?!]
Chapter 43
Chapter 43 - Great Technique
"No, it just happened that way..."
[One can only take so much..!]
I placated the snorting cursed sword while pressing down on the gushing wound on my forearm, causing the blood to spurt out even more vigorously.
The cursed sword momentarily ceased its complaints and sucked up the blood as if drawing the last drop of a drink, quenching its thirst.
[...From now on, you must give me blood at least once a day.]
The sword regained its usual tone after having its fill. I casually acknowledged and then said,
"There’s a match coming up soon, so eat to your heart's content."
[Hmph, you only look for me when it’s necessary.]
"Do you not want more blood?”
I teasingly detached the sword from my wrist, and it shook like a baby deprived of its bottle.
[Ah..! It’s not that I don’t want it! Look, contractor! The wound is healing!]
As the wound began to close quickly, the cursed sword vibrated wildly. Bringing it near again, it started absorbing the blood in silence.
It felt like offering a pacifier to a whining baby, and a sense of peace washed over me.
As I was filled with these thoughts...
Thud, thud.
Someone knocked on the door. There was only one person who would knock at this time.
"Uh-uh -, I’ll be right out, Iris."
After saying that to Iris, I spoke to the cursed sword.
"I’ll feed you again later, so go back inside for now."
[...Ughuh...]
The cursed sword, having voraciously consumed the blood and whining for more, turned into a luminous mass and retracted into my hand at my urging.
Thud, thud, thud!
As the knocking resumed with a heavy sound, I reflexively replied, "Yep! Just a sec!" The wound healed quickly, leaving me by myself.
Blood had dribbled into the sink before it clotted, so I washed it away with cold water. Finally, I scrubbed my hands with soap, the wrist that had been wounded included, and then left the restroom.
Iris was standing outside with her fists clenched, eyes wide with surprise. It seemed she was startled by the sudden opening of the door.
"Sorry, you wanted to use the bathroom, right? Go ahead."
I stepped out and moved aside, but as I did, Iris mirrored my action and stepped sideways, too. When I moved again, she followed suit.
As I hesitated, thinking she had no intention of going into the restroom, Iris approached and started sniffing around me.
"...No blood."
"Huh?"
"Blood... smell."
At those words, I tensed up instantly.
'She could smell it even with the door closed... Iris must have a keen sense of smell.'
Thinking I’d have to be more careful in the future, I managed to sweat profusely as I said,
"Ah, what would make me smell of blood? I was just using the restroom."
Iris narrowed her eyes as she regarded me before nodding her head, seemingly convinced. I felt pleased that I had washed my hands with soap and headed back to the living room with her.
***
A few days passed, and the day of the match I had been notified about arrived. The cursed sword, filled daily with blood, was in better condition than ever.
[Kuhehehehe, all shall bow before my magnificent power!]
The cursed sword burst into a delightful laugh, and a threatening aura emanated from it, spreading around me with a terrifying energy that could drive one mad.
Slap.
[Ouch!]
"Shh, stop emitting weird stuff and stay still."
I smacked the cursed sword on its blade as it tried to act up, and the blood-red aura was swiftly sucked back into the sword.
[How dare you strike me, even though I am so remarkable!]
"If you keep that up, I might not use a sword again after this match for a while... Hmm..."
[On second thought, it seems I did err.]
The cursed sword instantly became meek. I wondered to myself.
'Is it really that delicious?'
There was no need for the cursed sword to act so submissive if it only wanted blood. If summoned, it could have flown off to drink blood from somewhere else.
Of course, being bound by our contract, it would have returned to me, but it wasn’t as if there were no other means for it to obtain blood.
That meant, quite plainly, that my blood tasted so good to the cursed sword that it behaved this humbly. Its murmuring that the blood was delicious every time it fed only supported this opinion.
'It didn't taste that special to me.'
Seeing it enjoy the blood so much, I thought perhaps it truly was tasty and even licked some to try, but it tasted just like ordinary blood.
'Could I do business with it in the future?'
I imagined selling my blood to vampires, then envisioned being captured and treated as livestock. The fantasy even went as far as to include becoming the property of a beautiful vampire before mentally snapping out of it at the sound of clanking.
Woohoo!
Outside, the announcer was shouting stories about me, and I could hear the anticipation-filled noises from the crowd. 'People sure are energetic today.' I mused as I walked out.
Sssrrrr, clank.
Across from me, a door opened, and what walked out were five orcs with green skin, each brandishing an enormous greatsword, bow, staff, and shield.
There were two orcs with swords - one wielding a weapon resembling a saw. Since orcs possessed the intelligence of a 3 to 5-year-old child, they didn’t rush at me immediately.
From afar, arrows flew towards me, and the orc with the shield took the lead, approaching me. The shaman, chuckling "keheh, kehihik," was conjuring a black magical orb at the end of its staff.
[Just five orcs for our match? Won't even serve as a warm-up.]
The cursed sword sounded disappointed, uttering in a dry tone. I watched the oncoming orcs stomping towards me and lifted my sword.
Swoosh -.
I swung the sword from the lower left to the upper right. It was effortless, like drawing a line in the air.
Squelch.
The bodies of the orcs were bisected along the line I had traced. The charging orcs fell forward with only their lower halves continuing, while their upper halves toppled backward.
They had died without even realizing their fate.
The fight, which took less than a minute, was followed by silence in the coliseum.
"Wowwww!"
"Kyaaa!"
The audience went into frenzy over the fighting that was beyond words. Just as I thought to leave since it was over,
"Wouldn't it be a shame to end things here? So we’ve prepared this for you!"
Sssrrrr, sssrrrrr, sssrrrrr! Boom! Thud! Vroooom!
Cages of varying sizes containing monsters began to rise with a racket. And from behind them poured out all kinds of beasts.
The spectators erupted in a cheer loud enough to shake the grounds of the arena as dozens of enormous creatures emerged into view.
"Can our rising star prevail against this ordeal?!"
Screech! Gwaaaaak!
The newly emerged beasts attacked and ate one another, yet their gaze was fixed on me.
[Pah, just a swarm of insignificant insects, none worthy of a proper fight. Tsk..]
The cursed sword clicked in disappointment, implying the monsters weren't particularly strong.
[However -... with their numbers, it’d be difficult to handle them all at once.]
Among the monsters, there were some as tall as I was. The smaller ones could be hard to strike even if I swung my weapon through the air.
Of course, I could resolve this by swinging the sword multiple times, but the cursed sword seemed not to fancy that idea.
[Hehehe, no choice then. Allow me to use a great technique this time.]
"Great technique?"
[Yes.]
The cursed sword sneered, extending its blade.
[Lower your stance and hold the sword diagonally.]
"Like this?"
As I assumed the position it instructed, the cursed sword began to glow a deep crimson.
[Now, swing your sword!]
As if gathering all its strength, I swung the sword teeming with blood-red light from below upwards, and the cursed sword's voice announced,
['Blood Wave!']
What? Isn't the wielder supposed to shout the spell?
As the silly thought dawned on me, the blood-red energy amassed on the sword shot forward. The energy I thought would slice through the oncoming monsters seeped into the ground instead.
The ordinary dirt floor was instantly dyed in blood, becoming a veritable sea. Huge waves arose from this sea of blood, soon engulfing every creature that approached.
Schlick, ssschrrraak -.
Sounds of something melting and bodies of monsters disintegrating intermingled in a gruesome cacophony. In mere moments, all the lifeless beings were devoured by the crimson tide without a trace.
"Oh, isn't that like something from... that show?"
I muttered the name of a certain piece, and the cursed sword, preening just moments ago, jumped in surprise.
[This is a technique I developed!]
It sounded just like a creator alarmed at having their copyright infringed upon. Indeed, in this world, the cursed sword might hold the copyright.
"Aren’t there any other techniques besides this one?"
[Mwahaha, of course, there are. This body possesses –..]
As the cursed sword started its spiel once more about the Lord Dragon it purportedly sealed, I half-listened and looked over at the announcer.
The announcer didn't seem to have expected things to unfold this way and was clearly flustered.
Chapter 44
Chapter 44 - Someone Pounced on Me
As I mulled over whether it was time to leave after the staged match had seemingly concluded,
'I guess I can leave now?'
I thought to myself and walked towards the exit from where I had come.
***
Totogen gritted his teeth as he watched Lian leave the arena, not even short of breath, let alone injured.
'Damn it, how could he be like that?'
In his hand, he clutched a gilded spyglass that only nobles typically used. Through it, he could see Lian's innocent expression as he exited the place clearly.
'How can someone with that kind of power... have such pure eyes?'
This was the domain of Jiso, a realm where the most sordid desires converged. It was a place brimming with those who committed atrocious acts without hesitation to obtain tremendous power.
Totogen, who had made his business targeting those obsessed with power, knew too well how dangerous 'tremendous power' could be.
Even if power was granted effortlessly, once it reached a certain magnitude, humans swiftly succumb to madness.
Lian shattered that all-too-familiar rule. He wielded vast power with eyes clearer than any person, as if it were nothing more than a toy.
This paradoxical reality filled Totogen with both wonder and impatience.
'This isn’t what I was looking forward to...!'
Having fainted after witnessing Lian's organ, Totogen refused to accept, upon regaining consciousness, that he had fallen in fear of Lian. Instead, he convinced himself that it was all a hallucination and that he had merely tripped and fallen unconscious. However, his anger did not subside.
Thus, Totogen opened his wallet.
The dozens of monsters had been prepared with this kind of background in mind.
'How can I bring that guy down?'
He chewed on his nails nervously, his mind churning aimlessly as no suitable solution came to mind.
Ordinarily, he would call upon slaves to intimidate them by showing his face or handle them directly. However, on an instinctive level, he was avoiding a confrontation with Lian.
Despite dismissing the fainting incident as a mere dream, he was instinctively scared and avoiding him.
Unable to torment Lian directly, Totogen's only option was to purchase monsters with money and harass them.
'Yes, if dozens aren’t enough, making him fight hundreds, even thousands, will do!'
With a raised voice, Totogen called for his secretary.
"We need to prepare more monsters."
At his command, the secretary quickly left the room to call for automatons.
***
I had just breezed through a match and was on my way back to my room where Iris was waiting. The elevator came to a halt, and the moment I stepped into the neatly arranged corridor, someone pounced on me.
"Whoa!"
My body tilted backward, and I stumbled, falling flat on my backside.
"B-Bianca?"
"Hehe."
She was hugging me with a greatly relaxed expression, seemingly in a good mood. I, unable to hide my confusion, stammered,
"W-What's the matter?"
It was my first time being held by an adult woman, my body tensing rigidly. My hands fluttered in the air, unabashedly showing my discomfort.
"I saw it!"
"Huh?"
"Your match! I can't believe how strong you are!"
She was excitedly rambling, having seen Iris's matches but never having witnessed me in one until now.
She thought I'd be quite strong as Iris's brother but never imagined to this extent, lavishing endless admiration upon me.
"Thank you."
Even if it was all thanks to the cursed sword, praise was always sweet. As I managed a thank-you with flushed cheeks, Bianca beamed with a gleeful smile and said,
"Iris turned me down, but... what about you?"
"Huh?"
"Going to the top floor."
"Ah."
Following Bianca would easily grant access to the top floor, but I'd have to be separated from Iris. Moreover, my biggest concern was that my 'skills' were solely the power of the cursed sword.
Bianca certainly needed a disciple with impressive talent, not someone whose matches were entirely won due to an item.
"Sorry."
My response was inevitably a refusal. Bianca's face twisted with apparent wounded pride as her offer was declined by both Iris and me.
"Really..? Could you tell me why you dislike the idea?"
"It’s mainly because of my worry for my sister."
At that, Bianca laughed and responded,
"Don't worry about that! You can both become my disciples!"
"Even before, you said..."
"Umm, it might hurt to say this... but the reason I couldn't take you as a disciple was that I found it hard to be responsible for someone without adequate skills. But now, things have changed!"
Bianca spoke with a bright flush of exhilaration.
"You’ve proven yourself to have sufficient skill! So, stop worrying and let's go to the top floor together with your sister!"
At her words, I fell silent and pondered.
'Even if I go to the top floor, my lack of true skill will soon be exposed. I can't wield the cursed sword for every training session. But... if it means Iris can be safe, is it right to give up because of my own inadequacy?'
As I groped for an answer in my mind, Bianca spoke with a light-hearted voice.
"If you're unsure, why not visit the top floor for even just a brief moment? Seeing it for yourself might clarify things."
"I have been to the top floor already."
"You must've just glanced over it, right? Looking more carefully might make the answer come easier. Let's go up now!"
"Huh? I, well..."
Bianca didn't wait for my answer, sprang up, and grabbed my wrist. With such strength, she swiftly pulled me toward the elevator.
"But Iris is waiting for me...!"
"Don't worry, we'll just go see and then come back down."
Bianca reassured me it would take just 10 minutes as she spread her hands.
'Ugh, if it's only that long...'
Reluctantly agreeing since she was arguably the highest authority among the arena's gladiators, the elevator slowly ascended toward the top floor.
***
Smirk.
Bianca stood near the elevator entrance, curling her lips into a dangerously wide smile. She trembled slightly as she reminisced about the thrilling battle she had witnessed today.
'Ah, to think ripe fruit lay so close!'
Thinking of the scene where dozens of monsters were rapidly dismembered and devoured, her body writhed with excitement.
'With that power, I might be able to aim for the champion’s seat!'
The champion: the term referred to the strongest among the ten who occupied the top floor. The first place always received special treatment, and the champion enjoyed privileges greater than what Bianca currently had.
'If only I can claim that position -... I could join Lord Jiso’s ranks!'
Not only would it mean the end of her slave status, but also a chance to enter the ranks of Jiso's followers, who received the favor of the Demon Lord.
The most famous of those who became champions and joined Jiso was Baekroo. It was said that if things go well, she could even seize the position of Jiso's right hand.
'Hah, ahh! Lord Jiso!'
Bianca's thoughts of the Jiso she adored were so intense she unconsciously wiggled her hips. She quickly composed herself when she noticed her slip.
With a jolt, the elevator arrived, and they both stepped onto the plush carpet.
"Here, this side is my room."
Bianca led Lian into her room. Her shadow wafted excitedly, barely containing itself in anticipation of what was to come.
Before long, they reached the ornate door. Bianca opened it effortlessly.
"This door won't open without me."
She casually mentioned the security features her floor had that Lian’s didn’t possess as they entered.
Thud.
The door closed heavily behind them, leaving only Bianca and Lian in the room. Lian was busy observing the opulently decorated room, which was different from the one he had seen before.
"Different from the room you’ve seen before, right?"
"Yes, it’s different."
"The top floor allows you to decorate your home however you want."
Everything from the structure to the furniture and atmosphere could be changed at will.
"If you both move to the top floor, then you’ll live here with me. There are many empty rooms, so there would be no inconvenience either."
Bianca proudly showcased the lavish interior, trying to captivate Lian’s heart. Eventually, while they were touring the room, Lian scratched the back of his head and spoke.
"The place sure is nice, but...  I think I should be heading back now."
"What?"
"It's long past 10 minutes, and Iris must be waiting for me anxiously."
At his words, Bianca pressed her lips tightly together.
"Thank you for showing me around today. I should get going now."
As Lian turned to leave without hesitation, Bianca suddenly grabbed his wrist.
Chapter 45
Chapter 45 - You Shouldn’t Just Swallow Anything
"Tch, what a nuisance."
Bianca clicked her tongue inwardly and offered a smile to Lian who looked at her with a puzzled expression.
'I never imagined someone would simply walk away after seeing the top floor. That never crossed my mind.'
Up until now, every slave that had seen and experienced the top floor without exception desired to become her disciple immediately. That’s how alluring the power of the top floor seemed.
Yet Lian, without a moment's hesitation, insisted on returning to his place. Bianca quickly realized, if Lian left now, she’d never be able to bring him to the top floor again.
'The opportunity is now or never.'
If one stayed here long enough, they would eventually encounter unpleasant rumors about her. For example, that all her disciples had mysteriously vanished without a trace.
Although before being close to the top floor, there were no chances of her secret being uncovered, once you get closer to the top, getting exposed is only a matter of time.
With someone like Iris, who was still not a finished force, she had time. But Lian was already complete. Ascending near the top floor would be swift.
Bianca licked her lips and said,
"How about one last thing before you go? I have a weapon that could be useful for Iris, and I’d like to give it to her."
"Oh, that would be great, thank you!"
As she predicted, Lian was effortlessly persuaded when it came to his sister ‘Iris.’
"We should get going now since you said we need to go back quickly."
"Yes!"
Leading the way, Bianca thought to herself,
'Stupid. It's because you show your weakness so openly that you end up like this.'
Bianca smirked internally as she opened the door to the armory. On the armory floor, imperceptible to normal eyes, there was a magic circle inscribed. It was a magic circle that amplified the power of the shadows.
'Now, then.'
She twisted her mouth grotesquely and turned. Lian, with an innocent face, watched her.
"Enjoy your meal."
"Huh?"
Crack.
Suddenly, the floor went pitch-black and split in half. By the time Lian noticed, a shadowy monster had already sprung out from the floor.
"Yeek!"
Like a crocodile emerging stealthily from a swamp to snap at prey, Lian was swallowed by the shadows in an instant.
"Kyahahaha, what a fool!"
Bianca bellowed with laughter at the sight of Lian being helplessly chewed up and swallowed. She relished this moment more than any other, as a powerful being vanished into nothingness to become part of her.
"But at least you’ll be a beautiful part of me, so don’t feel too bad!"
Crunch.
The sound of his head being devoured was the last of him; Lian was completely consumed without a trace left behind.
'Ah, what abilities might I gain this time?'
She looked at the hanging sword with an ecstatic expression.
'It was about the length of a dagger last time, wasn’t it?'
She chuckled lightly, holding a blade that was too short to be a longsword but slightly too long to be a dagger.
'Maybe I should test it in the training hall?'
Planning to limber up after such a long break, she prepared to leave the room – or at least she intended to.
Bang!
Just as she was about to exit, her pinky toe fatefully collided with the door's edge. Usually, it would have caused a slight pain, but today, her toe was crushed, bringing an excruciating surge of pain.
"Grrrgh, keh!"
As she grimaced in pain, a torrent of blood gushed from her mouth. Bianca's eyes began to shake wildly.
"What, what the hell?"
She had merely stubbed her pinky toe, yet blood poured forth. This was impossible.
"What is going on...?"
Bianca, pale as a ghost from the extraordinary volume of blood she vomited, stumbled backward.
Clang!
"Ah!"
Backing away, she accidentally knocked over a weapon stand. Various arms scattered across the floor. The sound of sharp weapons rolling brought her to the senses.
'That's right, it must be because I swallowed such a strong being.'
Trying to quell her rising panic, she attempted to put the fallen weapons back in their place. As she stepped forward, she accidentally trod on the tip of a sword, sending it sliding and causing her to fall backward.
"Uh...?"
Various weapons lay hazardously in the direction she was falling.
Thump!
The blade of a hooked sword pierced through the sole of Bianca's foot and protruded out the top.
"Aghhh!"
She screamed as she fell sideways, the handle of the embedded blade knocking down another stand. Above her, a mass as large as an orc's head plummeted down.
"Just...gah!"
The heavy metal struck her head, and blood gushed from her nose. Bianca, unable to comprehend the situation, fought to keep her rolling eyes focused.
'What’s happening to me?'
One incomprehensible event after another, she was at the brink of insanity.
Thump! Bang! Thud!
"Gough, gasp...aack!"
Like a rehearsal on stage, Bianca became ragged, stepping and being struck by one dropped weapon after another. She tumbled out of the armory as if thrown.
"Heave, cough..."
She gasped for breath, more wounded than she had ever been in a fight with a champion.
'I'm going to die at this rate!'
She stood up, swaying, feeling the warm blood streaming continuously from her body.
'Wait... what's going on...?'
Her gaze drifted from the pool of blood at her feet to the armory. Inside, covered in blood as if ten people had been slaughtered there, it was a state beyond comprehension.
"What on earth...? What’s happening?"
Bianca, who had inadvertently ingested the ‘gag filter’ along with Lian, couldn't make heads or tails of her current predicament.
Already accustomed to the gag filter, Lian would have found all this trivial, but for Bianca, who was experiencing it firsthand, nothing made sense. This incomprehension was as terrifying as the events themselves.
"I need to get treatment...treatment first!"
She called out, stumbling toward the living room, which seemed peaceful as if nothing had happened.
Yet even this tranquility felt terrifying for Bianca. It felt as if something else was bound to occur at any moment.
"Before something else weird happens, I need to get treated as quickly as possible –..."
In the world ruled by a gag, when you worry about something and say it out loud, that very thing happens.
Swoooosh!
The scary sound echoed as soon as her words ended.
Thwack!
"Oof..."
A spear flew in through the window and pierced through her stomach, exiting out the back. It happened in an instant.
"Urgh, grrr... I don’t want to die."
As Bianca screamed, clutching the spilling blood and organs, one of the organs spoke – yes, the organs.
"Ah, nuts! Who do you think you are touching me without gloves?"
A piece of organ, resembling Bianca's features, hurled profanities at her. Bianca just stared blankly at her own insides.
"Over there, too, pick up that piece! Aren't you, the body owner, supposed to take care of us, doing all the work inside? How could you have a hole in your stomach? I want compensation for this!"
"If you're going to wrap that bandage, can you use the premium stuff? I'm pretty sensitive."
The voices full of conceit jarred Bianca’s senses.
'What's happening? Why am I not dying? And what's with this conversation? Are my organs talking? How? Shouldn’t they die once they’re out of me? How can they talk? And where do they even have mouths?'
Unable to process the string of nonsensical events, her mind began to malfunction as if broken. Her brain, rather than expending energy to comprehend the situation, more wisely jumped to a conclusion.
'It's a dream, right? It has to be?'
Otherwise, it didn’t make sense that her organs would talk and that she would still breathe easily despite a gory stomach wound.
'Yes, it must be that –.'
Before she could finish her thought.
"Bianca?"
"...?!"
A familiar voice resounded. Bianca’s eyes quickly scanned the surroundings.
"Bianca, when can I leave?"
"Where... where is that coming from?!"
Her voice shook as she searched, but the source of the voice remained unseen.
"Huh? Oh, from inside Bianca's stomach."
"What...?"
She looked down at her stomach.
"Did you eat chicken yesterday? It's melting over there."
The voice was coming from her... upper abdominal area. And it was from Lian whom she had swallowed.
Chapter 46
Chapter 46 - An Unusual Meal Can Cause Stomach Upset
"Bianca, if I'm any later, Iris will scold me. If it's okay with you, could you please let me out now?"
In the midst of the chaotic situation, a politely phrased request echoed.
With a dazed expression, Bianca looked down at her stomach before reaching the same conclusion as before.
'It must be a weird dream.'
With that thought, she lost consciousness.
***
'Ah... where am I?'
Bianca found herself floating in a strange space. It was as if she was buoyantly drifting in water, or being swept by waves.
In this peculiar sensation, Bianca couldn't actively look around or do much of anything.
She merely floated aimlessly, as if that were her sole purpose.
Then, something thick and damp licked across her face.
"Kyaaak!"
Startled, she opened her eyes wide to see what had licked her.
"Kehehik, kehek... Mistress."
Bizarrely, her shadow stood on two legs (resembling sticks) with a reddened face, a threatening set of teeth, and a black tongue hanging out.
Bianca fainted again, overwhelmed by the hoarse yet cutesy voice resounding in her head.
'Huh? Wasn't I in a dream?'
How could she faint within a dream?
With that thought, she opened her eyes.
Chirp, chirp, chirp.
She was greeted by the sound of adorable birds and the sight of a clear blue sky.
"Here is..."
A lined stretch of pavement with towering buildings. She was in the place where Lian had lived in his past life.
Chirp, chlik, aaaaaah!
A sparrow making a cute sound suddenly opened its beak wide, and from within, a gun barrel protruded. From the barrel burst a blazing flame, then retreated back into the sparrow's throat.
"Babe, really, just listen to me once. I swear, I didn't do it on purpose."
Following the sparrow, another oddly long-antennaed sparrow flew by, speaking in a suggestive tone. This bizarre scene prompted Bianca to get up immediately.
"Wh-where is this?"
Her pupils dilated with confusion as she looked around. At that moment, the nearest electronics store TV blared with a shrieking broadcast.
[ Breaking news! What may appear to be a dragon or a green creature is actually a purple monster invading the city! ]
"What, what's that?"
As Bianca felt bewildered by the sudden switch to a serious mood,
Boom!
A massive, pink-colored foot--enormous was the only way to describe it--landed beside her.
"Kyaaaaak!"
Her body flew up about three stories high before rolling on the ground.
"What, what is this – what’s happening!"
She screamed and started to run, none of the surrounding chaos making any sense.
...Yet, Bianca's ordeal had only just begun.
***
"Gruk, erk... uhk..."
Bianca, having fainted, twisted and turned on the floor. White foam appeared at the corners of her mouth, and her eyes were rolled back.
After convulsing and rolling on the ground for some time, she began to vomit with a — wretch — sound.
"Kuehk, kehek... kueeek...!"
The shadow connected to her writhed in discomfort before finally spitting something out.
Splat.
"Phew... That was close."
Lian, covered in saliva, wiped his forehead and grinned.
"That was close. I almost got dissolved in Bianca's stomach acids."
Having been severed when swallowed, his body quickly regenerated, as it hadn't been in the stomach for long, but escaping from within was a rather difficult task.
Luckily, his poking at the stomach walls seemed to have helped, as the shadow expelled him.
"By the way... are you okay?"
Lian cocked his head at the sight of Bianca drooling and unconscious, trying to lift her onto the sofa. But before he could reach it, she woke up with convulsions.
"Kyaaak!"
She screamed and fell off of him. Since she was close enough, she didn't hit the floor but rolled onto the couch instead.
Pat, pat, pat.
She seemed to frantically scratch the sofa, as if trying to escape from something, and scurried into the corner.
Thud.
She fell to the floor with a loud noise but continued to crawl, ignoring the pain.
Instinctively, she realized that the terrible things happening to her were all due to Lian, who still possessed that dreadful power.
"Don't, don't come near me! I, I can't take it anymore!"
In just a brief moment, she became so mentally broken that she crawled on the floor and wailed like a madwoman. I sniffed myself, my body still damp, frowning at the smell. It was the stench of the shadow's saliva.
"Bianca, would it be alright if I took a shower before leaving? Iris has a habit of hugging me, and with the smell and my clothes being ruined, it's going to be a little awkward."
"Do whatever you want! Just please... please, go away...!"
Bianca, her face ghastly pale, pulled the curtain to cover her face. I nodded at her trembling form, pitiable in her distress.
"Thanks for letting me! I won't be long!"
I assumed Bianca's strange behavior was due to a stomach ache. Normally, I would have offered her some medicine, but after having been eaten by her pet, I had no inclination to do her any favors.
'If it were a biting or chewing animal, I should have fitted it with a muzzle.'
Muttering to himself, Lian entered the luxurious bathroom. Peeling off his tattered clothes, he thoroughly enjoyed the delightful scent of shampoo and body wash in his bath.
'Good.'
He sighed contentedly as he poured warm water over his body. With time being scarce, he had to forgo a dip in the large tub.
Quickly washing off, he stepped out, dried himself lightly, and donned a robe.
"Bianca?"
She was nowhere in sight. Unable to just go down wearing the robe, he headed for the space she had shown him as the closet.
'I'll wash the clothes and return them later.'
He chuckled while sorting through the clothes that were too big or too small to fit her. She had told him it was the clothing of her disciples that she had kept out of nostalgia.
It seemed to be true, as the closet was full of clothes. He found something that fit his build. The design was the same as the slave clothes he usually wore, which he preferred. Changing outfits might cause Iris to worry.
'This should be discrete enough.'
He felt the softer fabric of he had chosen and left the room.
'I should tell her I borrowed her clothes, but she’s not here.'
Though he considered leaving a note, there was no pen or paper to be found, and with Iris likely waiting, he quietly left Bianca's place.
'What if she's crying?'
With an image of a sad-faced Iris in mind, he got into the elevator and descended. Back in Bianca's house, in the innermost part of the master bedroom, a mumble continuously flowed.
"I'm scared I'm scared please stop this stop this stop this! I'm sorry, I'm really sorry!"
She completely lost her mind due to whatever occurred in her dream, resembling a malfunctioning robot.
"Sorry, sorry, sorry, I'm the one who's sorry, so please, please – aaahh!"
She was quickly going insane. That was the result of carelessly consuming something strange.
***
Sniff, sniff, sniff.
"Ah, Iris?"
Sniff, sniff, sniff, sniff, sniff.
As I returned to the room, Iris pounced on me, tossed me on the sofa, and began to furiously smell me. She resembled a dog verifying the scent of its returning owner.
"Do I smell?"
"...You smell."
"!"
Thump!
Shocked, my mouth dropped open as Iris flattened out on top of me with a deeply furrowed brow.
"What are you doing?"
"You, smell transfers."
Iris said that while rubbing her face against my chest. Her cute antics made me chuckle.
"Does the smell offend you?"
"...Yeah."
She puckered her lips and nodded.
'Thought the scent was quite nice, but Iris doesn't seem to like it.'
Remembering the luxurious shampoo and body wash, I stroked Iris's hair. After rubbing her head a few more times, she succumbed to the warmth and fell asleep.
"Ah... so sleepy."
Feeling her high body temperature made my eyelids heavy. And like that, I drifted off to sleep.
***
As Lian embraced Iris, falling asleep, Totogen gnawed at his nails, murmuring to himself.
"This time, it should work, right?"
If dozens won't do, then hundreds.
Totogen had spent a fortune ordering a large number of powerful monsters.
In the upcoming match, Lian would either be shattered into pieces or corrupted by the overwhelming power. Instead of eagerness, what Totogen felt was an anxiety that made his legs quiver.
The more one invests, the more one feels hopeful and fearful simultaneously—that was exactly Totogen's state.
'If I fail again – no, no. It will definitely work!'
Days passed, and Lian was once again partaking in a match.
Chapter 47
Chapter 47 - Are Residents of the Gag World Invincible? That’s Fine, Right?
[Oh, looks like there are some decent creatures worth eating this time around!]
As I sauntered into the arena as leisurely as someone out for a walk, the demonic sword cried out in a bright voice as soon as we entered.
Glancing towards the heavy bar cages with a sense of anticipation as to whether mighty monsters were present, I heard the sounds of locks disengaging.
Sssssshk, clank! Sssssshk!
Countless cages opened, and from within, tens, if not hundreds of monsters began to emerge. The arena descended into a cauldron of frenzied excitement.
"Uoooohhh!"
"Kyaaaaah!"
Amidst the near-screams, I addressed the demonic sword.
"Is it really alright with so many of them?"
[Ha, what do you take me for? This is easy!]
The sword demanded the same stance as last time, and I complied without protest.
['Blood Wave']
The monsters rushing towards me suddenly found themselves standing atop a sea of blood. The blood sea churned mercilessly, swallowing the monsters in an instant.
Swooooosh!
However, there was a difference from before.
"Kieeeeeek!"
"Grrrrr..."
Despite the sweeping tide, a few monsters survived. They were certainly not unscathed, but neither were they on the brink of death.
[Heh, as I thought, only the ones worth eating remain!]
I could hear the slurping sound of the demonic sword swallowing saliva. How does it do that without a mouth anyway?
Amidst these musings, I watched the monster charging at the forefront. It resembled a bipedal elephant, with not two but eight arms. Each arm wielded a curved sword, with blades as long as I was tall.
Whooosh, whoooosh—
The threatening oscillation of the blades set the air quivering with a whine.
"Can we really beat that?"
If there was no other way, being swallowed and then bursting out through the monster's stomach seemed like a viable approach. Or perhaps, if swallowed, I could lodge a sword in its throat to thwart it.
[Ha, of course!]
Fortunately, we wouldn't need to resort to such an unpleasant experience. The demonic sword instructed me to plant it into the ground. Following its command, I thrust the sword vertically into the arena floor.
Swoooosh!
A long line appeared on the ground. The sword was silent this time, perhaps not thinking of any skill name.
The line, formed of my blood, reached the elephant-like monster as it almost closed upon me. The instant the blood touched the tip of the monster's foot...
Swoooosh—.
The blood erupted skywards, enveloping the beast. It looked as though darkness had swallowed it whole.
"Kwooaaang! Kueeek!"
The monster thrashed and wailed, but there was no escaping the engulfing blood. In the place where the monster stood, a sphere of blood the size of its massive body formed.
The sight was so imposing that silence fell upon the arena. The monstrous eyes of the other creatures, which had been barreling towards me, suddenly stopped dead in their tracks to stare at the globe of blood.
Kugung, swish!
The floating globe of blood seemed to compress under an invisible pressure, squeezing tightly. Bright red blood began to cascade from beneath the mass.
Like squeezing a lemon in a juicer, the monster was now being crushed within the globe of blood, spilling out its life.
The spilled blood crawled across the ground, returning to the demonic sword.
[Phwaat, ah— ...delicious.]
Hearing what sounded like a moan of satisfaction as the sword feasted, curiosity got the better of me, and I asked,
"Is it my blood that tastes good, or the monster's?"
[Hmm? Obviously, the contractor's blood is much more delicious.]
That left me with mixed feelings. Should I feel proud or concerned? As I pondered, the globe of blood had shrunk to the size of a child's fist.
Crack!
With a malevolent sound, the monster disappeared without a trace.
[Now, onto the next meal!]
An excited voice emerged, and the blood emanating from the sword split into ten paths towards the petrified monsters. In mere moments, ten globes of blood were formed. I didn't need to watch to know what would happen next.
Crack, crack, snap!
A sequence of brutal sounds echoed through the arena as multicolored blood, green, blue, red, spilled across the floor. The sword slurped up the blood greedily.
"You've eaten so much, yet there doesn't seem to be any change?"
When the sword had absorbed my blood, it grew larger and its surface became glossy. But as it absorbed the blood of the monsters, there didn't appear to be much change.
[Well, it's all about the quantity. If the amount I absorbed from you equated to a lake, then the blood from these creatures wouldn't even amount to a spoonful.]
While exchanging this pointless banter, only the sword and I remained in the arena. Pulling the sword from the ground, I gazed at the silent spectator seats, now under a shroud of silence.
[Ah, dang, I forgot.]
"Hmm? Forgot what?"
[I got carried away and released my killing intent unintentionally.]
"I can't feel anything though?"
[Well, you wouldn't since you're my contractor.]
Killing intent is quite a handy ability when hunting. It dulls the victim's senses and prevents escape, allowing the sword to hunt its prey as one would harvest crops - this is how the sword explained it to me.
'Then it's time to make my move.'
Not keen on the showman host that hovered after every match, nor wishing to hear his painfully loud voice, I told the sword to keep its killing intent unfurled until we left.
"Ugh... Grrr..."
Turns out the sword's killing intent was stronger than expected, as a beefy slave guarding the passageway frothed at the mouth and collapsed. Seeing his eyes roll back and his body twitch made me feel rather good inside.
'That bastard definitely insulted Iris last time.'
Though revenge was not my intention, I couldn't help but feel satisfied. After telling the sword to reel in its killing intent, I proceeded down the corridor.
Murmurs erupted.
As the killing intent receded, the smothered silence of the arena was replaced by chaos. The murmuring soon transformed into a thunderous roar.
***
"Uooooooh!"
In a place where the distant cheers faintly resonated, enclosed by soundproofing magic, was Totogen's quarters. He sat slumped in his chair, his expression one of sheer defeat, akin to a gambler who had staked everything on one roll and lost.
'How... How could he do that?'
To Totogen, Lian embodied the enigma of purity. The purity of blank white paper is easily sullied, they say.
Yet, Lian was the exception. No matter how much darkness or foreign substance was poured onto that blank paper, no speck of dirt seemed to stick, as if it had been laminated.
That impeccable presence was both awe-inspiring and infuriating, highlighting Totogen's own filth.
Totogen had forgotten his original goal of 'corrupting the pure ones.' All that remained was the desire to win and obstinacy.
'If hundreds don't suffice, then I shall prepare thousands!'
With fiery eyes, he stared at the empty arena.
"And so, the next match is... Straight away!"
Regardless of his current feelings, the events at the arena pressed on without pause. The next show was a duel between gladiators.
'...!'
Totogen stepped briskly into the arena, flashing a broad smile at the sight of two slaves dueling with swords.
"That's it!"
If they were so strong that dozens, even hundreds of monsters seemed trifling, then the solution was to strike a psychological blow!
"Set this slave's next match as a gladiator duel!"
"Yes, understood."
Totogen chuckled maliciously as he sank deep into the sofa.
'This time for sure...!'
And in his quarters, Totogen indulged in yet another misguided hope.
***
"Hey."
"...?"
Just as I was about to return to my room after getting out of the elevator, the man who had sought me out last time blocked my way, this time not alone. He was accompanied by about three slaves.
"You've been discarded by Lady Bianca, haven't you?"
"Excuse me?"
What was he on about?
"Hah, no point playing dumb. I’ve already heard it from Lady Bianca herself."
'Ah, is he talking about the disciple business?'
Rumors have a way of turning into exaggerated tales. It looked as though the story of my refusal to be a disciple was somehow distorted and misconstrued. As I was about to shake my head and deny it, the man pompously declared,
"You have no real skill, yet you strut around with just one respectable item, seeming all mighty —"
'Gasp, how did he know?'
Embarrassed, I inadvertently glanced at the back of my hand.
"That can't possibly be your own strength, right?"
The purified blood that strengthened the sword was at least 98% mine, so technically, 98% of the power the sword wielded was thanks to me. Explaining that would seem desperate, so I held my tongue.
"..."
Staring silently back at him seemed to only bolster his arrogance.
"You and your pathetic kind are the reason we're suffering. Know your place."
He prodded me on the shoulder with his index finger, pressing downward.
"What’s that look? Are you unable to accept it?"
"Hmm?"
Lost in thought and dismissing his words like a sermon from a headmaster, I was caught off guard and responded with an unwittingly coy "Hmm?" The men around me, interpreting my reaction as mockery, stiffened their expressions.
"We'll show you your place, come along!"
I found myself roped into some form of trial on the rooftop. Although I intended to decline, as I was due to see Iris, slaves soon surrounded me, cutting off any avenue of escape.
'Sigh, it looks like they'll be a nuisance if I let this drag on.'
It seemed better to resolve this once and for all, to avoid future annoyances. I nonchalantly followed them to what turned out to be a training ground.
Clang.
Immediately upon arrival, the man threw a sword at me. It was a standard iron sword.
"Without that unusual sword, you’re just a typical weakling, right?"
He smirked confidently, pointing at the sword now lying on the ground.
"Pick it up. I'll show you the difference in our levels!"
Chapter 48
Chapter 48 - Such Wounds Shouldn't Really Be A Big Deal, Should They?
'What should I do?'
Honestly, the man was right about everything he said. Without the demonic sword, I was completely useless.
'But to whip out the demonic sword right now would be a bit...'
The Gargantua is optimized for killing and absorbing blood, not quite understanding the concept of sparing a life. Hence, I was reluctant to draw it.
'What if I accidentally killed them?'
They were gladiator slaves, not just ordinary swordsmen, which meant they had owners. If I killed them carelessly, who knows, I might have to compensate with money.
'Maybe I should just pretend to fight and lose?'
Though it was a bit upsetting, no other decent plan came to mind. With that thought, I picked up the sword.
"You're asking for a duel, right?"
"Who are you talking back to?"
"You were, so I thought I could too."
Why did he expect me to use honorary language when he didn't? Unlike Bianca, who had brought the gift of the top floor, his unwarranted rudeness was irksome.
'Maybe it's time to draw the demonic sword... No, let's save that for when I'm really angry.'
While I was considering my options...
"Die!"
"…!"
Before even assuming a ready stance, the man suddenly charged. It was a surprise attack, unbecomingly cowardly for what was supposedly a 'duel'.
Thwack!
His sword struck right at the pit of my stomach with precision.
"As expected, a total idiot."
The man sneered as he swung his sword to the side. I could feel a rib breaking and being pierced through.
"Kuhuk, cough cough!"
Blood gushed out as my lungs were punctured. But the volume was a bit excessive.
Swoosh, splat!
"What, what the hell?!"
The slave retreated as blood poured out like a faucet at full blast, his earlier arrogance fading.
"Bluagh."
I vomited out all the blood that had filled my mouth. Wiping around my lips with the back of my hand, I commented casually.
"Ah, got blood all over my clothes."
"What, how are you still standing?!"
The man's eyes rapidly moved between my upper body and face. Not just him, even the slave spectators, seated at a safe distance, were shocked into retreat.
"...? I can stand, so I'm standing."
***
"What the... Are you an undead or something?!"
Sweat beaded on the man's face. Undead, the immortal beings who may lose control and attack at any moment, were monsters no one would want to die from.
"Eeek!"
In a fluster, the man lifted his sword high, aiming to slash Lian's shoulder this time. It passed through the shoulder and sliced into his left chest.
"Haugh, haah… This time for sure—"
Grasp.
"...?!?!"
"Could you pull out the sword now? Or, are we going to continue fighting like this?"
Lian remained calm, grabbing the part of the blade lodged in his body and lifting it. The man was utterly confused.
"Eeya—"
As I yanked the sword free from my shoulder, the man's face went deathly pale. At that moment, one of the slaves from a distance came running.
"Eat this!"
Flash!
He presented something about the size of a palm—a brooch. A bright white light poured out towards Lian.
"This brooch, it's filled with sacred power!"
"To use such a rare item..."
"Nothing's too precious for a friend!"
While they were solidifying their friendship, an unwelcome voice from an undead sounded.
"Wow, my wounds are all healed. Thanks!"
"...?!"
"…?!?!"
Clang!
The sword-wielding slave dropped his sword and began to back away.
"Oh, don't come closer!"
"Eeek!"
Humans inherently fear the incomprehensible. To them, Lian was the embodiment of that fear. An existence that wouldn't die even when stabbed, standing casually, and coolly pulling out blades lodged in its body—not to mention immune to sacred power!
Lian's current state was fearfully nightmare-inducing, covered in blood and sporting a chilling grin.
Incapable of overcoming their visual and mental terror, the slaves collapsed to the floor, scrambling to escape.
"Please, spare us!"
"Monster... A monster!"
In an instant, the sparring ground was deserted. Alone now, Lian scratched his chin and looked down at his own state.
"Eesh... And I don't have many clothes to begin with."
There was no way he could return to Iris looking like this. Left with no other choice, Lian decided to go after the slaves who had fled to get some clothes. Winning the duel meant it was only fair to take something in return.
But if there was one thing Lian had forgotten—it was how others might perceive him. He was only worried about how Iris would see him, not considering the impression he would make on the other slaves.
Thus, Lian found himself walking the corridors, still dripping with blood, sword in hand.
"Gasp.."
"Gasp!"
The people on this floor had seen countless bodies and monsters' corpses. Yet, the reason they cringed and recoiled was because Lian looked like a serial killer out on a rampage.
Those who were cowering the most were the ones who had witnessed his recent match. Having seen the terrifying scene of slaughter, they were already paralyzed by fear without Lian having to do a thing.
'Don't make eye contact.'
'What kind of killing left that much blood on him?'
'He didn’t have a drop on him after the match, did he?'
'Gasp, so it's not the item that made him strong. He carries a normal sword around.'
As this unintended misunderstanding deepened, Lian finally found the room of the fleeing slaves. Asking another slave, he quickly located it.
Knock, knock.
He knocked on the door where he presumed a slave would be. There was no answer.
"...? Is nobody there?"
That would be inconvenient. What to do?
Considering this, he knocked on the doorknob once more. At that moment, the handle turned smoothly. It seemed that the door had not been locked.
'They must be inside since they said they would be. I'll just go in and ask; maybe they didn't hear the knock.'
With the other party already being rude, Lian did not hesitate to open the door and enter.
'This room can fit such furniture?'
He took in the far more furnished space compared to where he stayed with Iris. Of the two rooms, one was closed, and the other open. A peek inside the open room revealed it to be empty. Only one room was left.
'They must be in there.'
Lian strode purposefully towards the closed door.
Knock, knock.
He knocked, out of courtesy, ready to enter regardless of a response.
Bang, thud! Crash!
Just as he was about to turn the handle, a loud noise came from inside. Lian immediately turned the knob and entered.
"Hiiek, hiiieek!"
A silhouette covered in blankets was screaming and fleeing to the corner of the bed. It seemed to have knocked into a shelf in its panic, scattering several objects onto the floor.
"Please, save me!"
"...?"
Lian, from head to toe covered in blood and with a sharp sword in one hand, dropped blood from its tip, appearing to be a murderer who had burst into the room post-slaughter.
"Weren't you the one from the sparring ground earlier?"
"No, no! That's not me!"
The slave frantically shook his head in denial.
'Wrong, is it?'
Lian's eyebrows twitched in puzzlement, and the man immediately tucked his head down on the bed, crying out.
"Yes, yes, that’s me! It is… it is!"
"Ah, then I have a favor to ask."
For a moment, the man envisioned Lian snarling, "I'll take your life soon enough!"
"I'd like to use your bathroom—"
"Please, just spare my life!"
Their words intermingled in the air followed by a brief silence.
"I don't need your life, just want to use the bathroom."
"Oh, feel free to use it!"
Lian profitably made use of the man's bathroom and even took some clothes.
***
'Oh no, I'm late. Really late.'
Ever since I returned from Bianca’s, Iris disliked it whenever I stepped away for even a moment. Of course, if unavoidable and I asked her to wait, she would quietly do so, cheeks puffing up in the meantime.
'Yet, it’s a relief that she’s showing more responses and seems to have desires now.'
Grinning broadly, I arrived at our place.
"Iris, I'm back."
Usually, Iris would rush to greet me with a hug, but today, she sat motionless on the sofa. As I approached, she finally looked my way.
"Did something happen, Iris?"
"..."
Iris silently reached out, timidly holding onto the hem of my shirt.
"Different clothes…"
"Ah, these are lent to me by someone I know."
"..."
For some reason, Iris seemed downcast. Was it because I was late?
"Sorry, Iris. I’ll be home quicker next time. Did you feel lonely all by yourself?"
"..."
Without a word, Iris clutched my clothes more tightly. She seemed about to say something, lips nearing a smile, and then hesitated, closing them firmly.
'Could it be...'
I pondered over Iris's behavior, thinking deeply.
'Is she worried about following Bianca to the top floor?'
I couldn't think of any other reason for Iris to suddenly make such a face. I recalled Bianca’s offer.
'Well, it’s pretty hard to send her with a shadow that bites people randomly.'
How should I explain it so Iris won’t leave?
***
While Lian grappled with his thoughts, Iris had recalled events that had transpired just before.
Lian didn't return even after the match was over, so she left the room against his advice to wait there. For Iris, it took quite a bit of courage.
Wandering aimlessly, eventually, she began to smell blood—pungent and strong. Like one enchanted, Iris found herself drawn towards the source of the scent.
Chapter 49
Chapter 49 - Ordinary Gag Resident VS The Strongest Swordsman
Phwoar—!
"..!"
That's when it happened — involuntarily witnessing it. The sharp sword pierced through Lian's abdomen, brutally splitting his upper body.
Iris, losing her senses, immediately tried to rush into the sparring field. She would have if it weren't for 'that sound'.
"Monster... A monster!"
A slave screamed the word "monster," and just like that, Iris's feet stopped as if chained to the ground.
Zzzzing—.
A ringing in her ears, her vision turned white.
*'What an exquisite test subject! Such a monster doesn't need any addition!'
'Get lost! Being around a monster like you will get me killed too!'
'How are you still alive? Go away! Don't come any closer! You— monster!'
'Monster!'
'Monster!'
'Monster!'*
The relentless voices echoed in her head, gender or age indeterminate.
'You are alone in this world.'
'You can't be saved by anyone.'
'You are a monster -, that's what you are.'
'You're just using Lian, aren't you?'
'You just don't want to die.'
'You don't deserve to wield a sword.'
'You are you are you are -...'
Suddenly Iris realized she was hunched over, gasping for breath. Amidst the crackling noises around her, the thickening scent of blood brought her back to her senses.
"Ah..."
Iris lifted her dazed head, her eyes resting on the sight of Lian, bloodied and striding somewhere determinedly. Forcing strength into her trembling body, she managed to stand up.
Iris knew how to silence her footsteps to survive, not enough for the mighty but sufficient to elude the terrified slaves' gazes.
Witnessing Lian leave a slave’s room, looking immaculate, left Iris frozen in shock with her mouth agape.
'When did it start?'
Lian's side had always been warm and safe. It felt like all the cruel things she had endured were just a nightmarish dream.
From the moment she could remember, being used as a plaything in a brutal world, Lian was the first sanctuary Iris had found.
Just like any child would, Iris innocently considered Lian's embrace the safest place, without any problems. But that was a foolish thought.
The arms that always held her tenderly, had been getting hurt in places unknown to her, hiding the traces while she was unaware, and all too familiarly at that.
Iris, with a vacant expression, watched Lian approach, then fled back to her room like a runaway.
And now.
Iris kept recalling what she had just witnessed.
'I can't do anything -...'
Because I'm nothing.
Because I'm a monster.
Because I'm useless.
The words, whispered to her by who knows who and for how long, were accepted by Iris as a matter of course. She lacked the strength of spirit to deny them.
"Iris, that.... there's this really scary friend at Bianca's place, you know? Bites like this. And without a muzzle, you could get bitten too. So—"
Iris listened quietly to Lian's words before softly asking a question.
"How do you... know?"
"Huh?"
"About the biting... How do you know?"
How would he know that something in Bianca's house could bite, could potentially wound? It's something you can't know unless you've experienced it.
"Ah, that's because..."
As Lian mumbled, trailing off his sentence, Iris clutched at another topic to discuss.
"Why were you... late today?"
Her trembling gaze met Lian's face, and for a moment, confusion flashed across it. Although the emotion was quickly concealed, Iris caught it.
"Ah—... Well, on my way up, I met other gladiators, you know, the neighbors, so I thought to say hello. The ones who visited before Bianca came over."
Lian went on, conveniently omitting facts about being bloodied, about having to change his clothes, talking about everything else.
Iris clenched her fists tight. A sob circled in her throat.
The fear of losing her sanctuary, her helplessness to act, and the hurt from Lian merely hiding everything overwhelmed her.
Torn apart by all these emotions, Iris chose to escape.
"You're okay... right?"
"Huh? Of course, I'm okay."
Responding to Lian, Iris nodded her head like a naive child. Her judgment did not matter. If Lian said it was okay, then it was okay. That was her method of escape.
***
Thanks to my convincing, Iris's mood seemed to have returned to normal afterwards. But she spoke less than before. Although she would correctly respond to questions and chat, she initiated conversations far less often.
'This place isn't too bad to live in, eh?'
I found myself adapting to life in the arena. There were so many slaves that matches were infrequent. I spent my free time lounging or eating something tasty.
I had observed what the other gladiator slaves were doing, and most were busy with their training. Since I didn't need to, I was content lying on the bed, a sword propped up against my thigh.
Initially, I planted it in my stomach... but it didn’t take long before the demonic sword begged to be pulled out, whining in disgust. It seemed my organs had much to complain about if it stayed in too long.
Iris also participated in two matches. With neat skill, she effortlessly sliced her opponents. From what I heard through the grapevine, it seemed like she was matched only with monsters she could overwhelm, to increase her worth.
Days passed lazily by, and then another match was scheduled.
"If you want to keep from dying, try hard."
Jiso gave a significant smile as he spoke. Not sure what he meant, I shrugged perplexedly and inwardly called Gargandoa.
As a result, blood spurted from the back of my hand, beautifully curving like water manipulated by magic. The blood gathered in my hand, and in an instant, the silhouette of a bloody hue coalesced. The blood flowed downwards like falling water, and Gargandoa appeared.
From a mere debt to Gargandoa, if I think back to the transformation, my entrance had become quite glamorous.
[Heh, that's right. Admire me, the great one! Look upon me with even more fear and awe!]
Gargandoa was... seemingly an attention-seeker. The serious demeanor was long gone.
'It's noisy but better this way.'
Discussing how to make a more spectacular entrance was more enjoyable than talk of another blood festival.
Slush.
The sword now had the appearance of a flashy game item, with a crimson light dancing along its blade that made one marvel at its beauty with every slight movement.
[Hmm, once I gain more strength, I should consider making some clothing for my partner.]
As we talked about how to make more stylish appearances, Gargandoa began calling me a partner. Whether it's called a contractor or a partner, it sounded the same to me, but to Gargandoa, the latter seemed to be of a warmer sentiment.
"Why clothes?"
[Because it's not cool!]
True, the clothes I wore were pretty plain compared to Gargandoa.
"If you make them with a weird design, I won't give you dinner."
[Heh, nobody can deny the aesthetic prowess of Gargandoa. It's the “strongest”.]
Where did it learn such phrases? Lost in those thoughts, I looked at the sliding iron bars announcing my entry to the arena.
"This match, is an exceptional fight between gladiators!"
"...?"
I expected the usual monster combat, but it appeared to be something different this time. I stopped mid-walk to the arena center and looked up at the announcer. Spouting unnecessary chatter, he finally mentioned the name of my opponent.
"—... a prodigy among prodigies, with countless achievements, Bianca!"
"Kraaaak!"
"Keeeyaaak!"
"Wheeeek—."
"Uoooooh!"
The cheering was so thunderous it shook the ground. Standing there with the demonic sword in hand, I casually scratched my cheek.
'Urgh, this will be awkward with someone I know...'
With that thought, I looked over to where the iron bars had just opened. There Bianca was, strode into the arena, swaying her hips to seemingly emphasize her figure. Compared to the last encounter, she appeared to be in much better condition.
'It's good to see she's recovered.'
Thinking this, I showed a welcoming smile to Bianca. As she made her entrance with confidence and caught sight of me, she stopped in her tracks.
'Huh? Didn't Bianca know?'
If she, like me, didn't know who the opponent was until the match, her shock was understandable. Just as I was about to wave, I noticed Bianca retreating hesitantly.
***
"Is he, is he crazy... why is that monster here?"
Bianca shuddered, her face bleached with fear.
'It was meant to be an easy match!'
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Chapter 50 - The Strongest Swordsman (As It Once Was)
After having experienced a taste of the gag from being consumed by Lian, Bianca was half out of her mind and suffered horribly for a long time. Her daily life was practically impossible.
They say time heals, and after more than a week, Bianca was barely able to regain her sanity. Yet she wasn't fully recovered.
'Just one more match. I will participate in just one more match and then retire.'
Slaves who make it to the top floor are presented with various choices. They can stay on the top floor to enjoy the power, enter Jiso's army as a low-ranking soldier, or even completely shed their slave status and become free. The catch is they must leave everything they own behind.
Bianca had chosen to stay on the top floor, aspiring to claim the champion’s title. Owing to her continuously strengthening prowess, she believed she could seize the championship given the right time and opportunity.
If she could just secure the title of the champion, then she would be able to stand beside Jiso, whom she loved dearly. The shocking incident of being consumed by Lian was enough to make her abandon her long-cherished goal.
She scraped together the remnants of her rationality to plan an escape from the arena where the terrifying entity named Lian lurked.
"How about it? Just one more match."
"Okay."
Her price tag was so high that few requested her for matches. Seeing Totogen's offer, she thought, 'This is the chance!'
After this match, her plan was to retire and then feast on strong beings outside, one by one, to grow stronger before submitting to Jiso's orders.
Imbued with hopeful thoughts, her mind cleared even faster.
That was until she came face to face with Lian on the battleground.
'What is this, how can this be? Why in the world is that monster here?!'
Bianca felt her legs shaking uncontrollably, as if any moment they might give way if she relaxed even a fraction. She averted her tearful eyes from Lian, who was grinning broadly.
Lian's smile appeared devilish to her, sending chills across her body.
'Run, yes, I should run. I can still turn back and go inside.'
Drenched in cold sweat, Bianca stumbled backward. She wanted to immediately run back through the passageway she'd come from.
'Then I won’t have to face that monster. Yes, so—'
Just as she took another step back in a bid to survive.
"Uuuuuuuuuh!"
"Why aren't you fighting?!"
"Got scared by the new guy?"
Faced with hesitancy from Bianca, insults poured down from all sides. Startled, she reflexively looked up. She had always overwhelmingly won her previous matches, so being jeered was an unprecedented experience.
"...!"
Her gaze shifted towards where Totogen was. Her astounding sensitivity caught the penetrating stare drilling into her.
'If I run away here, it's over for me…'
Lian is strong. However, he is not yet on par with the top-floor gladiators. Those dwelling on the top floor were a collection of beings beyond monstrous.
This fight was one she absolutely couldn't afford to lose. If Bianca surrendered without a proper fight, she'd be marked by many.
First off, she would be at odds with Totogen, who placed the initial bid, and then cursed by the numerous spectators who bet on her. It was a dreadful penalty for Bianca, who planned to retire and operate outside the arena.
Furthermore, some arrogant high-rollers might decide to deal with what they'd perceive as her arrogance. She envisioned an ending where she wouldn't die but wouldn't truly live either.
'This can't happen.'
She bit her lip and strode forward just as much as she had retreated.
'I can’t forever cower in fear of him. I must overcome this.'
Bianca conjured the kind of line that could befit a hero awakening in an anime or a novel.
If this were a shonen manga, perhaps such a stance would have served her well. But this was a dark fantasy world devoid of dreams and hopes.
What awaited her was only—
"Kiiiyaaaaaaack!"
—the kind of despair she least desired.
***
Whoosh—.
Caught off guard by Bianca's slicing attack, I ducked swiftly.
'I expected at least a greeting before being attacked.'
While I was entertaining the thought, Gargandoa erupted in fury.
[Partner, what are you doing?! Why waste precious blood? Dammit, your blood should be mine, every single drop of it!]
Listening to the sword’s odd fixation, I looked down at my belly.
"Ah."
For some reason, the skin had split, but my organs were undamaged. It looked like it would heal quickly if pressed together.
"Kiiiyaaaaaaack!"
Before I could press the lacerated skin back together, a piercing scream echoed.
Clang!
Bianca, having thrown the sword she held, now sat collapsed on the floor.
Drip, drip.
Her pants were becoming a shade darker.
'Could it be...'
I promptly averted my eyes. Staring fixedly at a beautiful woman in her moment of embarrassment could earn one a surged punch and a flight across the room.
"Hiieeek!"
Even though I was doing absolutely nothing, Bianca screamed. Curious why, I stole a glance at her face.
She was looking pale, staring intently at my abdomen.
'Why so shaken up by a wound you made?'
And then… why suddenly faint? Confused, I examined my belly and immediately understood.
Twitch, twitch.
From the split, my 'liver' was winking incessantly at her. Every time it blinked, she screamed out.
The liver, having winked continuously at a female it seemed to fancy, pouted its lips and emitted a tiny noise.
Mwah, smooch—.
It blew a kiss after pressing and parting its 'lips,' a visually shocking scene for Bianca that ultimately led to...
"Grrrrrgh…"
Her eyes rolling back, she fainted.
"Uh… huh? What's… happening?"
Stunned by the outcome he couldn't have anticipated, the announcer stuttered, unable to complete his sentence. It was understandable. Bianca, the top-floor's finest swordsman, had just launched a spectacular attack only to suddenly scream and faint wetting herself...
"Gargandoa, could you close up my wound?"
[Grrr... I didn't even get to properly show off…]
Gargandoa grumbled as it covered my wound. It was a makeshift bandage that wouldn't prevent further injuries, but for someone like me, whose body automatically recovered, that was all the first aid needed.
"Lucky I ordered clothes beforehand, or this would have been a disaster."
Thinking of the clothes I had ordered in advance, I turned my back on Bianca. Then Gargandoa began to grumble.
[Wait, you're just going to leave that spilt blood on the ground? Are you really leaving it? That precious stuff?]
Gargandoa, despite feasting on colossal amounts of blood daily, lamented over the blood spilled on the floor.
"Let's go; I'll give you some when we get back. It's too noisy here."
[Tsk...]
"Uuuuuuuuuuuh!"
"Not even fighting properly and losing?!"
"Get lost!"
The only insults I could tolerate were those. The rest was filled with such vile curse words it felt as if my ears would rot if I took them in.
'It's not my fault, anyway.'
Bianca struck first, and she fainted all by herself in shock. I had no reason to feel responsible for this situation. I left the arena with a light step.
***
After the fight with Bianca, peculiar rumors began to swirl. Absurd tales circulated that I wielded an invisible force so mighty it was imperceptible to the eye.
'What kind of nonsense is—'
Before I could even complete the thought in my head, Gargandoa whined.
[When is the next match? I can't show the upgraded version of Blood Wave if we don't fight!]
Gargandoa wailed as it slurped on the blood. It seemed to regret not having done anything during the match with Bianca.
"It'll be soon. Eat quietly when it's time for food."
[Do you think I'm a human? I don’t have to eat with my mouth necessarily!]
"Why did you make those sounds last time then?"
The last time I took it out, Gargandoa had made noises akin to eating, decidedly so.
When I asked, remembering that time, Gargandoa feigned innocence.
[Wha, what do you mean? I don’t, don’t know what you’re talking about.]
Whether it felt caught out by something, Gargandoa soon grew silent. Lying sprawled on the bed, with Gargandoa turned into a thin needle in my thigh, I pondered.
'I wonder how Noah is doing?'
Life here had gotten quite stable, so thoughts of Noah suddenly came to mind.
'She must be doing fine. She's Noah, after all.'
Yawning, I buried my head into the pillow.
***
"Hyuk, hyeuk…"
"It’s okay now. You’re safe."
Noah, with a pale face, wrapped bandages around a child's hand. The child's ring finger was severed in half.
'Lian…'
Thrown onto the cutthroat land of the Demon King, Noah again held on by a thread, recollecting Lian, her linchpin from crumbling.
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Chapter 51 - Plans for Confinement Stacked Up
Noah, with Julianna's help, managed to survive in a brutal forest. In a dark and damp cave, she shared body warmth and pressed on day after day with the children.
They hunted small monsters and filled their starving bellies with whatever edible mushrooms or fruits they could find.
The precarious day-to-day life ended when several of the children were attacked by monsters.
None had lost limbs, but the wounds were deep, necessitating proper treatment. Noah set out from the forest hastily, seeking a village. Being captured by slavers was a risk, but it seemed better than losing the children by standing still.
"There it is... a village!"
Perhaps their desperate need reached the heavens, for Noah and her party discovered a small village. While there were no professional healers or priests, there were quite a few hunters.
The village, perched on the edge of the Forest of Death, subsisted on hunting monsters. However, it was not a gathering place for the truly strong.
It was a collection of individuals too weak to thrive in the ruthless land of the Demon King, yet too strong to lay down their swords—mediocre strong ones, to put it simply.
They took up monster hunting as their trade, which made treating the children's wounds manageable, but it was not free.
"We used precious herbs on you, so work in the village until you've paid us back. You’re safe on this land now, aren't you?"
In exchange for the treatment, the village chief demanded labor from the children. With no other options and unable to continue living in the cave, they accepted the chief’s condition.
Thus, Noah and her group began their lives doing menial work in the small village.
"Hurry up and move!"
Without strength or parents, the children received treatment no better than that of slaves. They received the leftovers of others' meals as though it were charity, and slept in places like animal pens, barely sheltered at all.
Yet, it was still far safer than the Forest of Death, so they diligently lived on, day by day.
Just when they began to feel somewhat accustomed to the work, an incident occurred.
"Noah... Noah, brother!"
"Let go!"
Noah dropped the heavy pile of firewood she was carrying and ran towards the scream. There, she found Lily being held by one of the hunters, while Nero was scratching at the hunter's wrist.
Without hesitation, Noah threw herself at the hunter. The training she'd had with Julianna was not in vain, as she was able to subdue the hunter with ease.
'We need to leave.'
Holding a trembling Lily in her arms, Noah realized they could no longer stay in this village. She hid the unconscious hunter in the forest and snuck back into the village to steal anything of value and food, then fled.
The chief had never imagined the children would flee into the Forest of Death, so he hadn't bothered to keep watch over them. This allowed them to leave the village without difficulty.
Afterwards, Noah became stronger as they roamed through the Forest of Death, but she also grew tired. The injuries on the children's bodies increased one by one, and sometimes their lives were even at risk.
Their bodies, including Noah's, accumulated both large and small wounds.
'Lian...'
Whenever she felt like she was about to crumble amid the cruel reality, she thought of Lian. His kind smile, warm words, and heat allowed her to grit her teeth and stand up again.
They tenaciously survived and finally managed to completely leave the Forest of Death. The children who had survived the forest now no longer hesitated to wield and swing weapons.
Hiding as best they could, they followed a caravan of merchants through the forest for days. The long procession passed through a small fortress wall into a large city. The children managed to squeeze their small bodies through a gate to get inside.
'This is...!'
Upon arriving in the city, Noah recognized it immediately. It was the same city where she and Nero had been trafficked as slaves.
The city's name was 'Cardishian', a haven for a vast underworld. A city where beggars and corpses were as common as insects in the summer, it was a suitable place for Noah's party to stay.
Thanks to the poor security, they could stay in the city even without identification papers. They managed to eke out a space in an alley filled with other beggars, but at least there were no individuals trying to kill or exploit them.
However, that peace didn’t last long.
"They look quite useful, don't they?"
"One, two, three—this should cover our drinks for a while."
The vulnerable children were nothing more than prey in the back alleys. Noah drew her knife to protect them. The children too, using the skills they had honed over time, dealt with the assailants.
There were those who got severely injured in the process. With the little money they had, Noah treated an injured child, clenching her teeth.
'I need strength.'
To protect herself and everyone, she needed greater strength.
'I can't do it alone.'
It wasn't enough to become strong by herself. To survive, they all needed to become stronger together, as a group.
While living in the alleys, Noah began to learn 'how the weak survive.'
Later on, Noah started to rescue children from the alleys. The adults living there were already too far gone, so she took in those children who still had hope for a future. Of course, her motives weren't entirely altruistic.
'Lian, you would have made the same choice, wouldn't you?'
She strove to emulate Lian's selflessness in protecting the young.
The children who had survived the forest had various talents. They shared the knowledge they had learned and trained together with the new children.
As Noah, who had the talent for leadership and swordsmanship, began to teach the children in earnest, their abilities grew at an astonishing rate.
With training, Noah quickly grasped the dynamics of the alleyway life. Watching the fights among the alley's vermin, she cleverly found blind spots to hide.
And so, Noah's group gradually expanded in size.
On a day filled with the struggle for survival, Noah spotted Lian in a newspaper dropped on the ground.
[The Arrival of a New Star No One Imagined!]
The headline was grand, but the article was tiny, tucked in the corner of the paper, barely larger than a palm. There was a photo, but it was so small that it took someone with Noah's keen eyesight to recognize it was Lian.
Noah stared at the tattered newspaper with wide eyes.
'Lian... you're alive!'
She had certainly believed he would be alive, but after living through the brutal back alleys, she couldn't help but entertain the thought of 'what if, just maybe...'. Her anxiety turned to elation.
'Lian, I will definitely save you.'
Noah immediately began investigating the fighting arenas. Being just a group formed by children, it was difficult to gather credible information.
The best they could glean was that "there's a white-haired slave with astonishing skills." Even that scant information filled Noah with dizzying hope.
She wanted to rush to the arena and rescue Lian right away, but she didn't have the confidence to survive the journey to Jiso's land, let alone the power to smuggle Lian out.
Her talent as a 'leader', honed through guiding the children, quickly showed her the way forward.
'To protect Lian, this isn't enough. I need greater power.'
She planned to grow the size of her group and increase each individual's strength. Thus, creating a nest capable of protecting everyone, including Lian.
Noah began to move fearfully towards her goal. Julianna quickly realized that Noah wasn't in her right mind but didn't point it out.
In such a cruel world, one had to be mad to survive.
Julianna thought that if Noah was going to lose her mind, it was somewhat happier to do so over a person than over intoxication with blood or drugs.
No one tried to stop Noah, so Lian's weight within her grew heavier with each passing day.
Her life's purpose seemed to be 'Lian'.
As time passed, those around her noticed Noah's obsession with Lian. Those who noticed, like Julianna, did not point it out.
"It's dangerous here, so when brother comes back, let's try to keep him inside a building as much as possible."
"He might feel claustrophobic, so how about making a garden?"
"Then we'll need a big building."
With Noah, the leader of the group, constantly talking about Lian, the children naturally did not forget him and longed for him. Far from pointing out Noah's obsession, they were adding fuel to the fire.
In the absence of Lian, plans for his confinement were meticulously being built up.
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Chapter 52 - An Unforgettable Memory
Pia was with Noah's group but lived in a somewhat detached state. She performed her share of tasks well and could hold a conversation when spoken to, so no one realized there was anything wrong with her.
Even if they had noticed, the children's own mental states were such that they couldn't have provided any care.
Like recalling a cool glass of water whenever she felt thirsty, Pia always thought of Lian in times of distress and joy alike. It was a reflex as natural as bleeding when cut.
[Pia, are you okay? You didn't eat much earlier.]
'Yeah, I'm okay.'
[Really? That's a relief. Let me know if you're feeling unwell anywhere.]
'...Thank you.'
[Hahaha, it's what I should do. After all, it's what Pia asked for.]
Pia no longer saw hallucinations of her sister. Instead, she saw and heard hallucinations of the affectionate Lian.
She was going mad.
The hallucinations and voices of Lian weren't entirely bad, though. They just barely held together Pia's crumbling psyche.
Thanks to them, she had managed to hold on to her will to live so far. Despite the hallucinations and voices, she felt happier than in the past.
But such happiness didn't last long. Memories she had endlessly denied and screamed were not her fault came to haunt her during the cold nights, tightening around her throat.
"Pia...why did you do that to me?"
Lian looked at her with eyes full of disgust.
"I always thought of you fondly. Why?"
I'm sorry, so sorry. I truly am.
No matter how much she pleaded, she was as mute as a stuffed animal, unable to utter a word.
"I said I would help you. I promised to save you."
That's right, you said you would save me.
Her memories were twisted. She agonized over words Lian never said as though they were reality.
She no longer could distinguish what she had done wrong or what the truth was.
"But why did you do that? Why? Why did you drive me to death? Pia, why?"
The voice of reproach tunnelled into her ears, gnawing at her brain. Pia woke up from her sleep, unable to bear the agony.
She muttered like a mad person.
"Sorry, sorry... sorry... I'm sorry..."
Her frail mind couldn't accept the melting guilt. She started to push away the haunting remorse to survive.
"No, it's not... I'm not wrong. That's right... It was your fault."
Pia faced her sins over and over again like someone thrown into hell, despaired over and over, and committed the same faults over and over, as if trapped in purgatory.
Her behavior resembled the asceticism of priests who willingly endure pain. Perhaps because of this, Pia began to foster a strange belief.
"Salvation, yeah... I will be saved. Yes, Lian will... Lian will save me—"
Like all humans in need of hope, Pia found her salvation. Her savior was Lian.
***
Jess was a blessed beastkin with greater wisdom than other beastkin, and yet she was also a slave. Her mother, always shackled by heavy chains, would tell her,
"You have to pretend to be a dumb beastkin. That's how you'll live longer."
No master likes a clever animal. They wanted a pet beastkin that was somewhat entertaining and dumb. Jess's mother knew this and educated her like brainwashing.
Not long after, Jess's mother was dragged into a cruel match and died.
"Jess, scared..."
Jess's poor speech and somewhat exaggerated actions were all molded by her mother’s hand. Jess knew these behaviors were one of the things that protected her.
That's why she didn't try to fix them. Then, one day, she met Lian.
Jess quickly realized.
'Ah, this person is kind.'
Jess clung to Lian, telling him that the person who gives her tasty food is the master.
Though many slave traders had given her tasty treats or garbage-like food, she had never considered any of them her master. But she used the term "master" with Lian because doing so might get her slightly better food and a better place to sleep.
Calling Lian "master" was based on the same principle.
Jess felt an affection for Lian but remained cautious. Her keen beastkin instincts warned her.
It's safe near that person, no harm or hard work if you stay by his side.
To Jess, who had lived as a slave since birth, "absolute safety" was no different than a cult's greeting. That's why she was wary of Lian.
Then, 'that incident' happened.
Beastkin generally ate more than average humans because their metabolic rates required it.
The difference in strength between a well-fed beastkin and one that wasn't was significant. So, Jess didn't hesitate to eat whatever she could, whether it was a rat or an insect.
That was how she survived each day.
'There's nothing here...'
Although there were a few insects crawling around in the prison cell where Jess, Noah, and Nero stayed, all were smaller than Jess's little finger. They weren't enough for her to hold on.
'I need to find something to eat...!'
Jess crept around the cell when everyone was asleep.
'Ah, a hole!'
She pulled at the edge of the prison bars, and a small hole appeared, just big enough for Jess to pass through. It looked like someone had made it for an escape. Fitting the removed bar piece back in place concealed the hole perfectly.
'I'll sneak out, eat just a little, and come back.'
It didn't have to be proper food. Eating rats or insects was fine. Jess snuck out of the cell and headed towards the kitchen, her nose twitching.
'Smells tasty.'
She sniffed around the kitchen, rummaging here and there.
'Not much here...'
There was less to eat than she had hoped, but it wasn't entirely barren. She grabbed a half-piece of broken bread and a bit of cheese and hid inside a cabinet under the sink, closing the door. As she was stuffing the food into her mouth,
Bang!
"!"
A loud noise startled her. Jess's ears and tail popped up as she tensed.
'Did they notice I'm out...?'
Jess swallowed dryly and squeezed herself into the corner of the cabinet. If her escape had been discovered, she needed to stay as silent as possible.
How much time had passed?
"It's hot..."
The kitchen grew unbearably warm. Jess, belatedly sensing something was wrong, opened the firmly shut cabinet door.
"Uh..?"
Whoosh—.
Bright flames greeted Jess. The kitchen was engulfed in fire.
"Cough, hack!"
The acrid smoke stung her eyes and choked her breath. Jess realized quickly. The fire was too widespread. There was no escape from here.
Even for a beastkin as smart as Jess, facing 'death' at such a young age was enough to cause panic. Without her mother's embrace to run to when scared, Jess shut the cabinet door again, curling up in a corner.
Crackle, crack.
The sound of something burning and the smell of charring hit her nose. The fire hadn't reached Jess's hiding place yet, so it felt like something happening far away.
Jess had an absurd fantasy. Imagining the fire wouldn't reach inside the cabinet and she'd emerge unscathed.
It was a ridiculous thought, but it was all Jess could do at the moment. Tears welled up in her eyes and her breath hitched.
"Jess!"
His voice reached her. The moment she heard it,
"Wailing..."
Despite being taught always to cry silently, she cried out loud. The door she had closed was opened, and a kind, worried gaze poured in.
Wrapped tightly in a damp cloth, she felt the desperate rush of her master's breathing and heartbeat, and the smell of flesh burning.
Jess realized she would never forget this moment.
From that day on, Jess blindly followed Lian. She recognized him as her true master, not just in word.
Jess had only one goal—to protect and make her master happy. Young and clumsy, Jess tried her best to be helpful within her abilities.
Then, one day, Lian, her master, disappeared without a word.
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Chapter 53 - The Demon Sword's Show
The moment Jess realized Lian was gone, she tried to rush out of Mia's mansion in search of him. Noah thwarted her attempt, but Jess didn't give up and kept looking for an opportunity.
The chance came quickly. As they were expelled from the estate and abandoned in the Forest of Death, Noah couldn't conceal her confusion, and Jess seized the moment to dash out in search of her master.
'Master, Master...!'
From the moment Jess recognized Lian as her master, the two were bound by an unseen connection. Lian was unaware, but Jess felt it.
Instinctively, she could sense the direction in which she had to go to find Lian. She only knew the direction, not the distance.
Using her keen senses to avoid monsters, Jess quenched her thirst in clear streams, caught insects and weak monsters for food, and kept running.
After many cycles of running and resting, Jess emerged from the Forest of Death ahead of Noah. Still, she did not stop.
'Master!'
The only thought in Jess's head was of Lian. How long she ran, she couldn't say, but it felt like more than a day or two.
After blisters formed and calluses thickened on her hands and feet, Jess finally reached Jiso's territory.
It was the result of a terrifying determination.
'Ah... I'm almost there...'
Jess sensed the once distant feeling of proximity getting closer and accelerated her pace.
That was as far as her luck would take her.
"Caught you!"
"Kahaha, we'll get a nice price for this one!"
"Let go!"
Jess was captured by professional beastkin hunters and thrown into a cage. She had only eaten and drunk enough to keep going, so her strength was reduced to that of a child.
The hunters sold Jess directly to a slave trader. Jess looked for chances to escape, but it was futile.
"Grrr..."
Even after being caught while attempting to flee, Jess growled and bared her teeth, prompting the slave trader to chuckle.
"This one seems quite useful, doesn't it?"
The next day, the slave trader sold Jess to a fighting arena for beasts. While Lian's arena mainly featured matches between monsters and humans, the one Jess was sold to featured fights primarily among beastkin.
Beasts against beasts, or beastkin against beastkin.
The arena known for its cruelty treated beastkin like animals, forcibly injecting them with stimulants to fight vicious battles.
Jess had been sold to such a place.
"Today's match features the red-haired cub against Tuoh!"
Jess faced a drugged, drooling beast, her fangs bared.
She had to survive. Survive to meet her master.
The moment Jess braced herself for a life-threatening fight, her noble bloodline awakened. Sharp cries of beasts echoed, and the thick smell of blood spread.
***
I stood in the training ground after a long while, holding the Demon Sword in my hand.
[ Now, throw it lightly. ]
'Do I have to do this?'
[ Of course! It's necessary for intimidation! ]
I sighed, looking down at the spear in my hand—a long body with a sharp blade glistening in the light.
[ Throw it now! ]
Following the Demon Sword's command, I tossed the spear upwards. Despite a light toss, the spear soared three meters high.
Whirr!
The spear spun in mid-air, as if in a comic, and fell back into my hand neatly.
[ Oh! You should catch it without looking! ]
'Is this some kind of adolescent fantasy?'
That time of life when everything seems to revolve around oneself, like being the center of the universe.
I didn't worry about my thoughts transmitting to the Demon Sword since I had learned how to control them.
[ Throw it again! ]
I heard the excited voice of the Demon Sword and tossed the spear casually into the air. The sword spun like a trick, trailing a reddish aura in its wake, creating a spectacular arc.
"Gasp.."
"Huh.."
The training ground wasn't just for my use; others were there too. They gasped at the Demon Sword's spectacle.
'It sure is a sight.'
A sword spinning and flipping in mid-air was not something you'd see every day.
[ Now let's try spinning it in your hand! ]
'How am I supposed to do that?'
[ Heh, trust the great me! Just follow along! ]
I was less annoyed as I watched the flashy movements of the Demon Sword. Curious about the next trick, I spun the spear lightly. The Demon Sword lifted from my hand and spun in the air.
The rotating Demon Sword created a breeze.
'That's just you spinning around.'
[ But it looks like you're the one with the amazing strength from the outside! Now, catch it! ]
Being closely linked to the Demon Sword, I knew exactly when to catch it. I snatched it mid-spin, and the sword hummed with pleasure.
[ You're the best partner! ]
The Demon Sword seemed thrilled. I felt a bit of excitement from the praise.
'But I don't know the first thing about spear fighting, is that okay?'
[ Huh..! I hadn't thought about that. ]
The Demon Sword sounded serious, as if it had missed something crucial.
[ Hmm, try swinging it lightly. ]
'Like this?'
As I attempted to swing the spear, the Demon Sword suddenly froze. I stood there, holding it up, like a person hung on the Demon Sword.
[ That's not it! It's not cool at all! ]
I sighed at the childish whining.
'Of course it's not. I've never properly swung a spear or a sword.'
[ Mmm... Then... Ah! ]
The Demon Sword exclaimed and started to shrink. It transformed into a small, round, ruby-like orb and climbed onto my hand, speaking.
[ When I enter, call me out to summon me immediately. Got it? ]
His cheery voice sounded like it had concocted a great idea. Curious about what he was planning now, I absorbed the Demon Sword into my hand and called 'Gargandoa' after a short wait. Then.
Whoom.
Neon-like lights emanated from the engraving on my hand, and blood surged up from the pattern. The languidly rising blood traveled up my wrist and arm. I shivered as it felt like waves were rolling over me.
In an instant, the blood-red fluid enveloped my body, and like some magical girl transformation, my outfit changed. It was the attire of an extravagant noble.
As the outfit took shape, the blood that had risen from my hand began to flow downwards, like gravity reclaiming it. Droplets fell from my fingertips and gathered in my palm, where it transformed back into the form of the Demon Sword.
[ Haha, how's that for an amazing entrance! ]
It seemed he had finally succeeded in his desire to change clothes. I looked down at my outfit and thought to myself.
'Isn't this a bit too flashy? There are too many decorations.'
As I mumbled in my mind about the flashy uniform, the Demon Sword retorted.
[ It's only right for you to proudly proclaim you're my partner anywhere with this much flair! ]
It seemed to be the Demon Sword's preference.
[ Now, try swinging the spear again. ]
Wondering if anything had changed, I prepared to swing the spear, but my body took a stance on its own.
[ Kukuk, it's working! ]
"What, what is this?"
[ The clothes you're wearing are made using a part of my power, so I can control them as I please! ]
"What?"
It was both unnerving and frustrating. I had barely gotten used to wielding the Demon Sword, and now I was being controlled by it?
'Are you going to stop this?'
[ Hmm? Are you uncomfortable? It should fit perfectly. ]
The Demon Sword's tone was confused, as if it didn't understand the problem. I sighed inwardly.
'If you do this, you're no different from all those other contractors you've had.'
[ Nonsense! You're a being of a different caliber from those contractors! ]
'It's the same if you're controlling me. It's really off-putting.'
[ Mmm, but this way you can wield the spear quickly and impressively... ]
The Demon Sword mumbled something, then spoke up brightly.
[ Then how about this! I, the Demon Sword Gargandoa, will only control Partner Lian's body when he desires it, and will relinquish control whenever he wishes! How about that!? ]
The tone was so cheerful that my resistance melted away. The Demon Sword seemed to revel in showing off its swordsmanship.
'Tsk tsk, if this guy were human, he'd have been swindled of everything from his family registry to his parents and friends in no time.'
In the world of comedy, a sucker doesn't just lose organs but girlfriends, parents, friends, clothes, wallets, and sometimes even underwear.
The Demon Sword would probably have even its blade swindled if it ventured into that world.
'Alright, go ahead, do as you wish.'
[ Ehehe, wise decision! ]
I spoke without much thought, but the result was far from light.
Rumble!
With a single swoop, the walls of the training ground crumbled down.
Chapter 54
Chapter 54 - A New Threat
Rumble.
"Ah."
It was only after I saw the dust cloud rising from the crumbling wall that I came back to my senses. A gasp slipped through my parted lips.
[Good, then let's move on to the next action...!]
'Wait, wait, stop!'
[What? Why?]
The Demon Sword immediately relinquished control of my body, as if it were following its own earlier words. With the sword dangling in my hand, I gazed at the half-destroyed wall.
'What should I do about this...?'
Thoughts like 'It's a place made for training, so it should be fine, right?' and 'What if they ask me to pay for it?' clashed in my mind.
This kind of dilemma was something I had only experienced in elementary school when playing baseball with friends. Back then, we might break a window of a 98-story skyscraper (the ball bounced everywhere, wreaking havoc inside), or even accidentally crash a spaceship belonging to aliens observing Earth.
The solution to those past situations came to me quickly.
'Gargandoa, could you go back into my forearm for a second?'
[But I was having so much fun...]
Despite its whining, the Demon Sword complied with my request. It turned a deep crimson and flowed like blood before being absorbed into the engraving on my forearm. The once dimly glowing mark quieted down in an instant.
"Heave..."
"What in the...?"
I glanced around subtly.
There were various slaves: one sitting on the ground trembling, another with their mouth agape in a daze, and yet another who had dropped their sword, just flapping their lips in shock.
They all stared at the ruined wall. I covertly stepped backward, eyeing my surroundings.
'Alright, let's take this chance to escape.'
In the world of comedy, it was a given that the last one left was stuck with the blame. It's a terrifying world where the most clueless one must take all responsibility.
I stifled the sound of my footsteps as I hurriedly left the training arena.
'I leave it to you!'
After silently bidding farewell to the remaining slaves, I quickly distanced myself from the training ground.
***
'Damn, how am I supposed to kill this guy?'
A slave who had been crouching in the training ground swallowed dryly, unable to steady their quivering body. They recalled a conversation with a prominent client not long ago.
'He said the guy's just overconfident because of his weapon and has no real skill! How can that be just reliance on a weapon? And aside from that, he said not to worry, that he would take care of any monsters killed by the weapon from the storage!'
The slave remembered the trajectory of Lian's swordplay: the smoothly curving spear and the sharp killing intent hidden within the neat movements. Had they been standing in front of him, they would have been sliced in half.
'Shit, those guys talked nonsense...'
The slave thought back to another slave they had met recently, who had accepted the job to handle 'Lian' before them.
The guy who was always strutting around with his chest puffed out had gone half-mad, screaming not to approach Lian. It had seemed ridiculous at the time.
Wasn't he just relying on his weapon?
The slave sneered inwardly but didn't act rashly. Several other slaves were showing the same delayed reaction. That's why the slave had planned to verify Lian's abilities with their own eyes before proceeding with the job.
'If I had known his skills were like that, I would never have accepted the job! They offered too much money for it to be simple...'
Cursing inwardly, the slave stood up, their legs shaking violently.
'I can't do it, I absolutely can't.'
Money was important, but the most crucial thing was their life. Turning down a big client's request was also life-threatening, but at least there should be a slight chance of survival.
The slave staggered out of the training ground and headed towards the big client.
***
"Tsk.."
Bulging eyes, a face full of wrinkles, a sleek head.
The one the slave referred to as the 'big client' sat on a luxurious sofa, tapping the round head of his cane on the floor.
"How can it be so hard to deal with one slave. As I thought, it wasn't right to entrust this to the lowlifes who dwell in the lower floors!"
His voice was that of a raspy old man, not particularly pleasant to listen to. He tapped his wooden cane on the floor a few more times before stopping abruptly with a loud thud.
He narrowed his eyes and smacked his lips as if he'd spotted prey, like a frog eyeing a bug.
"Still, he seems like quite the useful prey... It might be fun to play with him myself."
He chuckled and sprang up from the sofa. The small-statured old man, barely taller than an average woman, cast a long shadow as he stood. He tapped the ground with his cane as he exited the room, heading towards his associate's room.
Having arranged a room nearby, he quickly reached the door of his associate 'Totogen.' His shadow stretched out long, and a man stepped out of it as if it were the most natural thing.
He stepped forward confidently and knocked.
Knock knock.
Without waiting for a reply, the man returned to the old man's shadow. Soon after, Totogen's servant opened the door.
The servant's face paled slightly as he recognized the old man and quickly made way.
"Ah."
"What brings you here, Bansook?"
Totogen greeted his associate warmly upon seeing his face. The old man, or Bansook, tapped his cane on the floor and sat across Totogen on the living room sofa.
"I hear you found an interesting slave recently?"
"Ah..."
Totogen let out an uncharacteristic sigh at Bansook's words. Bansook's lips curled into a bizarre smile, which made his wrinkled face twist even more.
"It so happens I'm also interested in that fellow... Can I join in?"
"You?"
"Yes. He seems mentally robust, just my type."
Bansook laughed lightly, tapping his cane on the ground. Totogen was silent for a moment.
It was customary to let the person who claimed a slave first have their fun before offering it to another as a gift. However, this was rarely the case.
No one wanted to give away their toy just because someone else was aiming for it—especially if they were tired of playing with it.
Hence, anyone looking to claim a slave later, unless of high status, had to seek agreement in advance, just like now.
Totogen honestly wanted to enjoy Lian himself until the slave died. But...
'It's hopeless.'
They had failed to kill him with hundreds of monsters and even by pitting him against the top-tier slaves of the upper floors. Now, even direct torment had failed; there was no way left for him to break Lian.
Just in that situation, Bansook came offering help, making it hard to refuse.
'...Alright, what I want is his despair. It wouldn't hurt to join hands.'
Totogen looked at Bansook, who was making an equally unpleasant face.
Bansook and Totogen shared similar tastes. Totogen enjoyed watching the minds of pure children crumble, while Bansook took pleasure in breaking the will of strong humans through torture and subjugation.
They had become close for that very reason.
Bansook's way of breaking a slave's spirit was too direct for Totogen’s taste, but if it could break Lian's spirit, he was indifferent to the method now.
"Fine, let's do that."
"Kukuk. You've made a wise choice."
Totogen and Bansook joined forces to shatter Lian's spirit.
***
[Partner, how about this line after defeating an enemy? "Ah, this is the difference between you and me."]
Where does he get these lines from?
I observed the Demon Sword, which was more exuberant than before, and was now billowing with red energy.
[Or you could say it right at the scene with the sword in hand. "I will not move a single step from here. That way, we'll be on the same level!" How's that? Isn't it great?]
I imagined the Demon Sword rolling on the floor, embarrassed by its own 'black history' as it matured, and recorded the line in my head.
[Why aren't you responding? Oh, is my line too magnificent? It's only natural since I came up with it. But remember! If you don't practice, you won't be able to shout it out when it matters. Let’s practice quickly!]
I looked at the Demon Sword and thought.
'Did this thing eat something weird?'
As I thought this, I inadvertently looked down at my body.
'...The Demon Sword only consumed my blood, right?'
Does that mean the growing adolescent angst of the Demon Sword is due to my blood?
'Eh, probably not.'
Chapter 55
Chapter 55 - Bansook's Pitiful Fall
I lightly pushed away the thoughts that had surfaced in my mind and grabbed the Demon Sword, which was rolling back and forth enthusiastically on the bed, urging it to recite the lines.
"No matter what, I can't say lines like that."
[...! Why not!? Why can't you recite this magnificent line?!]
I paused, my mouth closed thoughtfully. If I told it straight up that "the line is too cringeworthy," I knew there was a 100% chance the Demon Sword would sulk and refuse to lend me its power.
Of course, I could use the Demon Sword's power forcibly since we were in a contract, but I felt the need to respect it considering our long-term partnership.
"Such...such great lines seem a bit too much for me. I think...such magnificent lines should definitely be recited by the Demon Sword."
[Krhm, Indeed! If the great I were to recite such lines, the heavens would be envious, and the earth would tremble. But isn't it so that only my partner can hear my voice?]
"No, Gargandoa is definitely a magnificent Demon Sword, right? When the important moment comes, your voice will surely reach the adversary!"
[Could that really happen?]
"Certainly. Of course. It's the words of the great Gargandoa!"
Evidence? None.
Logic? None.
All I had were words to flatter Gargandoa.
Luckily, the simple-minded Demon Sword melted under my praise and was easily persuaded.
[Kh-hem, in that case, I can't help it! I shall be the one to recite the lines.]
"Good thinking."
The Demon Sword then began to ponder on its own which lines would be coolest to recite. It was far better than it throwing a tantrum to come up with a good idea, so I left it to its devices and turned my attention to Iris.
"...?"
As I looked at Iris sitting next to me, she was tilting her head quizzically, holding onto the hem of my clothes as if to ask "Why?"
"Are you hungry, Iris? Not sleepy? Is there anything uncomfortable?"
With each question I asked, Iris shook her head from side to side. Her white hair fluttered. Despite not using any special fragrances, her hair smelled nice and shimmered like silk.
I reflexively combed through her tousled hair. Iris lowered her eyes and entrusted her head to my care.
"Let me know if you want anything, okay?"
As I withdrew my hand, Iris grabbed it firmly.
"This."
"Hm?"
"This, need..."
Blinking at her words, I extended my hand willingly. Iris took my hand and rubbed it against her face.
'The world... Iris is too cute! And her cheeks are so... soft!'
Her flawless white complexion was spongy and moist to the touch, even without any lotion. For a moment, I almost lost myself, kneading them as if they were rice cakes. They were devilishly tempting cheeks.
"Hee..."
Pleased, Iris giggled softly and rubbed my hand on her face for a long time. The way she acted, like a cat displaying affection, allowed me to be healed in silence.
[Heh-heh, if you want to save that fellow, defeat me and proceed.]
The voice of the Demon Sword practicing its villainous lines served as background music while I relaxed and let time pass leisurely.
When I started feeling hungry, I went to the dining hall with Iris for a meal and returned to my room. Lounging on the sofa, I enjoyed a pleasant lethargy and thought about taking a nap with Iris when my stomach would settle down.
Knock knock.
A visitor arrived before the digestion was done. I swallowed dryly and looked at Iris.
"I'll be right back, stay here for a moment, okay?"
"...Okay."
Iris toyed with the hem of my clothes before reluctantly letting go with a longing look in her eyes. I took a deep breath and approached the door.
"Who is it?"
"It's me. Open up quickly."
The familiar voice of the rat beastkin reached my ears. I felt a cold sweat running down my back.
'Could it be that they found out?'
The cleanly sliced wall of the training ground flashed in my mind.
'No, if that were the case, they wouldn't knock but break down the door! It must be that they've scheduled a new match.'
My eyes and my whole body trembled, but I tried my best to calm down inside as I reached for the doorknob. Then...
Rattle rattle rattle!
The door began to tremble along with me.
"What the hell is this!?"
The rat beastkin's swearing came from outside. Somehow, hearing that voice calmed me down.
'You used to say that too.'
A palm-sized rat floated in my mind. The rat and I were the best of friends. We went to amusement parks together, ate together, went to karaoke, and even introduced our girlfriends to each other...
'Wait, who's that?'
An impossible scene crossed my mind, and I snapped back to reality. As it turns out, I didn’t have a rat beastkin as a friend. After the fake trip down memory lane, the trembling stopped.
Such nonsensical recollections of the past were common in the world of comedy.
Click.
When I opened the door, the rat beastkin with its tail sticking up was staring intently through the doorway. Behind him stood two people with expressionless faces, one woman and one man.
"Why was the door just -... no, no, that's not what's important right now."
The rat beastkin had a fleeting question about the shaking door but then shrugged it off lightly.
'Could it really be because of the training ground...?'
I watched the rat beastkin's mouth nervously.
"The guest is asking for you, so follow quietly."
"Ah... Yes!"
I nodded brightly, realizing it wasn't about the training ground.
Squeeze.
At that moment, my clothes were pulled. Turning around, Iris had approached and was holding the hem of my clothes, looking down.
'Ah, I should tell her before I go.'
I almost left without properly explaining to Iris.
"Iris, I have someone looking for me. I'll be right back. Can you wait here alone?"
Iris gave no response. Just as I was beginning to worry if she felt unwell, she carefully released my clothes and nodded.
"I'll be back as quickly as possible. Please take care of our place. Oh, and don't open the door for strangers!"
Iris nodded several times. The rat beastkin, impatient to wait any longer, pulled my wrist.
"I'll be right back!"
After my last words, the door closed. The rat beastkin led me to the bathhouse we had visited before. After a thorough wash, I was languidly riding the elevator.
'I wonder... these people really don't react at all.'
I looked at the man and woman standing in front and behind me. They had moved silently, with no change of expression, as if they were emotionless dolls.
'Are they like assassins or something?'
As I pondered this, the elevator came to a halt. After a few more complex transitions, I arrived at a place where I had previously encountered a zombie.
'I wonder if that zombie is doing okay?'
With this thought, I followed the rat beastkin. I was slightly excited about the prospect of meeting the zombie again, but the direction we took was entirely different.
"Go in and follow the guest's orders. Someone will come to take you back when it's time to return."
The rat beastkin seemed a bit kinder than last time. Probably because my value had increased.
Creak.
The two people who had been standing in front and behind me opened the doors. The doors swung wide open, revealing the interior.
'It looks like the last time.'
I stepped forward, looking at the interior, which resembled the place where I had met the zombie.
Creak, thump.
Unlike the zombie's abode, the closing doors made a noisy sound. The two who closed the doors stood silently beside them without moving.
'Should I go in?'
After a brief hesitation, I walked inside.
'I wonder who it'll be today?'
After meeting a zombie last time, maybe this time it would be someone angelic? With a small sense of anticipation, I walked further in.
"Ah..."
"Tsk tsk.."
Upon seeing the old man's face, I unwittingly let out an exclamation. The old man chuckled at my reaction, clearly enjoying the situation.
"Have a seat."
As the old man tapped the ground with his cane, I naturally moved to sit across from him. That's when his elongated cane touched my waist just as I was about to settle into the sofa.
I looked at the old man hesitantly, and he laughed while his loose wrinkles shook.
"How dare a slave sit in the same place as me. Your place is down here."
After retracting his cane, the old man tapped the floor. My face stiffened at his gesture. He smirked and urged me.
"Now, sit down."
After a moment of hesitation... I eventually sat down on the floor where the old man had tapped. The thin knees of the old man were right in front of me, as I sat directly in front of his legs.
"What, what?!"
It seemed that this was not the scene the old man had in mind. He stumbled back in alarm. I leaned forward to catch him, thinking he was falling.
Click.
"Huh?"
As I reached out my hand to prevent myself from toppling over, I triggered something.
'What was that -... Ah!'
As I rolled my eyes, trying to figure out what I had touched, the backrest of the sofa where the old man had been sitting flipped backward. I had accidentally activated the mechanism that adjusts the angle of the sofa's backrest.
"Ugh, cough...!"
Caught off guard, the old man couldn't react in time and ended up sprawled over the sofa. The cane flew out of his hand, bouncing on the floor, and the old man lay stretched out across the sofa with a crackling sound.
"Uh..."
I slowly backed away.
Chapter 56
Chapter 56 - Who's Being Tortured Now?
"Ugghhh..."
Fortunately, it seemed that Bansook hadn't died. Groans could be heard as he tried to rise with the support of the sofa.
Crack.
"Ugh, heave...!"
Just by the sound of his voice, I could tell how badly he had hurt his back.
'I guess since he told me to sit, I should just stay put?'
In situations like this, it was best just to stay still. But it appeared someone else had a different idea.
Swoosh.
A person emerged from Bansook's shadow. A man with an expressionless face approached the groaning Bansook on the bed, reaching out a hand as if to offer help.
"Ahhuk, ahh... Don't touch me! Leave me be!"
Bansook was in so much pain that he refused even a helping hand. He angrily pushed away the man who approached him. Indeed, staying put was the right choice. If I had tried to help, it could be me receiving those curses.
The person who approached Bansook merely flinched and gazed at him without making a move.
"Huff, huff..."
I quietly lifted my hands to cover my ears. I didn't want to hear Bansook's groans.
'Maybe I should apologize, since it was my mistake?'
A bout of conscience surged but quickly subsided.
'If he points it out, I'll apologize. If he hasn't noticed yet, it's not my fault.'
This was as far as conscience went in the world of comedy. Only the privilege of the beautiful was to list sins and expect forgiveness.
With my ears covered, I couldn't hear Bansook's moans. With nothing else to do, I observed the patterns on the floor. At first, I only spotted five patterns resembling people.
But at some point, the five patterns seemed to start a love triangle drama. I watched blankly as one pattern exclaimed, "Actually, I'm pregnant," while another confessed, "...I have something to confess too. I'm sterile. There's been a problem with my sperm since I was young."
'It's a disaster.'
While I was lost in thought, I saw Bansook finally managing to straighten up. I discreetly lowered my hands from my ears.
"Ugghhh..."
Bansook groaned as he held his back.
"Darn it..."
Cursing, our eyes met. His previously scrunched up face quickly turned red. He seemed embarrassed.
'Such a shy person.'
While I was thinking this, Bansook clenched his teeth and gestured to the man standing beside the sofa. The man produced a palm-sized potion bottle from his pocket. It was a healing potion.
Bansook immediately opened the potion and downed all of its contents.
"Krhh..."
After tossing the empty bottle back to the man, Bansook whirled his head around to glare at me. Feeling guilty, I surreptitiously averted my gaze.
***
Creak.
Bansook ground his teeth while looking down at Lian, who was sitting on the floor.
'Of all times for the chair to tip over..!'
He lived and died by his pride. Carrying an elegant cane and keeping serving slaves hidden within his shadow were all for that reason.
His so-called pride crumbled miserably in front of Lian. Bansook imagined Lian ridiculing him inwardly and the veins around his eyes bulged.
'I just intended to greet him briefly and send him back -.. This won't do.'
I need to properly educate him about what kind of person I am.
With a bitter smile, Bansook signaled the man beside him. Without hesitation, the man picked up Lian, hoisting him onto his shoulder.
"Ahhk..."
Just as Bansook tried to rise promptly from the sofa, he winced from a sharp pain in his back but gradually stood up. The potion seemed to have worked, as the pain was less severe than before.
"Darn it, darn it!"
Muttering curses didn't erase the groans that had involuntarily escaped. Then the man came over with the cane that had fallen on the floor.
The ornate cane was an accessory representing his wealth and confidence, but today it was relegated to its original function.
Tap tap.
Bansook leaned on the cane, taking steps forward, heading toward a corridor connected to the living room. At the end of the hallway hung a painting of an apple basket. Tapping it with his cane...
Creak.
The painting swung open like a door, leading to a stark white corridor.
Walking down the hallway, we saw several doors. Bansook headed for the one at the very end. The man silently moved forward and opened the door for him.
Inside the room, everything was stark white, with a metallic chair in the center. The chair's armrests and legs were tied with leather belts, which bore dried bloodstains.
A black trolley sat in front of the chair, filled with menacing torture instruments.
The man carrying Lian immediately dumped him into the metallic chair and secured his wrists and ankles with leather belts tied to the chair.
Bansook looked at Lian with lips twisted into a sinister smile.
'Now you understand the situation, right? What kind of despair and screams will you show me?'
After the man had tightly fastened the belts, he stepped aside. Bansook swallowed dryly, looking forward to the fear-stricken expression on Lian's face.
"Hmm."
"...?"
Lian looked around the room with a calm expression, his eyes filled only with curiosity. Never having experienced such a situation before, Bansook was speechless as he watched Lian.
'It'll be hard to manage here.'
Lian didn't fail to understand the situation. The dried blood and torture tools were enough to give anyone an idea of what was to come. He simply wasn't afraid.
Aren't adults who used to throw tantrums about not wanting to go to the hospital as children now going without a second thought? Lian was feeling just like that.
It wasn't particularly painful, nor was it deadly, so there was no reason to be afraid.
Grind.
To Bansook, Lian's demeanor felt like a dare.
'Too dumb to realize the situation, I see.'
Normally, the toys to be played with were brought here and left tied up for a few hours. It was quite fun to watch a slave writhing in fear in a completely white room.
However, it didn't seem like such methods would work on Lian at all. He strode out confidently. Then, the man beside him smartly moved the trolley next to Bansook.
"You still don't grasp the situation, do you?"
Bansook feigned a gentle smile, like a benign old man. Lian's gaze turned toward him.
Whoosh, Bansook handed his cane to the man. Thankfully, the potion's effect was good; the back pain was no longer felt.
Scratch.
He picked up a pair of pliers from the trolley; they were crusted with dried blood. He opened and closed the pliers a few times, then grabbed Lian's hand.
Even a fool would clench his fist out of fear when realizing the abnormal situation. But Lian calmly offered his hand as if oblivious to what was about to happen.
'How long will you keep this attitude?'
With a snicker, Bansook used the pliers to grasp Lian's fingernail. His lips began to twist grotesquely.
The anticipation of a scream so loud it could vibrate the eardrums was thrilling. Bansook licked his dry lips and squeezed the pliers.
"Kukuk..."
A burst of uncontrollable joy leaked from between his lips, and at the same time...
Pop!
With a cute sound, the fingernail came off.
"...??"
Bansook's eyes filled with countless question marks.
"......????"
When faced with an incomprehensible situation, the first reaction is denial.
'Ah, well... I must have pulled it out wrong.'
But even as the thumb's nail was caught at the end of the pliers, denial was Bansook's only refuge from reality.
Snap.
Bansook tossed the thumb's nail to the floor and grasped the index fingernail with the pliers.
'This time for sure...!'
Pop!
Once more, a sound as cute as a baby's shoe echoed, and the fingernail was pulled out. But not a single drop of blood spurted, and a healthy nail still existed where it was supposed to have been removed.
"...?!?!"
Bansook contorted strangely, as if he had encountered something impossible in the world.
Pop, pop! Pop! Pop pop pop!
"Gasp, gasp... gasp!"
Bansook, refusing to accept this reality, frantically continued to pull Lian's nails, but all that echoed was his own labored breathing, not Lian's screams.
Gasping from a lack of stamina, Bansook looked up and met Lian's eyes. Lian... looked back at Bansook with a pitying gaze, as if watching an elderly man hustling to pick up the morning newspaper.
Clang!
Triggered by that look, Bansook threw the pliers to the ground and rummaged wildly through the trolley.
'Don't... don't pity me! How dare, how dare a mere slave!'
In a fit, he grabbed a saw-like knife and plunged it into Lian's thigh.
Thunk!
"...! Ha!"
This time, without any strange sound effects, the knife properly pierced the flesh. The bitter smell of blood seemed to console the sweat-drenched Bansook.
'Now you'll see what situation you're in -....'
Whoosh!
Blood spurted from the thigh like a fountain, as if an obstructed spring had been cleared.
"Gasp...!"
Startled, Bansook stumbled backward, tripping over his own feet.
Crack!
"Kuhuck?!"
Bansook's recently injured back gave way, and he collapsed onto the floor.
Chapter 57
Chapter 57 - Let's See!
A jetting fountain of blood, an old man rolling on the floor, a man with his mouth slightly open looking at the elder in confusion, and Lian bound and considering whether or not to call Gargandoa while watching the fountain of blood.
The chaos was unparalleled.
"Uugh, ughh..."
Despite his age, Bansook had been in excellent physical condition. He had always received the best medical attention from top healers, priests, and mages whenever his body was off, maintaining him in the best of health. That's why such horrendous pain was unfamiliar to him.
'Tsk tsk, should've been more careful.'
Lian clicked his tongue internally, looking at Bansook with a gaze full of pity. The fact that Bansook was groaning and rolling on the floor was all due to Lian's comedic filter.
In the world of comedy, old men were beings who could throw out their backs with just a little overexertion, especially when doing strenuous work.
Even a body pampered and maintained with money suffered equally under the comedic filter. Lian looked at Bansook for a moment before his gaze shifted to the man looking bewildered at the elder.
"Excuse me, how long do I have to stay here?"
His tone was too calm for someone whose thigh wouldn't stop bleeding. The man had been mentally broken by Bansook's numerous tortures into a well-behaved dog, but his instincts remained intact.
In front of this bizarre and incomprehensible scene, the man was frozen, unable to utter a word.
***
'Hmm...what to do?'
I was momentarily lost in thought. It didn't seem likely that the elder in front of me would gather himself and untie me. Nor did the man who was zoned out appear to be of any help.
The image of Iris waiting for me flickered before my eyes.
'Right, there's an elderly person collapsed on the floor; I should offer some help.'
I decided to use that excuse to free myself. Internally calling Gargandoa, my forearm started to glow with a dark red light as blood spurted out. My wrists were tied, but there was no problem grasping something with my hands.
Squelch.
The sound of moisture trickling could be heard, and suddenly, I held a knife suitable for dining.
[ Eh? Partner, why are you in such a state -...wait, wait...! ]
Gargandoa, having questioned my bound state, suddenly bellowed and detached from my hand, floating in mid-air.
[ Eek, eek?! What is this, partner! Don't tell me you've made a contract with another Demon Sword in my absence? That's double contracting! It's a crime! Fraud! ]
He seemed shocked as if he had received a blow, finding another blade in the place he had been sheathed.
'Never mind that, just cut me loose.'
[ Such audacity! Don't you realize how important this is? Partner and I are bound by contract. Your blood is all mine! And yet, without discussing with me, you've given my blood to this...this stranger! ]
I sighed heavily at Gargandoa's ridiculous tantrum.
'It's not like that. I didn't want to stick that sword there either. Besides, that's not even a Demon Sword. It can't absorb blood.'
[ What? What do you mean... ]
Gargandoa, who had been too excited to observe the surroundings properly, stuttered and moved closer to my thigh.
[ Hmm, hum... Indeed, this is nothing but a shoddy sword that can be found anywhere! ]
His voice sounded much lighter, as if his mood had improved.
[ Even so, it's still offensive that it coveted the blood of my partner! ]
'Just pull it out and sever these ties.'
[ Hmph, if that's the case, I'll help! ]
Gargandoa swiftly sliced through the belts securing my wrists, ankles, and waist.
Snap.
I was free. Then Gargandoa urged me to remove the pathetic sword from my body. Not wanting to keep such a thing embedded in me, I grabbed the handle and pulled it out.
Woosh!
Once again, blood started to spurt out. I heard Gargandoa inhale sharply.
Swirl.
The blood that had flowed and now spurted was absorbed by Gargandoa in mid-air. The clean stream of blood looked unexpectedly beautiful.
Greedy for the blood, Gargandoa transformed into a size similar to the pulled-out sword and plunged into the wound.
"Ouch, what are you doing?"
The sensation was like the slight sting of a finger pricked by a needle. I looked at Gargandoa who was slurping up the blood.
[ Ahem, leaving the wound as it is would be dangerous, wouldn't it? I'm just acting as a bandage! ]
'There are other techniques. Like a transparent cover...'
[ That... Did I have such a thing? ]
If Gargandoa had eyes, they would be rolling wildly. Not wanting to argue any further, I decided to leave it as it was.
When I got up, I met the eyes of the elder who was just managing to sit up.
"You, you...!"
I extended my hand towards Bansook, partly considering it was my fault that he hurt his back. But Bansook clenched his teeth, trying to shout something.
"You...! Ahhuk..."
Shouting made his back hurt worse, and Bansook's face contorted in pain. Handling old people carelessly could make their injuries worse.
At such times, it was better to seek someone else's help rather than getting involved directly. I withdrew my extended hand.
"Maybe we should help the grandfather here, he seems to be in a lot of pain?"
"...?!"
As I spoke to the man who was still rigidly standing by, his face colored with the same confusion as before. Bansook, displeased by the sight, ordered in a low voice.
"Come here and support me!"
Only after Bansook's command did the man rush to help the elder stand up. Despite the remaining back pain, Bansook stood up with tears brimming in his eyes.
He scowled at Lian, now free, and clattered his teeth together.
"I'll make sure to repay you for today's humiliation..."
With a line like a departing villain, Bansook exited the room with the man's assistance. Left alone, Lian scratched his head and decided to follow them out.
Click.
"...Oh?"
But the door was locked. I considered for a moment before speaking to Gargandoa.
"Gargandoa, can you change your form for a moment?"
[I'm quite busy.]
"Are you going to skip dinner if you keep this up?"
[Kuk... It's not about eating!]
Yet, as he emerged from my thigh, it seemed he didn't want to miss dinner after all.
I conveyed my will to Gargandoa, asking it to transform into the necessary shape.
Swoosh.
Gargandoa took on the form of a long piece of wire. It was a magical key capable of opening any door.
***
While Lian was struggling in Bansook's prison, Iris was fidgeting anxiously.
'Lian, when will you come?'
She murmured the words she couldn't speak aloud, rising from the sofa and heading towards the room she shared with Lian. Opening the wardrobe with a clunk, she gathered Lian's neatly folded clothes and headed to the bed.
Like a bird nesting, Iris cradled Lian's garments and rubbed her face against them. She wanted to see him, to rush out and find him right away.
But she couldn't.
'He told me to wait. To take good care of the house.'
So she couldn't. No matter how much she wanted to see him, she had to endure. Iris clung to Lian as a lifeline to endure the cruel situation. She decided that everything he said must be right, and she must follow it.
That's why, no matter how much she wanted to see him, she was powerless.
'Lian, Lian...'
Iris closed her eyes and visualized Lian in her mind. He seemed within reach yet always on the verge of turning to dust and disappearing.
For some reason, this thought made Iris anxious.
As she conjured up Lian's image, other memories related to him began to surface — the scent of blood faintly detectable even when he returned from matches without a scratch, the small scars that increased whenever she stepped away, his dismissive attitude even when he cut his hand or was hurt in some way.
Iris remembered Lian's hand, which healed so quickly that no trace of the wound remained.
How carelessly must he have treated his body, which healed so quickly? How many cuts and blood...
Her thoughts, one leading to another, suddenly snapped.
'Lian, Lian told me to wait. To take good care of the house.'
Iris erased the thoughts that dragged her into the abyss and repeatedly summoned the tender voice of Lian in her mind.
...Otherwise, she felt she might collapse at any moment.
Click.
"…!"
Just then, she heard the sound of the front door opening. Iris's eyes widened as she leapt up from the bed and headed towards the entrance.
"Iris, I'm out."
The gentle voice she had been longing for in her mind now echoed in her ears, along with the smell of blood numbing her nostrils. The faint smile that had been on her face slowly solidified.
"Sorry, it took longer than I thought."
Lian stood there, covered in blood, smiling as if it was nothing.
Chapter 58
Chapter 58 - The Liar
Click.
Stepping out from the locked door, I was greeted by a stark white corridor.
[This is an unpleasant place.]
"Tell me about it. It must be hard to clean."
Having lived part of my life as a housekeeper, my thoughts naturally drifted toward cleaning. I reflexively looked at the ceiling.
"Oh, but it seems well-maintained. The ceiling is clean."
[It's probably magic.]
"Is that so?"
Saying so, I stepped into the corridor. Suddenly, a whooshing sound came from the wall. The Demon Sword in my hand quickly transformed into the shape of a spear and deflected something spinning towards me.
"Whoa? What was that just now?"
[It looks like an arrow coated with poison. Tsk, they've set up some bothersome traps.]
The arrow knocked by the Demon Sword rolled on the ground. As Gargandoa suggested, the arrowhead was smeared with a black liquid that seemed to be poison.
[It appears there are various traps installed in this corridor... Are you really going to pass through here?]
"But there's no other way, is there? We'll miss dinner if we're late."
[That, that cannot happen! But... I also don't want my partner to die...]
I waved my hand lightly and said,
"Hey, it won't come to that. Let's just go."
With that, Gargandoa and I began traversing the trap-filled corridor. Lightning fell, fireballs flew at us, spikes shot up from the floor, and plants covered in thorns tried to ensnare us.
"Phew, this is indeed a frightening place."
[... I'm more scared of my partner than the traps...]
"Huh?"
[Oh, it's nothing!]
We were a mess rolling through the corridor, but we finally made it to the entrance. Pushing the painting, thankfully it opened easily.
Stepping outside, I found myself in the corridor I had seen before. I walked towards the living room.
'That grandfather must have gone to the hospital by now.'
The house was empty. I was about to head out directly but then realized I was covered in too much blood, so I wiped myself off with a cloth from the sofa. It didn't feel right to just leave the cloth there, so I tossed it where I thought the laundry would go and headed to the entrance.
'I should change clothes before I go.'
Being covered in blood, I planned to ask the slave I had relied on before for help. I left the room and headed to the elevator. I didn't meet anyone on the way.
The elevator quickly descended, and I arrived at the floor where my room was. Instead of going straight to my room, I went to the slave's quarters where I had received help before.
Knock, knock, bang!
"Eeek!"
As I entered, I caught the eye of a slave who was changing clothes, topless. I approached and Gargandoa seemed on the verge of a fit.
To avoid any misunderstanding, I sent Gargandoa back to my forearm and said,
"Ah, sorry."
"Why, why, why -.."
"I came to borrow the shower..."
Before I finished speaking, the slave nodded frantically and pointed towards the shower room. I went straight into the shower and washed myself.
"Ahh, that's refreshing."
Cleaned up, I stepped out to find clothes prepared for me. There was no sign of the slave. I dressed familiarly and left the room.
'I should repay them next time.'
No matter how many times they said it was fine, I felt a bit guilty for always taking their clothes.
'I might need to use this often in the future.'
Thinking I should leave some money in the pocket for the future inconveniences, I headed to my room.
My joints had been aching recently, but I seemed to have grown a bit taller. With slightly longer strides than before, I arrived at my room.
Click.
As soon as I opened the door, I heard something rush toward me. Ah, is this what it feels like to be a father coming home from work?
A pleased smile formed on my face as I opened the door wide.
"Iris, I'm out. Sorry, it took longer than I expected."
I had wasted too much time passing through the trap-filled hallway, and the day had already turned to evening. Feeling guilty for leaving her alone for so long, I stepped inside and closed the door.
'Huh...?'
But something was off about Iris's atmosphere. She was staring at me with a hardened expression.
'What is it..? Did I make a mistake? Or is there something on my face?'
Feeling my face, there wasn't anything coming off. However, I discovered something else.
"Gasp..."
The clothes that were clean just a while ago were now drenched in blood. I gasped and pulled at my collar to check the inside of my clothes.
'Oh no...'
The traps in the white corridor had been stronger than I thought, and my wounds had not fully recovered. They weren't severe, just slight cuts?
The problem was that my body didn't form scabs when injured; blood would continuously flow until the skin naturally sealed.
I looked as if I had committed some heinous crime.
"Uhm... Iris, that is..."
I hesitated, remembering her excessive reaction to blood in the past and stepped back.
Thump.
I felt the closed door against my back. 'I should have known not to close it...' I regretted, but it was too late to rethink.
"...The smell of blood."
"Ah, yeah. Sorry. I should have washed up first."
"That's not...!"
Iris's expression twisted as she strode toward me. Her eyes were swimming with a whirlpool of emotions. Before I could discern what those emotions were, Iris bowed her head.
"That's not...that's not what matters, is..."
Her murmuring voice was almost inaudible, so I leaned in slightly. Then Iris clamped her mouth shut completely.
"I'm sorry, Iris. I forgot to take care of it, thinking you were waiting."
I bought some time, eyeing the inside of my clothes. The wounds were healing slowly but surely.
"Hey, are you worried because of the blood? If that's the case, don't worry."
At my words, Iris slowly lifted her head to look at me.
"This isn't my blood. Look, these aren't even my clothes, right?"
I couldn't explain the connection between the blood on the clothes and the clothes I was wearing. I just blurted out whatever came to mind, trying to console Iris, who looked like she might cry at any moment.
"...Really?"
"Yeah, I'm not even hurt, see?"
Then Iris approached and grabbed the hem of my clothes. I quickly took her hand and said,
"Why? You think I'm lying?"
Iris hesitated for a moment, then nodded.
"Well, that's a bit sad to hear... But I understand you're worried, so I'll show you just a little bit. Okay?"
Once I was sure the wound had closed, I lifted my shirt slightly to show my abdomen. There was a recent scar, but no bleeding wounds.
"See?"
"..."
Iris silently looked at my stomach, then nodded heavily. She seemed to have finally accepted it. I smiled brightly and straightened my clothes.
"It's already dinner time. I'll just change quickly and be right back. Just wait a moment. Okay?"
Iris was silent for a moment again but then nodded.
'I need to be more careful in the future.'
Relieved, I made my way to the wardrobe.
"Huh? Why are my clothes...?"
I was puzzled to see my neatly stored clothes strewn all over the bed, but I quickly picked something and changed.
'Did Iris play a prank while I was away?'
The thought brought a smile to my face. The fact that she was playing pranks made me feel proud and touched.
***
While Lian was changing clothes, Iris was swallowing the hot words that had risen to her throat.
'...He had injuries.'
Iris had always watched Lian closely. She knew when he smelled of blood and when he got hurt and healed. That's how she knew.
The faint scar on his stomach was from a recent injury.
Iris couldn't get angry or throw a tantrum at Lian, who smiled despite bleeding so much to reassure his younger sibling.
'The liar...'
A torrent of emotions and thoughts overwhelmed her mind.
It's all your fault.
Would Lian have suffered like this if you had been a proper person?
A voice she didn't want to hear invaded her thoughts as she was feeling weak. Iris squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head violently.
Tears that had pooled in her eyes spilled over, and her mind went blank. She had cut off all thoughts to escape the painful ones.
"Let's go eat dinner, Iris!"
"Yeah..."
Iris, with a vacant look as if she had never been emotional, took Lian's hand and left the room.
Unaware of what lay at the end of the path she took to escape her pain.
Chapter 59
Chapter 59 - What? Those guys? The Trash Trio!
In the arena, there were individuals collectively known as the Trash Trio.
Totojen, who took pleasure in the corruption of the innocent.
Bansook, who enjoyed torturing those with strong mental fortitude.
And then, the last piece of trash.
"Hmm, so they say you three are quite close?"
"Yes, yes."
A handsome man with brown eyes and honey-colored hair grown long to his waist looked at Ottugi with a friendly smile, prompting Ottugi to nod repeatedly, sweating profusely.
"However, that... the male slave is currently on loan to Lord Totojen for about a year..."
"Oh, is that so?"
The man nodded with an inscrutable smile.
"I was rather more interested in the male slave...Hmm."
He covered the lower half of his face with his palm, his eyes rolling, his hidden lips forming a spine-chillingly elongated smile.
And then there was Angsho, who reveled in sowing discord among people and relishing in the destruction of relationships.
Totojen, Bansook, Angsho.
The three were notorious for prowling various arenas and committing acts befitting their moniker as the Trash Trio. They were called the Trash Brothers not only because they were close, but also because they bore a similar appearance.
Ottugi stole a glance at Angsho and pondered.
'They look nothing alike?'
There were rumors about Bansook's looks, and though Ottugi had never seen Totojen's face, the wrinkled hands and the glimpses of the chin were enough to make an educated guess. However, the man named Angsho in front of him didn't look anything like an old man, no matter how you looked at him.
'Is he using black magic to keep his age?'
As if reading Ottugi's thoughts, Angsho suddenly contorted his face and barked.
"Get out."
"Wh-what?"
"Out, I said!"
"Yes, right away!"
Ottugi scampered out in alarm, and the attendants scurried out with him. Left alone, Angsho grimaced and placed his hand on his face.
Gurgle.
His face began to melt away like slime.
"Tsk, is it already at the end of its lifespan?"
He irately pulled at the sagging flesh. What fell away was like peeling off a face mask, revealing a much older face underneath.
"Lucky I have a spare."
The skin on his face was too wrinkled to belong to a young man; it was the side effect of black magic.
Angsho rummaged through his interdimensional bag and pulled out a pristine white mask. He placed it on his face and rubbed gently, and it seamlessly blended into his skin.
In no time, Angsho had restored his smooth, youthful appearance. He then slumped down on the couch, a vile smile creeping onto his face now that he was alone.
"A little sister who depends on her brother. A perfect toy to shatter..."
Angsho tapped his knee with his index finger, then rose from his seat with a pleasant smile.
"I'll have to have a little talk with Totojen."
He promptly left the room and headed for Totojen's quarters.
Meanwhile, a somber atmosphere had settled in Totojen's quarters.
"So...you're saying you failed too -.."
"What...! It's not even started yet, how can it be a failure... Ahhuk.."
Totojen looked at Bansook, who was clutching his waist and groaning, with a heavy heart. This being, once feared as a devil among the slaves, had become pitifully feeble.
'Age is terrifying.'
He feared his own future degradation.
"Lord Totojen, Lord Angsho is here."
"Angsho?"
Totojen asked Bansook with a glance if it was okay to let him in since, technically, it was his house, but Bansook was the first guest.
Bansook, Totojen, and Angsho were quite close, so Bansook nodded without hesitation. Soon, Angsho arrived in the living room.
"Good afternoon to all."
"It's been a while."
"Come in."
Until now, Totojen and Bansook had intended to set aside their concerns about Lian for a moment and enjoy some small talk with a familiar face.
That was until Angsho brought up Lian.
"You too...?"
"Me too? What do you mean?"
"The thing is..."
Angsho's request to borrow Lian was met with grim faces from Totojen and Bansook as they explained the current predicament.
Of course, they left out the part about their humiliating defeat, conveying that they had tried all sorts of petty tricks to no avail and were now at a loss.
"Hmm, if that's so, may I join in?"
"You too? But..."
"Hmm.."
Even so, the idea of three people ganging up on a single slave seemed quite unsightly, so they didn't readily agree. But there was no alternative.
'I've already joined hands with Bansook... so there's no issue with allying with Angsho.'
Totojen had no qualms about Angsho's proposition since he had already sought Bansook's aid. But Bansook felt differently.
'How can I, after being in such a state, hand him over to Angsho? Absolutely not!'
In truth, Bansook's opinion was irrelevant. The rights over Lian lay with Totojen. Thus, the decision was made lightly.
"I'm counting on you."
"The pleasure is mine."
To drag Lian down to ruin, the three pieces of trash joined hands.
***
'Why do I seem so popular all of a sudden?'
I rode the elevator with a dazed expression. It hadn't been long since I met the old man with a frail body, and already a new master had summoned me.
'Maybe it's a relief that Iris wasn't called?'
Regardless of where I got injured or rolled around, I would quickly return to my original state with no real harm done, but it would have been fatal for Iris.
'Is it a bit better to think I'm being called in her stead?'
As I entertained such frivolous thoughts, the elevator arrived. I passed through the familiar corridor and stood before an unfamiliar door.
"This one should be a bit easier."
The Rat Beastman had started to give me tips like this, acting friendly. Everything else was fine, but I couldn't help feeling repulsed by his smell - he didn't bathe often. I nodded vaguely and approached the door, which the Rat Beastman opened for me.
'Who could it be today? And what do they intend?'
My encounters have never been pleasant. The frail-hearted zombie fainted at the sight of my organs, and the frail old man clutched his waist as he exited.
'Come to think of it, I've never had a delightful meeting.'
Recalling the consistently poor endings, I moved inside. The corridor connected to the door I entered had an overall dark atmosphere.
Curtains over the windows blocked out most of the light, and only candlesticks on the walls illuminated the hallway. Surprisingly, the candles were bright enough to clearly see the carpet patterns, so there was no trouble moving forward.
"It's this way."
"Gasp...!"
I was walking through instinctively when an unfamiliar voice startled me from behind. Turning around, I saw a woman dressed as a maid standing there.
'When did she appear? Is she some kind of ninja or assassin?'
I shook off the fantasy of a combat maid from my mind and looked where she pointed, noticing a door I hadn't seen before.
'It feels like I'm in a fairy tale.'
I approached the door with a sense of bewilderment, and the maid opened it for me.
Click.
"Ah.."
Upon opening the door, a mouth-watering aroma hit me.
"Welcome."
Beyond the door was a feast laid out on a table and a man I had never seen before waiting for me. The man seated at the head of the table beckoned me inside, and I swallowed dryly as I entered.
"Please feel free to sit wherever you're comfortable."
With that invitation, I promptly sat down in front of the enticing food. The man let out a small chuckle and said,
"You must be quite hungry."
"Not particularly hungry, but... with such delicious food in front of me, an appetite arises!"
The man merely tilted his head at my response.
"Is that so? Then please eat as much as you like."
"Really? I can?"
"Yes, this table was prepared for you."
"Thank you!"
'Must be a nice person!'
I thought to myself and began to serve the delicious food onto my plate, starting my meal.
***
'Hmm, this is a new type.'
Angsho watched Lian eating and mentally scrambled.
'He's been a slave for quite some time, but where does this confidence come from? And who just accepts food from a stranger so readily? How naive can you be?'
Angsho couldn't even make a scratch on Lian with any of his actions, which allowed for such a careless attitude, but there was no way for him to know this.
'A naive fool who cares for his sister and understands manners... he'll be easy to break.'
In Angsho's mind, a corrupted Lian vividly emerged, turning cold toward his sister and eventually betraying and killing her.
What a grandiose dream.
Chapter 60
Chapter 60 - An Ordinary Meal for the Gag Resident
Angsho was kind to slaves—to an extent that one might wonder, "Is he really this nice?" Such kindness was rare to see in the arena, prompting many slaves to be wary or even moved by his gentle words and laughter.
Over time, even the guarded ones would open up their hearts to Angsho, willing to give him everything they had. That's when Angsho would strike.
With vague words, he would slowly brainwash them. "Don't you suspect the one you love? Aren't they the root of all your misfortunes?"
The slaves were already beings who had hit rock bottom, convinced they were the most unfortunate people in the world.
So Angsho's temptations easily infiltrated their minds. He would watch the downfall of these foolish slaves, as if he were a god looking down upon them.
When a slave returned after destroying a loved one and pleaded for salvation, Angsho would then hammer in the truth—that everything he said was a lie and that they were murderers who had killed someone dear.
Such experiences led to a unanimous outcome; all ten out of ten slaves subjected to this would end up taking their own lives. Angsho's notoriety did not spread easily because of this.
The notorious Angsho, a trash of the ages who had played with dozens, if not hundreds of slaves.
Even for Angsho, a master at toying with slaves, Lian was a type he'd never encountered before.
"If you wish, you may take some food with you when you leave."
"Thank you!"
Lian responded to kindness with kindness and smiles with smiles. His upright manner was not something you'd see in a slave arena. Angsho quickly realized why Totojen and Bansook were so fixated on Lian.
'Such an item is hard to come by.'
Slaves who had fallen into the abyss were often already mentally broken. Torturing them further would only yield twitching like living corpses, devoid of any interesting response.
The more intact a slave's mind, the more enjoyable it was to break them. That's why Totojen liked those whose spirits were unbroken and clear, while Bansook preferred those with strong mental fortitude, able to endure long-term play.
Lian fulfilled both criteria.
'Ah, this will truly be entertaining.'
Lian seemed easy to manipulate at first glance, but upon closer consideration, Angsho realized that he might be more challenging to ensnare than other slaves.
'It would be easier if his mind had gaps to exploit.'
A somewhat healthy mind would accept his kind approach, but too healthy a mind would block out all his whispers. Easy yet difficult—that was Lian.
Angsho concluded as much about Lian.
Regardless of Angsho's thoughts, Lian had no interest in them.
'I wonder what Iris will like?'
The only thing on Lian's mind was what food to pack.
'Should I just have them wrap up what's here? Oh, but would that be too difficult to carry?'
First impressions are incredibly important. The first image etched in one's mind doesn't change easily unless given a shocking stimulus. That's why Angsho had prepared a feast fit to break the legs of a table, a meal that would rival those of noble households.
The sight of the lavish food filling the table was overwhelming enough that even a slave was awed. But to Lian, it was just a delicious meal.
In the Gag world, rolling up your sleeves and getting down to business meant you could put together such a meal any time you wanted.
With entirely different thoughts, the meal continued until the plates were empty.
"Huh?"
Angsho let out a short exclamation as he looked at the table. The mountain of elegant food was completely gone. What was more frightening was Lian's appearance.
"Burp, that was delicious."
Lian sprawled in the chair, his stomach swollen larger than his body, a blissful expression on his face.
'What, what is that? Is he not human? A chimera?'
Faced with the surreal scene, Angsho failed to manage his expression and stared dumbfounded at Lian's belly. Lian patted his stomach and said,
"That was really good food."
"How... how could you eat all that?"
"It was so delicious, I just couldn't stop myself."
Lian scratched the back of his head with a shy smile, his cheeks ballooning just like his bizarrely swollen belly. Angsho shuddered.
'How did he gain weight in that short time?'
No matter the question, there was no resolution. Just as Angsho was about to voice his question, "What on earth happened to that belly?"
"Here, it's all packed for you."
"Oh! Thank you!"
Angsho's maid appeared and handed Lian a seven-tiered lunchbox. It was a long-standing rule to immediately hand over the requested food after a meal.
Giving a gift right away to a well-fed slave was a quick way to win their favor.
"May I leave now then?"
"Oh, yes. You, you may go."
Caught off guard by Lian's question, Angsho reflexively answered. His habit of sending slaves away without any requests after their first meal had kicked in, and he just blurted out his reply.
"Thanks for the meal!"
"Take care on your way."
Lian began to push his belly in, bigger than the doorway, compressing it enough to pass through the door.
Left alone in the empty dining room, Angsho slumped in his chair like a robot with loose screws, letting out a sigh. After a long moment of stunned silence, he straightened up.
With a serious expression, Angsho pushed aside his earlier nonchalant attitude and thought of Totojen and Bansook.
'To be honest, their tastes are distasteful - but their abilities aren't lacking.'
If their abilities were poor, he wouldn't have associated with them at all.
'If such people failed repeatedly, there must be a reason.'
Angsho murmured with a hardened face.
"We need to...gather some information."
While Angsho struggled to find a way to torment Lian, Lian arrived at the elevator with the lunchbox in hand.
***
"Oh...? What to do..."
My voice came out muffled, the extra weight affecting it. Unable to fit into the elevator because of my belly, I sighed, inhaled deeply, and then exhaled long.
"Whoooosh! Ahh, that's better."
My body instantly returned to its original state. I rubbed my smoothed-down belly a few times before boarding the elevator.
'I hope Iris likes it.'
Humming to myself, I reached my destination. Holding the lunchbox dearly, I headed towards the room where Iris was waiting.
Click.
"Iris! Brother's back!"
As I entered the room with a bright smile, Iris came running and threw herself into my arms. I held the lunchbox high to keep it safe. Iris rubbed her soft cheek against my chest.
"Are you hungry?"
"...Grumble."
Perhaps enticed by the smell of the lunchbox, Iris murmured with a slight blush on her cheeks. I laughed heartily and led her to the living room.
I spread out the seven-tiered lunchbox on the living room table and handed a fork to Iris.
"Here you go, eat up."
"...Lian, what about you?"
Krhhhk.
I managed to prevent myself from clutching my heart. Since my return covered in blood, Iris had been diligently calling me 'brother.'
I felt like shouting to the whole neighborhood how much our Iris had grown!
"I ate already, so you eat plenty."
"..."
I felt so full it was hard to breathe. Iris hesitated as if she had something to say, then finally answered in a small voice, "Okay."
She picked up a piece of marinated meat with her fork and brought it to her mouth.
"...!"
Her eyes widened like a startled rabbit, her lips pursing—a moment etched into my eyes.
'Gosh, so cute!'
Her expressions were as intense as a baby trying sweet dessert for the first time, and I couldn't help but smile.
"Gah, gulp!"
"Take your time and eat."
I felt a pang in my heart watching her, once only eating what I fed her, now clumsily handling a fork on her own. As Iris was distracted by the food, I quickly wiped away the tears welling up in my eyes.
"Brother..."
"Hmm?"
Iris suddenly stopped her frantic eating and stared at me intensely.
Poke.
Iris's fork mercilessly stabbed the tender meat, then she lifted it triumphantly towards my mouth.
"It's delicious. Eat, eat."
"No, it's okay."
Waving my hands furiously as if I could shoot rainbows with another bite, Iris pushed the fork closer nonetheless.
"Ah!"
Unable to shoot rainbows, I snatched the fork from her. Iris was still clumsy at holding it, so it was easy to take. I grabbed the handle and popped the meat into Iris's surprised open mouth.
"Mmm?"
She chewed reflexively, her eyes rounding in surprise.
"I'm full just watching Iris eat."
At those words, Iris stared at my face intensely, then slowly bowed her head.
'Did I say something too cheesy?'
Chapter 61
Chapter 61 - How to Make One Crawl on The Floor
Before meeting Lian, Iris's spirit was completely shattered; she had to block out all senses to protect herself, curling up in the dark, unable to distinguish today from tomorrow as time passed her by.
It was Lian who drew her out with tender care.
Like a child learning about the world for the first time, Iris walked towards it step by step, holding tightly to Lian's hand.
The cruel world she lived in before meeting him felt like a dream, such was the sweetness of her life with Lian.
Iris went from simply being aware of her surroundings to gradually understanding the situations she was in.
She learned that Lian, who poured affection on her without asking for anything in return, was her brother, and the reality that they were family made even her own white hair, which she had once despised, feel endearing.
Just as she was basking in happiness that tickled her toes, the cruel reality loomed close.
Always smiling, but with scars and the smell of blood that increased when alone, the sight of him being summoned repeatedly by 'important guests' and returning soaked in a horrendous smell of blood...
Iris, who had only seen his smile, was choked by the reality she hadn't been aware of.
'It's okay. Lian said it's okay. So...'
Iris tried to erase her personal thoughts from her mind. She wanted to live like a living doll, so oblivious.
..Even though she wanted to live in such stupidity, Iris found herself unwittingly peering into the cruel reality.
Head bowed, Iris wondered.
'Why is he so nice to me? Is this what families are like?'
Iris did not know what family was. She was confused, having never had one before.
'Why doesn't he say it hurts? Why doesn't he resent?'
He always smiled as if it was natural, suffered alone when she wasn't there. Lian endured it all because he was 'big brother.' Iris couldn't understand him.
She lifted her head to the gentle hand stroking her hair. Lian was looking at her with eyes brimming with love and concern.
"Iris, are you hurting somewhere?"
The concern that came so naturally was sweet. She wanted to cry out in pain in his arms, clinging to him for comfort. The hand that tickled her forehead to check for a fever then gently swept across her cheek.
"No fever?"
The words hovering on her lips were swallowed back down her throat. She was afraid that revealing the secrets Lian kept so carefully hidden would shatter the relationship that was barely holding together.
If his lips held resentment towards her, if those loving eyes shattered into tears...
Iris did not want to be hated by Lian. So once again, she cleared her mind. She looked away.
"No, I'm okay."
"Really? You're sure?"
"Yeah, I want to eat more."
"You do? Eat as much as you want."
Yes, this will do.
Ignoring Lian's hunger, the smell of blood, and the wounds as if they never existed, she just had to behave as he wanted.
She couldn't live without Lian. It was a choice she had to make.
***
A peaceful afternoon.
I was speaking to an old man trembling on the floor, his bones rattling as if he was going to crawl.
"Huff, huff, huff..."
"Are you okay? This is... a bit embarrassing for me..."
"EEK...!"
The old man who had called for me after several days had flayed my skin with a blade, as if he was going to make me crawl on the floor.
As he pushed the knife against my skin and slid, my skin peeled off like fruit rind—along with my clothes and organs, they too piled up on the floor like peels.
Ever peeled a fruit so skillfully that the rind doesn't break? The old man did just that to me, turning me into a skeleton.
Everything else was fine, but having holes all over my body was somewhat embarrassing. That's why I asked for clothes, but the old man had collapsed on the floor, retreating further and further away.
'Is he afraid of skeletons?'
There were such people even in the Gag world. Those who scream at the sight of zombies or skeletons. It seemed the old man was just like them.
'I thought he was only frail in body, but his heart is delicate too.'
I thought to myself and watched the shivering old man, curled up. His pants seemed suspiciously damp... I quietly looked away.
"Is that all for today? Then, may I leave?"
"Eek..! Ge-get out!"
Having received permission, there was no reason to stay any longer. I left the white room and walked through the corridor.
'Huh? No traps activated this time? Oh, maybe because I'm a skeleton?'
Unlike last time, I quickly exited the white space. I rummaged through a closet and put on a shirt and pants.
'It's because of that old man that I have no clothes. He'll understand, right?'
Honestly, there was no other way to leave. My body was already back to normal, so I could leave the old man's room without any issues.
As I walked towards the elevator, I came across a familiar face.
"Oh, hello?"
"...Hello."
The man who had given me a full meal last time was standing in front of me. He seemed a bit flustered, then quickly put on a friendly face to return the greeting.
"I realized I never gave you my name. I'm Angsho. Please, feel free to call me that."
"Alright, Angsho."
My response seemed to trouble Angsho's expression. It was as if he was shaking from an earthquake? I wasn't sure why.
***
Angsho thought to himself.
'Is he truly insane?'
Even though Angsho had given permission, it was the first time for him to encounter a slave who didn't even attach 'Mr.' a sign of respect.
'Could it be he's not well-taught... but I heard he's been in the arena for quite a while?'
Angsho took mental note of Lian's displeasing behavior.
'I'll have to arrange for some proper training.'
He thought to himself, concealing his crumbling expression.
'And besides... I would have expected him to come out in tatters after being summoned by Bansook. But he looks surprisingly well. Even his clothes are intact.'
Angsho slowly scanned Lian up and down. Lian's too-well appearance after supposedly meeting Bansook irritated him.
'Tsk, he should have been tortured as usual.'
Angsho had a plan the moment he heard Lian was summoned by Bansook. People are most emotionally vulnerable after experiencing great pain.
Whether it's the pain of parting or physical pain... comforting them afterward often leaves a strong impression.
Angsho planned to take care of Lian coming out of torture, to raise his favorability. But Bansook, uncharacteristically, hadn't hurt the slave, thwarting the plan.
"Thanks for last time. Because of you, my sister was able to eat a delicious meal to her heart's content."
"That's good. But -... why are you here today?"
Angsho asked, hoping to learn if anything happened with Bansook.
"Oh, I was called by a guest for a talk. Seems like the person is both tenderhearted and frail in body."
"Tenderhearted... and frail?"
Angsho stammered, clearly taken aback. Lian, unaware of his reaction, continued.
"Yes! He is easily shocked by little things, and seem to hurt all over. I'm not sure why he called me... perhaps just lonely?"
"Ah..."
Lian rattled on, thinking he had found an easygoing conversation partner.
'What? Did he meet someone else, not Bansook?'
Angsho felt confused.
"What... did you do today?"
"Well, today I got my skin peeled."
"...Excuse me?"
"It was quite sudden, I got a bit embarrassed. You know, when everything is showing. Just like that."
"Ah..."
Angsho finally failed to keep his composure, his expression vacant like a student listening to a professor's lecture.
"Anyway, that's... Oh, the elevator's here. I'll be going now."
After Lian left, Angsho remained beside the elevator, his mind unhinged. With a dazed expression, he pondered.
'What on earth is he...?'
His usually well-oiled thought process seemed to have seized up. For the first time, Angsho felt dwarfed by the true 'unknown' he was facing.
"Ha, hahaha... it's getting... more interesting."
Angsho replaced his fear with anger and stubbornness, as people often do to forget their fears.
He was following the exact steps of the two who had been defeated before him.
Chapter 62
Chapter 62 - Clear Skies Followed by Clouds
Upon receiving a profound shock from Lian, Angsho returned to his room and reflected upon himself.
'I've lost my original resolve.'
Was it because he had never failed until now? Compared to when he first started this game, he had become much lazier.
'I need to do this properly.'
Angsho resolved to act with the same seriousness as when he had first begun the game.
The first thing he did was gather information.
To get close to someone, one must know what they like and dislike, and if possible, their weaknesses. Angsho wanted more detailed information than the basic facts he had obtained through Ottugi.
Gathering the information was not difficult. There were many slaves working in the arena, and plenty of them would talk for a bit of money. That's how he obtained more detailed information.
Angsho read through the documents.
Lian spent most of his time playing with Iris in their room, but he did not stay confined there. He would sometimes go for walks and even make appearances in the training yard.
'It seems his abilities are more exceptional than I realized.'
He read that whenever Lian left the room, the slaves on the same floor would shrink away and stealthily avoid him.
'Was that confident demeanor a product of his skills?'
There was a plethora of other miscellaneous information. They were details he wouldn't have known if he hadn't investigated. The more information he gathered, the clearer it became how he should move.
'The most important information is on Bansook and Totojen...'
Perhaps out of pride, neither were readily talking. Bansook, in particular, was so pale and could barely speak properly as if something had happened.
'By the looks of it, he seems close to death.'
Angsho recalled the babbling Bansook, sinking deeper into his chair.
'Well, there's no need to hear it from them when there are plenty of other mouths.'
With that thought, Angsho briefly summarized the content written in the documents.
The slave named Lian was extremely protective of his sister, and he was more powerful than expected. It seemed his harmless appearance might be an act, considering he visited the room of a slave who had challenged him with a knife and demonstrated his power.
'It would be easier to target his sister.'
Lian was strong and quick to assess situations. How could one easily subdue such a slave?
Simple. If one has a knife that can penetrate someone's defenses—like a beloved lover or family member...
Luckily, Lian had one such sharp knife by his side.
'Hmm, this is a dilemma. Whichever side I approach, it seems like it would be fun.'
It was enjoyable to think of a strong, fearless individual being forced to hurt his one precious sister or to watch a slave, who continuously strived for his brother, betray him and descend into despair.
'Targeting the sister seems fun, but it looks too easy to be enjoyable.'
Compared to Lian, Iris seemed to be mentally shattered, barely able to speak properly and always following her brother. If Angsho put his mind to it, he could manipulate her within a week to stab her brother with a knife.
On the other hand, Lian appeared to be more challenging to target than any other slave he had encountered.
After all, old hands are known for seeking out hardship.
Above all, to mend his bruised pride, Angsho had no choice but to target Lian. He decided to give up on Iris and focus on Lian.
'The stage, yes... I need a stage.'
He closed his eyes, envisioning the big picture in his head.
"Good."
Having made his decision, it was time to act. He immediately requested information on Lian from those who served Bansook and Totojen and were affiliated with the arena.
Since both Bansook and Totojen either kept their closest aides by their side or none at all when with Lian, information was scarce. The little he could gather was that either they were terrified or that the floor was smeared with blood.
Naturally, Angsho assumed that the blood spilled on the floor belonged to Bansook or Totojen. The strong Lian must have attacked them, and out of shame, they treated their wounds with potions and hid all evidence.
That was the only conclusion he could draw.
It was inconceivable that Bansook and Totojen had attacked Lian and that they had been shocked by the amount of blood he had lost.
..Though that inconceivable scenario was the reality, there was no way for Angsho to know this.
"What approach should I cook up?"
Countless methods floated around his head before being dismissed. Among the remaining plans, he identified the ones that seemed viable.
"First off... I'll need to find a female slave."
***
"Hello?"
"...?"
A slave whom Iris had never seen before approached her and Lian during their walk and greeted them. The slave looked at Lian with trembling eyes and then smiled slyly.
"Ah, hello."
Her voice was slightly shaky but not to a concerning degree.
"Hello."
Lian casually greeted her back. There was no need to be hostile. The female slave turned to Iris and said with a broad smile,
"I've seen you passing by a few times and thought you were so cute that I wanted to be friends. Would it be okay if we said hello from now on?"
"Ahaha, my kid's pretty cute, right?"
Lian responded like a father hearing compliments about his daughter, grinning foolishly and nodding. His handsome face made it look like he was smiling shyly.
The female slave, who had been tense at the sight of Lian, blushed and stared intently at his smile. Iris's brow furrowed.
"Brother... Let's go."
"Hm?"
"I, need the bathroom."
"Huh? Really? Okay, let's hurry back to the room."
Startled by Iris's words, Lian turned around quickly. The female slave called out in a flustered voice.
"Ah, um...! Your answer?"
"Brother, I'm urgent."
"Ah! Sor, sorry. I'll, give you an answer next time..!"
Lian scooped up Iris and dashed away to their room.
The small incident, which had seemed like a trivial happening, was merely the beginning.
"Hello, Iris? I bought too much this time, do you want some of this? I can't finish it all."
"Good morning, Iris."
"You're cute today too!"
Those who usually didn't bother with Iris were now approaching her with affectionate greetings. Frankly, Iris had no interest in whether other slaves badmouthed or praised her.
"Gosh, why give me all this? Thank you, I'll enjoy it."
"Good morning, haha."
"Thanks for the compliment. My kid's got a cuteness of her own, right?"
The problem was that these inconsequential people were blushing at the sight of her brother. Her kind brother could not easily push away those who approached.
Because of that, many who didn't know their place crowded around. As the frequency of their eyes shifting from Iris to Lian increased, Iris's emotions became very... clouded.
After the women left and they were alone in the room, Iris suddenly spoke.
"Brother, I don't like it."
"...?!?!"
At Iris's words, Lian collapsed to the floor like the heroine of a tragedy. He then flailed his arms helplessly, babbling like a malfunctioning robot.
"Wh, why? Did, did brother do something wro, wrong?"
Iris pouted her lips in response, causing her plump cheeks to twitch. Lian almost laughed at the cute, incongruous moment.
"I don't like girls."
"Huh?"
"The girls... who come every day."
Only then did Lian realize what Iris was referring to.
"Ah -.. The other people who come every day?"
"Yeah."
"Why don't you like them?"
"I just don't."
Iris could not articulate why she was displeased, simply saying she didn't like it while rolling her eyes to gauge Lian's reaction.
'What if he starts disliking me because of it...?'
Iris genuinely worried that if Lian preferred the female slaves over her, he might come to dislike her. It seemed like an absurd thought, but it was a genuine concern for her.
As her small anxiety grew uncontrollably, Lian naturally said,
"Got it. If it makes Iris uncomfortable, I'll ask them not to visit."
"…!"
Iris's eyes widened, and she quickly snuggled into his embrace. She loved him so, so much.
...That's how Angsho's first plan failed all too easily.
"Crunch, then I'll have to execute the next plan."
Angsho's pride was deeply wounded by the fact that he hadn't even passed the first stage of his prepared plan. He pulled out a bolder plan he had set aside.
The next day, Lian ended up taking the elevator by a rodent's guidance. Assuming he was either meeting the previous guest or a new one, the place Lian arrived at was...
"Here, this will be where you'll stay from today."
"...Excuse me?"
It was a new floor, several levels above the one where he and Iris had been living. Iris and Lian were torn apart.
Chapter 63
Chapter 63 - Iris Stands Alone
"Uh..?"
Lian truly, absolutely hadn't imagined that something like this would happen.
"Why, why just me...?"
To Lian's puzzled question, the rodent creature spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
"It's because you're stronger than your sister."
"Then... I want to go back down."
"That's not allowed. It's the rule."
"Then bring Iris up here -..."
"That's not allowed either."
Thud!
Lian collapsed in the face of this unexpected and desperate situation.
'What, what do I do now?'
Angsho had separated Lian and Iris merely to make his work easier. He hadn't anticipated it would cause a mental breakdown.
Just as Lian was thrown into a panic, so too was Iris.
'He isn't coming...'
The sun set, and the time for Lian's return passed, yet he did not come back. Iris sat in front of the door, staring at it and counting the days.
The next day, by pleading with the rodent creature, Lian managed to visit Iris's floor for a very brief moment.
"...! Brother!"
Like a dog greeting its owner after a long absence, Iris ran to him and embraced him. Lian stroked her hair and repeatedly apologized.
"Why, yesterday..?"
Iris asked with an anxious voice.
"Sorry, Iris, the truth is -.."
No matter how much he wanted to be with her, as long as the rules of the arena existed, they could not be together. Lian explained this to her, step by step.
"We can't be together...?"
"Don't worry, I'll figure something out."
Lian recalled the frail old man, the tender-hearted zombie, and the kind Angsho.
'Considering they're called 'important guests,' they must have the power to interfere with the arena.'
Lian thought he should ask Angsho, who seemed the most likely to be able to communicate with him. As he was organizing his thoughts, Iris clutched her clothes tightly enough to wrinkle them and said,
"I'll be alone? Without brother?"
"We'll be able to see each other soon. You have to eat well, brush your teeth, and go to bed until we can see each other again, okay?"
As if they were truly parting, Iris clutched desperately at Lian's clothes.
"Don't, sob, don't go."
"Uh, oh... Iris, that's..."
"Don't, sob... don't go!"
For the first time, Iris resisted Lian's will. Holding onto his clothes, she let pear-like tears fall, refusing to let go of his embrace.
"I don't want to go either!"
"…!"
As Lian began to cry rivers, Iris stopped her tears and looked up at him with wide eyes.
He always smiled for her, and now he was sobbing, seemingly in deep sorrow.
Like a child startled by a parent's tears, Iris froze at the sight of Lian's tears. She hugged him tightly, then in a mumbling voice said,
"I’ll be okay alone."
"Really? Are you sure you'll be okay?"
"Yes, brother said he'd come. Soon."
Iris held Lian's clothes tightly as she looked up at him.
"Promise...?"
"I promise."
Lian extended his pinkie, and Iris hooked hers around it, just like he had taught her when making a promise. It was such a simple gesture, but it reassured Iris.
"You have to come back quickly."
"I will, I promise I'll come back really soon!"
After Lian cleaned Iris's face and fed her, he departed.
Thump.
Iris was alone once more.
"..."
She felt the magnitude of Lian's absence.
***
One day, two days... a week, and then a month.
"Damn it, damn it...!"
Angsho, who usually kept himself pristine, was now a mess, frantically running his hands through his hair.
"Why, why doesn't anything work?"
He had tried luring Lian with a beautiful woman, befriending him with a hearty man, and even staged a grand event where he bravely kept his loyalty in a dangerous situation.
But it all failed. Without exception.
"What is the problem..?"
Everyone who approached Lian came back pale-faced, having nearly lost their minds. They all refused to stay by his side, even if it meant their death.
It was only natural for the usually confident Angsho's expression to crumple.
"I can't believe this. How can I, I... fail to bring down a mere slave?"
Angsho had a past. He was born as the eldest son of a noble house, lived as a scoundrel, and was pushed aside by a bastard. In any case, he had a past filled with inferiority, and he was quenching that thirst through slaves.
For him, Lian was a reminder of that haunting past. As time passed, Angsho's mind became more wasted.
Meanwhile, Lian came with a bright expression, asking to see his sister as if nothing Angsho had done bothered him.
It was as if he was mocking him; Angsho felt curses rising to his throat. A few days ago, Lian had asked, "You look very pale. Have you had some trouble recently?"
It felt like a taunt to Angsho who had been indulging in petty tricks—a sign that he was at his limit.
"Huh... That sister of his wants to see him, right?"
Angsho, worn out, stood up and walked towards the terrace.
"Wowwwww!"
"She has claimed victory once again!"
"Wooooo!"
Below the beast-like cheers, a girl with white hair swung her sword lightly, shaking off splashes of blood. It was Iris, who had been separated from Lian for being 'weak' and was now frantically competing in the arena at the behest of the rodent creature.
That brother's sister.
Iris was becoming as natural at fighting as breathing.
"If she wants to see him, I should make it happen..."
Angsho smirked evilly, his eyes flashing. He left the terrace, cleaned himself up properly, and ordered a maid to fetch Lian.
Before long, Lian arrived at Angsho's residence. Angsho approached Lian with a brighter smile than ever.
"Lian! I have finally found a way!"
"A way? What way?"
Bursting into the room, Lian looked at Angsho with wide, hopeful eyes.
"A way for you to stay with your sister! I've finally found it."
"Really? What is it?"
Lian's eyes sparkled as he gazed at Angsho. Angsho's expression twisted slightly as he hesitated.
"Well, I've found a way, but..."
"Just tell me. I'll do whatever it takes!"
Lian's voice was urgent, betraying his anxiety. Angsho inwardly laughed wickedly.
"...There's a competition that takes place every few months, and if you win, the higher-ups will grant almost any request. You just need to win one match, but it's such a dangerous competition that..."
"I don't care! When is it?"
Angsho spoke with feigned concern.
"Why not wait a little longer? It seems Iris will be moved up soon..."
"If there's a way to see her now, I have to take it! Besides... I promised her I'd solve this quickly and meet her."
Angsho, as if resigned, replied.
"The competition is scheduled for two days from now; I already mentioned your name just in case. It's not a tournament, so you only need to win that one match. Remember, it's quite a difficult match, so feel free to give up if you want."
"Thank you, Angsho!"
Despite Lian's failure to attach the respectful 'Mr.' to his name, Angsho wasn't upset. It was not Angsho's preferred method to conclude his ploys, but he was willing to resort to dirty tactics if it meant getting rid of the persistent thorn in his side, Lian.
'I wonder what expression you'll be wearing that day?'
***
"In two days, at the scheduled competition, if you win, you'll be able to move to the floor you've been wanting."
"...! Really?"
"Yes."
Iris bit her lip, looking down.
Finally... finally... finally!
For Iris, who felt like that one month was a hellish eternity, the rodent creature's words tasted like sweet rain in the middle of a desert.
'I must win.'
And then she would see Lian. If that happened...
What are you going to do once you see Lian?
After all, he left you because he doesn't need you anymore.
Even if you meet him again, he'll just get upset, won't he?
Who would like someone as bothersome as you?
Don't you know how dreadful you are?
These words, threatening to take over her mind, would have to fade away. The cold blanket, the food that tasted of nothing—all of it, every single thing, would return to where it belonged.
"Lian..."
Iris whispered his name more desperately than ever.
As the days both Lian and Iris eagerly awaited passed, the day of the competition arrived.
Swoosh...
A red poisonous mist that confused the opponent's sight and made everyone around seem like enemies filled the arena.
Chapter 64
Chapter 64 - Even in the World of Gags, There Are Those You Wish to Kill
A special match.
This match was a stage prepared only for a select few. The arena wasn't devoid of spectators, but a protective barrier made it difficult to see the action. Most of the audience took this time as a break and vacated their seats.
"This is something... I never imagined."
"I imagined it, but didn't know how to set the stage."
Angsho sneered at Totojen's powerless words.
"Yes, that seems to be the case..."
Totojen stared vacantly at the arena.
"It's a pity Bansook isn't here to see this."
"Why would you recall such a stupidly dead man? Don't ruin the taste of this entertaining stage with such distasteful talk."
Totojen nodded in agreement. Bansook, who had been mentally broken and acting powerlessly like an old man of his age after being subjected to terrible torture and brainwashing by Lian, was eventually butchered by a servant who had been his right-hand man. One night, the servant, apparently having come to his senses after seeing Bansook's dumbstruck state, cruelly slaughtered him and fled.
There was no more shameful death than being killed by one's own slave. Angsho detested even mentioning the foolish Bansook. He was embarrassed by their past when they were known as 'brothers.'
"This is the difference. The difference between that idiot and me. I have created the ultimate stage, while he stupidly lost and died."
Angsho's expression was more venomous than ever as he scorned the deceased Bansook.
"Now, let's watch the stage leisurely."
"Yes. That would be best."
Totojen's voice, which seemed to have aged rapidly because of Lian, regained its vitality.
And so, the match began.
***
"What is this?"
[ Hmm? This mist is undoubtedly Rediaholsun. ]
'Rediaholsun? What's that?'
As I questioned inwardly, the Demon Sword immediately replied.
[ It's one of the common toxic mists in the demon world. If you breathe it in, you'll perceive everyone around you as an enemy, even if they are an ally. ]
'That’s incredibly dangerous. But why is it here? We're already each other's enemies. There are no allies.'
[ Indeed. ]
'Is there no other function?'
[ Well, it has a slight exciting effect? It causes a state of arousal, making you rush towards your opponent. ]
'So that's what it is.'
[ It's also excellent for obscuring vision. ]
'You're right. I can’t see anything in front of me.'
While conversing with the Demon Sword, I stepped out, my sword hanging loosely. Something the size of a fist flew above my head, swaying. It seemed to be something like a camera.
I was warned not to break it since it was incredibly expensive. There were several layers of protective magic on it, but my sword was so powerful that I had been warned several times.
"Let's cut down whatever enemy there is and enter."
Muttering to myself, the Demon Sword vibrated. My hand shook naturally.
[ No! Don't go into the stage, I mean, the match so quickly! You can't! You mustn't! Let me shout at least three skill names, and lines too..! ]
The Demon Sword, which had abruptly discarded its solemn image and became like a child throwing a tantrum on the floor, was laid beneath my gaze.
"Ah, alright. I'll let you."
[ Three skill names, and shouting lines too...? ]
"That's all you, right?"
[ Of course! ]
When I agreed as if I'd comply, the Demon Sword floated up. I became someone holding a sword straight.
"Okay, calm down a bit."
With those words, the Demon Sword relaxed. It seemed pleased, vibrating softly.
'It's been a long time since you were in a match.'
The Demon Sword had been complaining [What's the use of blood if I can’t use it!], indicating how long it had been since it had been in a match.
'Let's be careful not to make any mistakes.'
That thought in mind, I headed towards the center of the arena.
Kwoong, kung, kwooung!
As the sound of my heartbeat gradually quickened, as if the effects of excitement were true, I blinked slowly, feeling like I had overdosed on caffeine.
In the distance, I could sense something approaching.
[ Now, hand over the control, partner! ]
I immediately gave control to the excited Demon Sword, and my body automatically took a stance. The position was different from when I had grown tired of the spear or when I had destroyed the training ground. The sword in my hand was a longsword.
[ Krhhrhr, I have arrived! ]
It was funny to see the Demon Sword blurt out whatever came to mind in its excitement, despite having planned to say this line or that one. I considered pointing it out but decided to just let it play.
[ So, who is the enemy! Come out and face Gargandoa's -... ]
Chang!
Before he could finish speaking, a flash of light appeared before my eyes. Suddenly, my body turned, and the Demon Sword blocked a sharp attack.
Chang, chang -
In the swift exchange of blows, Lian caught a glimpse of his opponent's face.
"What the hell.."
The face, with a half-shaven beard, caterpillar-like eyebrows, buttonhole eyes, and 3 cm long eyelashes attached to them, thick red lips smeared with lipstick.
The gold hair, which was likely a wig, a square chin, and a round body that would make Ottugi cry seemed like brothers.
The crowning touch was the brown coat reaching down to the knees and the bristly hair on the exposed legs.
A string of curses rose to my throat.
'Why the hell is that crazy crossdresser here!?'
Crossdresser Man.
The person before me was a pervert who used to show up regularly when I was in high school. Though my school was co-ed, his targets were always male.
Bodies of the opposite sex are mosaic-censored, but not those of the same sex. What does that say?
'I thought I would definitely slice that bastard up.'
Memories of yelling "My eyes!" flashed through my mind. The thing he was holding with a creepy laugh was a long purple eggplant.
I lost my reason at that moment.
'Gargandoa, kill that bastard quickly!'
[ What? But... isn't that a ▉▉? Are you sure? ]
'What did you say?'
[ Is it okay if it's a ▉▉? ]
'I can't hear the first part clearly?'
Chaeang -, changjang.
Though the swords were clashing too fast to be seen, I was able to continue the conversation calmly since the Demon Sword was the one moving.
[ Ah, is it mental interference? Must be because of the Rediaholsun. Wait, you shouldn't be affected by just Rediaholsun? Something's off. ]
The Demon Sword mumbled to itself and then told me to wait. Around it, blood-red light began to swirl. The red light spread from the sword handle to my hand and soon encompassed my entire body.
"Uh?"
At the same time, the pervert in front of me transformed.
"Iris?"
[ Yes, that's your sister in front. I was asking if it's okay to kill her. ]
"Wow, that's not good! Don't kill her, no matter what!"
[ Well, that's easy enough. ]
If it was the Demon Sword that had just fallen here, it might not know, but having consumed the blood of hundreds, thousands daily, it was a simple task for the Demon Sword to subdue Iris.
***
Iris realized that her body felt heavier than usual. She thought the thick mist around her might have influenced her, but it wasn't just the mist.
Iris had taken up a sword for Lian, and her lineage as a hero reacted, allowing her to harness a vast amount of holy power. But now, her sword was pointed at Lian.
Even if she wasn't aware of it, the holy power that had surged to protect the one she wanted to guard failed to serve its purpose the moment she extended her sword towards him.
That's why she was utterly beguiled by the mist.
"Huff, hrr..."
Iris roughened her breathing as she glared at the person in front of her.
A man in a plain shirt, with leather armor over his heart, knee-high boots, and roomy pants, was holding a longsword, grinning wickedly.
...He was a merchant from a slave shop where she had briefly stayed in the past.
He unleashed cruel violence on the slaves. He didn't stop punching and kicking until his anger was satisfied. The slave merchant didn't stop there.
He dragged out children who seemed to be friends and tormented them in front of each other. He asked if they would take the beating for their friend, and if they agreed, he beat them until they were nearly dead.
The only reason he got away with damaging his 'products' so much was that he was the second son of a huge trading company, and the dying slaves were kept alive with cheap potions.
Later, when other slave merchants took care of the slaves, the effects of the potions wore off, and the slaves died in droves. Since the responsible slave merchant had to compensate for all of it, the reckless slave merchant rarely had to pay.
Iris had not been there long, but she vividly remembered those terrible days. The first 'friend' she could call hers had died at that man's hands.
If her reason had been functioning correctly, she would have realized that the 'dead man' could not possibly appear before her. However, Iris's reason was more than half paralyzed by the toxic mist.
An unusual heat filled her head, and her breathing became harsh. Her eyes, bloodshot and red, fixated on the man's sword.
"I'm going to kill you..."
Chapter 65
Chapter 65 - A Feint of Death
The moment my heart was pierced, I had an intuition.
Swords entwined in dozens of exchanges in midair before separating. Iris stepped back, biting her lip until it bled.
'She's no match for me.'
The disparity in our skills was palpably clear. But I couldn't give up.
"Hraaaaah!"
Iris shouted out her fighting spirit as she swung her sword. The wildly swung blade cut only empty air as the man's form vanished like a mirage.
"Cough...!"
Feeling something strike her back, Iris found herself tumbling to the ground.
"Guh..."
Before she knew it, the man had mounted her, pressing her back down with his knee. Iris gritted her teeth, struggling to rise.
***
"...Can't we just end it here?"
Looking down at Iris writhing on the ground, I let out a small sigh. At the same moment, a voice came from the spherical camera floating around me.
[The match only ends when one party dies!]
[If you plan to end it, pierce the heart or slice the throat!]
The overly excited voice was familiar—it was the announcer's.
[If you don't take the opponent's life, a powerful magical beast will be released every 5 minutes!]
[We recommend finishing the match quickly!]
As the voice continued to urge me to kill Iris, I was considering it when the Demon Sword's voice reached me.
[Tsk tsk, their intention was this all along.]
"Huh?"
[They want you to kill your own sister with your hands while you're distracted by the Rediaholsun. That's what they desire.]
'How do you know that?'
[The thoughts of such perverted people are pretty obvious.]
As I listened to the Demon Sword's smug voice, the bloodstained history of the Demon Sword came to mind.
'A pervert recognizes another pervert, I suppose.'
Thanks to shutting off that line of thought, the Demon Sword did not go on a rampage.
[What will you do, partner? Are you going to kill her?]
'No, I have no intention of killing her.'
[Hmmm... They seem intent on not ending the match until one kills the other. How about we just destroy the arena and escape? Once outside, you'll face even stronger enemies... hehe.]
'That's difficult. You see this collar around my neck? If I go too far with it on, it explodes.'
[But you can recover from that.]
'Iris can't.'
[Grrrr... I didn't think of that.]
While we were having this calm exchange...
Whoosh!
Iris, who had been down, suddenly brandished her sword in a reverse grip and swung it. My body instinctively leaped back, and Iris sprang to her feet.
[What is the identity of that one? How can holy power flow through a human body? It's incomprehensible. Because of the holy power, my strength dissipates when I get near her body.]
'Indeed...'
Given that Iris was the last hope for humanity, the last hero, the only one of the hero's lineage, it wasn't surprising.
'Is it possible to subdue her?'
[It's possible, but...]
Clang, churr.
While conversing with the Demon Sword, 5 minutes had passed, and one of the arena's gates opened.
Grrrr.
The low growl of a beast echoed, but the dense toxic mist made it impossible to tell where it was coming from. I could only sense it by sound.
Iris, too, startled by the sudden unfamiliar noise, turned her head toward its source.
[This is getting bothersome.]
'What do you see?'
[By the feel of it... one of the most dangerous beasts from the demon world, a Crea.]
'Crea?'
As I asked, a large silhouette loomed through the mist.
"Uh? That's..."
As I let out a short exclamation...
"Kieeeeeeek!"
A creature that looked like a dinosaur from the many I had seen roared. Could it be that there were dinosaur-like monsters even in the demon world?
[What is that?!]
Guess not.
Kwoong! Kung!
The monster began charging with a force that shook the ground. I braced myself to swing my sword, but the creature swerved and darted toward Iris.
"Uh-oh? It shouldn't go that way! Gargandoa, kill it quickly!"
[Yes, yes!]
Startled, Gargandoa swung the sword without any fancy lines. As the mist whirled, a blood-red sword strike flew out and... missed, slicing through empty air as the monster dodged by dropping low to the ground.
"What is that?!"
[What is that?!]
Gargandoa's and my voices overlapped.
"Kieeeek!"
The monster roared again, opening its massive maw to lunge at Iris, who seemed to be its sole target. There was an air of madness in its pursuit.
Kwaang!
The monster's huge jaws viciously snapped at Iris, just missing her. Iris, not one to be easily victimized, stepped back and swung her sword.
The beast was sliced and blood spurted out, but it stopped almost immediately.
'This seems to be because of me...'
The appearance of the beast, the blood flow stopping, it all resembled the monster that used to appear alongside giant robots in the world of gags.
'Why all of a sudden?'
The gag filter had been applied in various ways before, but it had never threatened anyone around me until now.
'Is it because Iris is attacking me?'
The exact mechanism was frustratingly elusive. I couldn't just stand by, so I swung the Demon Sword vertically.
A long cut appeared on the monster's body.
"Ki...eek..."
The monster let out a short scream and then...
Kwaang!
It exploded and vanished. I watched the still mist, certain it was a result of the gag filter.
Normally, such an explosion would have cleared the nearby mist like a gusty wind. The fact it hadn't meant the explosion was the monster's exit impact.
Clang, churr. Clang, churr.
While I was dealing with the monster, time passed, and more gates opened. This time, two sounds came simultaneously.
"Kieeeek!" "Kieeek?!"
The newcomers were yellow and pink monsters. Like the first one, they charged towards Iris.
[What on earth is happening?!]
Gargandoa shrieked in the impossible situation. I bit my lip and said.
"Gargandoa, let's kill those two as quickly as possible."
[I was planning on it!]
I gave control to Gargandoa while watching Iris, who stood at a distance, sword in hand. She seemed to have backed away, perhaps fearing another explosion.
'This won't do. I need to end the match quickly. To do that...'
One of us had to die.
Normally such a narrative would lead to a tragic and painful development. But here, residents with infinite regeneration from gag wounds existed!
'Okay, I'll get stabbed by Iris as quickly as possible and fake my death.'
If I did that, both Iris and I could safely escape the arena.
'So first, I need to...'
Sshwack -.
"Ke...hek?" "Kiiit?"
The giant monsters were once again split in half.
Kwaang! Kwaang!
They vanished with a massive explosion.
'I have 2 minutes.'
I had to fake being killed by Iris within 2 minutes.
I rushed forward, speaking to Gargandoa.
'Gargandoa, we need to end this fight quickly.'
[...! I should have been the one to say such a cool line! So even you, partner, desire to say lines! I came here to end this fight... I will end this fight...]
While Gargandoa muttered, I continued.
'Since I won’t actually die, I'm planning to fake it after Iris stabs me. Can you keep up with the act?'
[Well, I wasn't too pleased with this stage... I mean, match anyway, so let's do that... But can I drink the blood that flows out?]
'Yes, but don't make it too obvious.'
[Understood!]
As Gargandoa eagerly agreed, my body started running towards Iris. Iris, who had been looking at where the monster disappeared, noticed my approach and turned her head sharply, her eyes flashing.
"Hooo, hrr... Die!"
I wondered what she saw in me to be so angry, then I remembered the existence of the crossdressing man and involuntarily nodded my head.
'If she saw something like that, her reaction makes sense.'
Chang! Kkik..!
The sound of swords clashing rang out like a scream. Gargandoa and Iris's blades struck each other repeatedly.
[It seems we need to end this quickly. Her sword will break soon.]
'What? Really?'
[Of course, it keeps clashing with a great sword like me. It can't be helped!]
Gargandoa then spoke in a serious tone.
[I'm going to create an opening for you to get stabbed... Where should she stab? The stomach?]
'No, have her stab the heart. What if she stabs the stomach and I'm not counted as dead?'
[... Hey partner, you won't... die from a stab to the heart?]
'Usually not.'
[....]
Gargandoa fell silent for a moment.
[Then I'll trust that word.]
With that, Gargandoa slightly relaxed the force with which he was deflecting Iris's sword.
Chaeang!
The sword was knocked up from below, exposing an open space in my upper body. Iris's eyes glinted as she thrust her sword towards my heart.
"Haahaaat!"
The voice that was usually cute now emitted a rough sound as the sword tip pierced my heart.
"Kuhuk...!"
As my heart was impaled, I had an intuition.
'Uh? Am I actually going to die?'
My vision blurred to black.
Chapter 66
Chapter 66 - Between Life and Death
{ Ah, to die like this is truly pathetic. }
I sighed as I watched the pixelated words float before my eyes.
'I must be really dead.'
I looked around me. The space was vast, seemingly endless, and entirely white. The ground felt as soft as clouds.
I knew this place well.
'It's like the afterlife.'
"The afterlife? More like heaven!"
The being that had heard my thoughts and reacted with a meow was, well, something like a... god?
"You're being too harsh, meow!"
I looked up from where I lay to see the meowing deity. She was a woman with long black hair, dressed in a short maid's outfit, complete with oversized cat paw gloves. Cat ears the same color as her hair perked up on her head. A harness adorned her thigh, with items like a dagger or a gun—probably BB guns or rubber knives—attached to the outside.
"So—I'm dead again?"
"You could say that, or maybe not, meow!"
"What does that mean?"
"Simply put, I'm going to resurrect you, meow!"
"Can you please stop saying 'meow'?"
"No can do! Meow!"
I felt the urge to punch as she winked and flailed her huge cat paw in the air. Why did this deity make me feel so violent every time I saw her?
"Hehe, have you fallen for me, meow? Sorry, but forming a bond with a deity is quite difficult, meow! A hidden heroine, perhaps?"
Her tone, attire, and actions made it clear. The deity before me was the real deal.
'If that's a god, it's the end of days, the end of days indeed.'
I sighed, remembering the first time I encountered this person.
"Hmm, it seems you have many questions!"
"I didn't ask anything?"
"You must be curious how you suddenly became the villain in 'Possessed by a Dreadful Villain'!"
"You could've said that without a meow!"
"Oops, meow!"
She blinked, surprised, then twisted her body and winked, which made me want to punch her again. I didn't because this deity seemed like the type who might enjoy it too much.
"Look into the abyss, and the abyss also looks into you."
I didn't want to confront a deity like the abyss.
"Just say what you want to say."
Since she'd likely ignore anything I said and just do as she pleased, I gestured for her to continue, and the 'deity' chuckled while digging into the pocket of her maid apron.
Despite the pocket's small size, her large cat paw glove slipped right in.
Pop.
It sounded like uncorking a bottle as she pulled a round object, the size of a grown man's head, from the pocket. It looked squishy, like slime, and I tilted my head in curiosity.
"Tada—This is... no, this little one is the deity of the world you possessed! Meow!"
"Ah..?"
A cry like that of a child resonated from the white blob, and clear liquid dripped from it—presumably, tears.
"Meow! That's disgusting, meow!"
"Ugh!"
The deity tossed the round thing onto the floor as if it were a ball. The other... deity from a different world? slumped onto the ground, sobbing.
"Waaah, waaah..."
"This little one kidnapped you because it wanted to save its world, meow!"
"Abducted..?"
As I responded with a blank face, the blob that had been flattened on the floor quivered and then slowly raised itself up, or rather, rolled up.
"Sniff... hello?"
Eyes like chocolate drops were affixed to the white blob, with a tiny bird's beak attached. A creature resembling a giant baby bird cautiously greeted me.
"Uh... hi..."
When I reluctantly returned the greeting, the baby bird creature stood upright. Its legs were as thin and short as chopsticks but it was definitely standing.
Tip, tip, tip.
The baby bird approached me and peered around. Ignoring the stuffed creature, I addressed the deity who was now busy playing a game on her phone.
"So what does this mean for me being abducted?"
"The little one's world was collapsing and being invaded by external forces, meow. It was losing the battle and sought help everywhere, meow. But no one would help, so it forcibly kidnapped a being from another dimension! And that being is you, meow!"
The deity showed me her game screen which displayed "VICTORY." She was obviously bragging.
"If it had been someone else, they wouldn't have been kidnapped... but you, having already crossed dimensions once, were snatched away just like that, meow!"
"But... I don't see how me going there would stop the apocalypse? Why me..?"
"I have seen it. A being from another dimension that saves countless worlds!"
The baby bird spoke with grave solemnity, but it sounded comical with its childish voice.
"Jumping dimensions, reincarnation, possession... It's all because it read those kinds of novels, meow."
The deity went back to her phone, fingers flying—probably playing a rhythm game. The baby bird glistened its eyes at me expectantly.
"Moreover, you have experience with dimension travel and reincarnation! You will definitely be able to stop the world's destruction and eradicate the external forces!"
The baby bird fluttered its wings, which were laughably small compared to its body.
"I'm counting on you for the future... Glurk!"
Before the baby bird could finish, the deity had stomped it underfoot.
"You kidnap someone else's child and that's what you say, meow?"
"Please, save -..."
I was surprised by the spectacle.
'She does show anger, after all?'
Just as my approval rating for the deity was about to rise...
"If you don't pay for what you've taken, that's theft, meow! And instead of pleading for life, the rule here is to say 'Thank you for the reward!' meow!"
And the approval rating plummeted back to negative.
"So what happens to me now?"
My question was answered by the deity.
"You can choose whatever you want, meow. If you want to go back now, you can, or you can stay there as long as you like, meow. If you cross over to that world, you can live until a natural death, meow. If you die there, you'll return to this world and I’ll put you back in your original body, meow! Ah, you can return to your original world right now, but then the 'Lian' over there will remain dead, meow!"
"..."
"What will you do, meow?"
"Please, please save our world -... Glurk!"
"Be quiet, meow!"
I ignored the utterly unserious deities and sank into thought.
'Going back... is the right choice.'
Why had I been kind to Iris and the kids? It was all for survival.
I had wanted to find a way back to my original world if possible.
Saying I wanted to return would mean escaping the threat and going home, but...
'Noah, Jess, Iris -...'
The image of the children smiling in a cruel world held me back.
'The destruction was said to be in progress, clearly.'
It was likely that events wouldn't follow the story I knew. In other words, the children could die at any moment.
"Um... can't you bring the kids from that world here?"
"That's impossible, meow!"
Her decisive reply left me feeling awkward. After a moment's thought, I asked another question.
"So what if I die over there like I did this time?"
"You'll probably come back here, meow? And then you'll be resurrected again, meow!"
"Hmm... Does that mean I'll never die?"
"Unless something special happens, you probably won't die, meow. It was only because you were pierced through the heart by a peculiar one, meow!"
"Peculiar? You mean Iris?"
"That's right, meow. A power that opposes gods? She has something like that, meow. That's what broke through my power, meow!"
Power?
As I was puzzled, the deity quickly explained.
"This one caused a glitch in the world by kidnapping you on a whim, meow. To fix it, a part of my power was needed, and since it coincided with a surplus of causality -...ah, no, I lent it because I was worried about you being kidnapped, meow!"
"What kind of power are you talking about?"
Power! The word suggested some great ability, and my eyes lit up. Then the deity rolled her eyes and said.
"The ability to apply the laws of this place, meow!"
"Laws?"
"If you put it in your terms, 'gag filter'? That's the power, meow!"
"That is...?"
"With that power, you can survive any stabbing and revive, and escape any danger, meow! If something threatening approaches you, the power activates to remove the danger, meow! Where else could you find such a cheat-like power?"
It sounded like a pretty good power upon hearing it. As I nodded, the deity let out a snort and then exclaimed "Oops!"
"Now it's time for 'Love is a Cat's Meow at the Family Burger Joint -Am I the cat of a family burger place? Impossible! Or is it?-’, meow!"
After rattling off a dizzying title, the deity dashed off and summoned something. A large TV appeared.
Chapter 67
Chapter 67 - Return to Brother's Side
Ugh.
A black circle formed next to me as I groaned.
"If you wish to return to that strange world, enter that circle, meow. If you want to go home, come to my side and we'll watch 'Love is a Cat's Meow at the Family Burger Joint -Am I the family burger place's cat? Impossible! Or is it not?-', meow! Once it's over, I’ll send you home, meow!"
Even though I wanted to go back for the children, the thought of returning to the arena filled me after hearing her words.
'How can I watch such a dreadful thing?'
With that thought, I turned toward the circle.
"Wait, wait! Take this!"
The baby bird, which had been deflated like a punctured balloon, hurried towards me with something in hand. It was a glinting white gem.
Just as I reached to accept it, the baby bird tapped the gem against the back of my hand.
Flash!
A brief sparkle, and a geometric pattern was etched into the back of my left hand.
"With this, you can communicate with me and receive help from the temple!"
The baby bird continued in an urgent voice. Wondering why it was acting like this, I looked at it. The bird was pushing me toward the circle with its wings, as if reaching out with its little arms.
"The flow of time in the divine realm is different from the human world! Quite some time might have already passed in my world! Hurry back!"
"Eh?! Really?"
As I was taken aback, the deity watching TV chimed in.
"Ah, I forgot to explain. That's right, meow. Of course, when you decide to go home, I can adjust the timeline for you, meow. I’m not some fallen deity like others, meow."
The baby bird flopped onto the ground, crying a river of tears. I brushed off the thought 'Is this... a deity from a dark fantasy world?' and stepped into the black circle.
"Kyaaaak! Her brother's friend's relative was actually her own family?! That's basically family!"
With the deity's strange cry behind me, darkness enveloped my vision.
***
"Ugh... where is this?"
The first thing I sensed was the smell of rot and a fishy stench, pungent enough to paralyze my nose. I tried to rise, wrinkling my brow at the odour, when suddenly—
Squash!
"Umm?"
Something embraced me tightly, so tight it was hard to breathe. Confused by what was happening, I blinked slowly, trying to see what was holding me.
My vision was blurry, and I couldn’t make out what was embracing me.
I reflexively rubbed my eyes, feeling crumb-like particles under my fingertips. Thinking it was sleep in my eyes, I scrubbed and my vision cleared.
Wondering what could have obscured my vision so, I looked at my hand to see it covered in dried blood.
"What?"
Confusion took over as I gazed dumbly at my hand, then I turned to look at what was hugging me. Flashes of white—no, fiery red hair entered my field of vision.
'That's too big to be Jess... More like...'
"Ah... Iris?"
"…!"
The moment I murmured softly, the person burying their face in my chest jerked their head up to look at me.
"Uh, uh... Iris?"
It was indeed Iris holding me, covered in blood.
"Hic..."
"Gasps! Iris, what happened? Who did this to our Iris—"
"Hic, waaahh!"
Tears pooled in Iris's eyes like beads before pouring down her cheeks. I embraced her, conjuring countless mental hooks in my mind.
'Why is Iris crying covered in blood... What the hell happened?'
Stunned, my mind was unable to process my tangled thoughts. I just patted Iris's back, overwhelmed by the chaos.
After what felt like an eternity, as I was worrying she might become dehydrated from crying so much, I looked around.
'Oh, this place. The corpse disposal site.'
It seemed to be the place they talked about in the arena where the bodies were left. There were decomposed corpses scattered around. Some bodies were torn open as if parts had been ripped out.
'We should get out of here quick; this place could be diseased.'
I couldn't get sick, but Iris could. I picked her up. At that moment—
Clang!
The sound of a sharp tool hitting the floor caught my attention. A familiar weapon came into view.
"Oh? Gargandoa?"
The familiar Demon Sword was rolling on the filthy ground. Reflexively, I sat down, placing Iris on my lap, and picked up the sword.
[Huuuung... I'm tired of this...]
The sound of Gargandoa's sobs echoed clearly in my head.
"Gargandoa?"
[Hic, sob... Now I'm even hearing hallucinations... There's no way my partner promised never to die and then just die... especially leaving me behind for that dreadful creature...]
A voice filled with resentment, like a bear crunching garlic in a cave, reached me. Wondering if I should just drop the sword again, I spoke.
"Gargandoa, I'm not dead."
[Another hallucination... Heh, did I love my partner this much? Acknowledge me even in the afterlife, partner.]
I decided to make a point, so I lightly cut my thumb on the blade's edge. Gargandoa immediately reacted.
[Huh, what... Heh?]
A peculiar noise followed, and the Demon Sword vibrated.
[Pa, pa, partner? Is that you?]
"Yeah, it's me."
[But I thought for sure...?]
Gargandoa fell silent, then burst out laughing with a big voice.
[Ha ha ha! I knew it! My partner wouldn't die from just that!]
I considered whether I should remind Gargandoa of his previous words, but I let it slide. After all, his concern was somehow endearing.
[Then let's make a contract right now, partner!]
"Huh? Contract? Weren't we already contracted?"
[After your heart was pierced, the contract was automatically terminated. I don’t know why! Let's make it again, quickly!]
Gargandoa, fearing I might refuse, shook as he urged me. I saw no reason to object and suggested we re-contract under the same terms as before. Gargandoa agreed.
Gargandoa had once again agreed to a foolish contract. This is why you should be extra careful when making deals with someone you know.
Swish.
A seal identical to the previous one appeared on my right hand. Gazing at it, my eyes drifted to my left hand.
'I was given a means to communicate, wasn't I?'
Clearly, the encounter with the deities wasn't a dream, as there were traces left on my hand. But the geometric pattern I had seen was gone, leaving only a small feather shape.
'Ugh... At least it's still there, so I can get help from the temple, right?'
With that thought, I set the Demon Sword back on my hand. The matter of escaping here could wait. I picked up Iris and surveyed the surroundings.
Grey walls about 10 meters high stood off in the distance, and with no ceiling, the area was bright. The weather in the land of the Demon Lord was often gloomy, so I couldn't tell the time.
An exit wasn't far away. It was a massive entrance, about 5 meters high, with no signs of life nearby and no door attached.
To be precise -... it looked like the door had been shattered into pieces, with wooden splinters scattered on the ground.
'The body disposal site was... connected to the arena, wasn’t it?'
As my thoughts trailed off, they quickly dissipated. My gaze settled on the huge ruins at the end of the path leading from the entrance.
"Uh, um...?"
Blood, not yet dry, spotted the path leading to the massive ruins, and the bodies of those who had met a brutal end appeared here and there.
'Could it be...?'
I couldn't be certain, but something in me urged me towards the collapsed ruins. As I drew closer, I became sure.
'This... looks like the arena?'
What exactly happened after I collapsed?
***
Rewinding time to the moment Lian was pierced by Iris's sword.
Crack! Crunch!
As Iris's sword cleaved through the heart and bones, piercing Lian's body, blood gushed forth.
"Gak, hack...!"
Iris gasped for air, her body trembling violently. She allowed herself a smile, mistaking the chilling sensation sweeping through her as the thrill of victory.
Thud.
A slaver's body dropped to the ground. Completely drained, Iris sat down in front of the corpse without thinking to pull out her sword.
She thought blankly.
'Finally... it's over. I can return to my brother's side now!'
Just as she was about to be consumed by joy.
[The winner has finally been decided!]
A thunderous voice boomed in her ears. Iris looked up, dazed, towards the source of the sound. A sphere the size of a fist was buzzing around noisily.
Swoosh.
The red mist that had been thick in the air began to dissipate. As the air cleared, Iris's senses started to return.
Having breathed in the Rediaholsun for so long, it took a while for her to regain full consciousness.
She blinked slowly, looking down at the fully exposed slaver.
"Uh...?"
There was something off about the slaver's figure.
Chapter 68
Chapter 68 - The Eyes That Stared Back
Lian's empty eyes stared directly at her.
Boots reaching up to her knees seemed to blur and refocus repeatedly. A loathsome face flickered as if swallowed by the milky fog.
In the midst of the wavering, traces that appeared and vanished sent a shiver down Iris's spine.
Her body tensed involuntarily, breath caught in paralysis. She could not even blink, her expression blank as she watched the slaver's image blur and return to focus.
'Why... Why is this happening?'
Nausea swept over her, and she felt like vomiting any moment. Her head spun as if feverish.
"Gak, hack... Haak..."
Her breath burst out sporadically, shoulders heaving violently. Was it because of the crimson mist? Or was there poison on the blade that the slaver had wielded?
Questions orbited her mind, yet none were answered.
Blink, blink.
With every blink, the slave trader's arm resembled the arm of someone she knew, and the blood-soaked clothes looked familiar. The usually sharp-minded Iris almost immediately conjured a 'right answer' but quickly erased it from her mind.
There was no need to entertain thoughts of things that shouldn't – and couldn't – happen. Staring vacantly at the blurry figure of the slaver, someone tapped Iris.
"Hey, get in already. We need to prepare for the next match."
Turning her gaze numbly, Iris saw a man she had never met before. Massive shoulders, a head twice as big as a normal person's, and a stature of at least 2 meters tall.
He was unmistakably strong.
Iris looked blankly at the man and then turned her gaze back to the fallen slaver. The frequency of the slaver's body distorting had increased since the air cleared.
"Don't you hear me?"
An irritable voice was accompanied by a rough grab and pull on one arm.
"What's this? You competed with such a lightweight body?"
The man seemed surprised as he shook Iris's arm.
"Ugh..."
Dizzied and shaken, Iris felt like vomiting right there and then.
"Ah, crap..."
Annoyed, the man threw Iris aside. She rolled on the ground and instinctively grabbed the sword beside her. With Lian's death, the contract with the Demon Sword Gargandoa was released, and it ended up in Iris's hand.
Thump!
The moment she grabbed the Demon Sword, her vision rocked wildly.
Monster, you shouldn't be alive.
How are you alive, you monster?
Horrible! Monster! Monster! Monster!
Screams echoed in her head. Her vision swayed even more, and Iris had to press her hands to the floor to prevent herself from collapsing.
You're useful! Aren't you, aren't you, sis-sis-sis-sis-sister.
Hey, do you want to live?
Hehe right, hehe right, hehe right?
Iris's suppressed terrible memories began to jump out uncontrollably. The tone of the voice bounced around, repeating the same words over and over. It even cackled in her ears like nails on a chalkboard.
"Ah – please, please stop... Stop!"
Screaming, she shook her head wildly. However, the voices only grew in number, not ceasing. It was as if a person who had suddenly regained all their memories was overwhelmed by an onslaught of recollections.
"Ugh... No, aaah! Brother... brother... save me, Lian!"
As her cries escalated, her mind abruptly silenced.
Lian was the one you killed, wasn’t he?
The voice that resonated clearly was a mix of female and male, young and old, all jumbled together. Iris, more shocked by the content than the eeriness of the voices, lifted her head.
Look at what you've done.
Her face involuntarily turned sideways. As if someone forcefully twisted her head to its limit, she looked down.
"Uh...?"
Iris, with a vacant face, looked down at 'brother'.
"Why? Why..? Clearly the slaver..."
Unable to close her eyes, she gazed at her own brother's lifeless body and laughed, her face contorting. The uncontrollable stress elicited an involuntary laugh from her body.
"No, no... This isn't it..."
Iris mumbled to herself, her mind shattered.
Thud.
The man from earlier grabbed Lian by the neck and hoisted him up.
"Phew, at least the neck and everything are still attached. It's such a pain to clean up when they're in pieces."
With that, the man half-dragged Lian away somewhere. Iris merely watched her brother being taken away without following.
She couldn't accept it—that she had stabbed her brother, that he was dead. It was unthinkable.
The only refuge and purpose in her life had been Lian alone. That she had killed him, her own brother? That was impossible.
'I killed the slaver, not him. So... it can't be. Yes, it's all because of that strange mist.'
Iris constantly muttered to herself, pulling herself to her feet.
Swoosh.
Without paying attention to the sword in her hand, she quickly moved towards the entrance from which she had come. As Iris entered the waiting area, the figure of a rat-like humanoid appeared.
"Can I... go up now?"
"Yes. You can go right up. First, gather your things from the original floor and -..."
"No, I want to go... right now."
The rat-like being tilted its head, wondering.
'Did she suddenly become talkative?'
It was puzzled by Iris's more fluid responses but soon brushed off the question. The arena was full of lunatics who snapped suddenly.
The fact that Iris had suddenly become talkative was a minor change.
The rat-like being quickly put Iris on the elevator and took her to the floor where Lian had stayed.
"There's one room available, but it's not yet cleaned up -..."
"Brother's room?"
The rat-like being twirled its whiskers, about to add something but not wanting to deal with the blood-covered Iris, instructed a slave cleaning the corridor to take Iris to Lian's room.
Watching Iris leave with a bright expression, the rat-like being chuckled.
'She doesn't even know who she killed?'
It seemed like a good idea to route any assignments for Iris through someone else for the time being, considering she might cause a commotion later. After the rat-like being left on the elevator, Iris arrived at Lian's room.
The door wasn't locked, so she could enter right away. Iris swung her head rapidly, her eyes sparkling as she sought Lian.
Clang.
The Demon Sword in her hand fell to the floor. She had released her grip without realizing it.
Iris ignored the rolling sword and began to search the room, much larger than before.
"Brother, brother..."
Mouthing Lian's name incessantly, she scoured the room with shining eyes.
Every room, the bathroom, even inside the closet, was turned upside down, but Lian was nowhere to be found.
Her fingertips quivered, and a lump in her throat seemed to choke her. Iris, feeling a coldness spread through her body, spoke with a laugh in her voice.
"Surely, surely it's just because he had to go out for a bit..."
The murmur in her head grew louder. Iris strongly shook her head and then, taking Lian's clothes from the open closet, sat down holding them.
"The clothes are all here. I'm here, too, as brother's sister! So he'll be back soon!"
Iris's lips trembled as she forcefully erased the scenes that came to her mind.
Clutching Lian's clothes, she lay down on his bed, scented with his presence, curled up and swallowed her breath.
From afar, she could hear his footsteps, the door quietly opening, and she would jump up and run to him... And then...
Iris waited and waited, holding Lian's clothes, recalling the past, hoping for his return.
...But he did not come back.
At the boundary of night and day, when the world began to be swallowed by darkness, someone came to the room where Iris lay in silence.
Iris instantly recognized that the footsteps coming to the room were not Lian's.
Knock, knock, knock.
That's why she didn't move when she heard the knock.
"Hey! The visitor says they'll let you meet your brother, come on out!"
"....!"
Pop!
Iris sprang from the bed and hurried toward the door. She was so flustered she did not notice the thin, whip-like Demon Sword sticking to her ankle.
Thunk!
She flung open the door to find the man who had thrown her out of the arena. He frowned and tried to grab Iris's wrist, but she dodged him like a nimble cat.
"Ha... Do as you wish. Just make sure you follow properly."
The man, deciding not to argue with Iris, started walking ahead due to lack of time.
Iris, desperate to see Lian, followed without a word.
"Go in."
The place they arrived was the room in front of Angsho's. Iris, already out of her mind, opened the door and went inside.
Thud, screech.
Struggling with the door strength, it made a noise as if it would fall off, but Iris paid it no heed. She walked briskly, then broke into a run.
"Gak, haak... Brother!"
Reaching the spacious living room, Iris called out loudly and scanned the area. That's when her eyes met...
"Ah, you've arrived just in time."
On the living room table lay Lian, his chest pierced, his empty eyes staring directly at Iris.
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Her world shattered miserably.
***
Beeeeeep -.
Tinnitus rang in her ears, and the ground, the world, felt elongated. Her eyes solely focused on Lian's limp body.
"Haha, what do you think? The sight of your beloved brother?"
The voice that seemed to come from a distance became clear at the word 'brother'. Iris stared blankly at the brightly smiling Angsho.
"Don't tell me you still haven't realized? Hmm, how disappointing. I thought you'd have quite a decent ability, considering your brother's exceptional skills... To still not know what you killed."
Iris said nothing in response to the mocking voice. She simply gazed at Angsho quietly. Angsho smirked, the corner of his mouth lifting as he looked into Iris's eyes.
He, who had driven countless slaves into the abyss of despair, keenly noticed.
Her world was crumbling miserably.
"Let me explain for your foolish self. The opponent you faced in today's match was your brother. When I told him he could meet his sister if he won this match, he insisted on participating."
He burst into laughter as he spoke.
"Now that I think about it, your brother seems quite dim-witted compared to his swordsmanship. That's why he ended up dead like this."
Before any thought could surface, Iris leaped forward in an instant, grabbed a vase from the table beside the sofa, and charged at Angsho.
It happened in a flash. The moment the vase in Iris's hand was about to strike Angsho's head.
Kwajijijik!
"Aaaargh!"
A powerful electric current erupted from Iris's collar, burning her body. Iris dropped the vase and rolled on the floor.
"Ugh, urk..."
The smell of burning skin accompanied the rising nausea. Angsho approached Iris and grabbed her hair, lifting her up.
"This is why I say you siblings are idiots. Daring to attack without knowing your place."
Angsho threw Iris onto Lian like discarding trash.
Thud, crash!
Iris rolled over Lian's body. She felt the sting of her legs scraping the floor. But Iris couldn't care about such things.
The fishy smell of blood right under her nose and the body devoid of any warmth. Only after touching Lian's corpse did Iris let out a scream-filled cry.
"Ah, ah... Ah, heu... Heu-euk..."
Her usually expressionless face began to contort. Trembling hands fumbled over Lian's shoulders and then grabbed his face. Surprised by the reality of 'truly dying', his eyes remained open.
The eyes that always held a kind warmth were colder than ever.
Unable to accept Lian's death, Iris wept to the point of breathlessness, pulling his cold, stiff hand to her face.
The hand that always caressed her cheek brushed against it and fell limply.
She desperately wanted to find proof that Lian wasn't dead, but there was no way to find life in the already cold corpse.
"Puhup, puhahaha! Ah -, stupid bastard. He cherished his sister so much, only to die at the hands of the sister he cherished!"
Angsho laughed vulgarly at the most thrilling scene ever, throwing away the last mask he had been wearing and insulting Iris and Lian. Iris's gaze, which had been fumbling over Lian with trembling hands, turned to Angsho.
"What? Are you going to attack again? Puheup, no matter how much you struggle, you can't kill me."
Facing Iris's murderous gaze, Angsho felt an electric thrill. It was enjoyable to see a powerful being who could snap his neck in an instant swallow their anger because they were a slave.
"If you want to resent someone, shouldn't you resent your stupid brother and yourself for swinging a sword without even recognizing your brother, not me, the heavens above the heavens?"
The more intense the killing intent, the more excited Angsho's voice became.
'Ah -, this feels much better than I thought!'
Although Lian was Angsho's target, seeing Iris completely crumble didn't feel bad despite the failure of his initial goal. No, it was rather thrilling.
Iris, with a tear-stained face, stared at Angsho intently with a blank expression.
She seemed to have lost her mind, but the palpable killing intent was so intense that it was clear she was holding her breath to kill Angsho.
"It seems your interest in your brother has faded."
Angsho, now back to using polite language, took out a small bell the size of a finger from his jacket pocket and shook it.
Ding -.
As a very small, high-pitched sound rang out.
Thud!
The door far from the one Iris had entered opened, and a large man walked out. He moved with familiar gestures to collect the corpse.
Iris, belatedly trying to prevent Lian's body from being taken away, bared her teeth and tried to attack the man. Angsho lightly flicked his hand and said.
"Ha, I knew this would happen with an uneducated slave."
As he flicked his hand, the black ring on his finger glinted.
Pajijijik!
"Aaaargh!"
The electric attack that had sent Iris rolling on the floor erupted from her collar once again, making her writhe on the ground.
"Urk... Ugh."
"Stupid bitch."
Angsho grinned broadly, watching Iris squirm on the floor. At the same time, his face began to melt fluidly.
Angsho frowned and looked at the man collecting the corpse.
"Hurry up and get out!"
"Hic! Yes, yes!"
The man hastily gathered the corpse and scurried through the door Iris had entered. Iris, her entire body electrocuted and trembling, reached out her hand toward her departing brother, but.
Thud.
The door closed, and he completely disappeared from sight.
"Haa, how annoying. Right when it was getting fun."
Angsho clicked his tongue and headed toward the door the man had opened and entered. He wanted to toy with Iris a bit more, so he planned to fix his face in another room and return.
'She'll be sprawled out for at least 10 minutes.'
Slaves who had been subjected to that attack so far, whether strong or weak, couldn't get up from the floor for that amount of time.
Thud.
Left alone after Angsho's departure, Iris couldn't properly get up from the floor, just as he had said. Every time she tried to lift her body, it would tremble and collapse back onto the floor.
See, you did kill him.
The voice she had been desperately avoiding continued to echo in her mind as she rolled on the floor.
This is what happens when a monster like you loves a human.
Normally, she would have covered her ears and closed her eyes, desperately seeking Lian's warmth. She would have buried herself in his embrace, received his gentle touch, and let the rising voices drift away lightly.
But now, her brother is gone. Because he died by her hand.
The moment she recognized that fact. A huge explosion went off in her head.
Kekekeke! You monstrous bitch! You've finally shattered!
A scream-like voice rang out, and Iris's hair color instantly began to change from white to pale gray. Her brilliantly sparkling eyes turned murky.
"Bro, brother... Brother..."
Iris fumbled on the floor with a blank face, searching for him.
Thud, her fingertips touched a sword that hadn't been there a moment ago. It was the Demon Sword that had followed her after hearing she could meet Lian.
[ Hey, partner's sister! I'll lend you my strength just this once! So make sure to behead that bastard from earlier - ... ]
Angered by the terrible insult to its partner it had grown quite fond of, the Demon Sword changed from a thin needle form to a sword form to help Iris.
Before the Demon Sword could finish speaking.
Grab.
Iris gripped the Demon Sword.
[ Yes, you must be angry too - ... Gasp?! Wha, what is this! ]
The Demon Sword trembled at the strange energy emanating from Iris's body. An energy that was completely different from holy power, alien and spine-chilling, penetrated the Demon Sword.
[ Hiek! What is this! Le, let go of me right now! ]
The Demon Sword screamed in horror and tried to escape from Iris, but Iris wouldn't let go, keeping it in her grasp.
Let's kill, let's kill them all! All the trash that insulted your family!
Despite feeling pain as if her head was being clawed, Iris stood up from her spot without letting out a single moan.
A sticky, creepy, jet-black energy, the complete opposite of the radiant light that had shone when she held the sword to protect Lian, flowed out of Iris's body.
[ Kyaaaaah! ]
The Demon Sword thrashed and shook at the unpleasant energy.
Click.
At that moment, Angsho returned. Opening the door with a face full of excitement at the thought of driving Iris to the edge, Angsho frowned and looked at Iris.
"Huh? Where did you find that sword again?"
Angsho looked at Iris standing with a dark red sword in disbelief and spoke with a sneer.
"Well, it doesn't matter whether you have a weapon or not. If you try to attack me - ..."
Pajijik.
As an eerie energy rippled through Iris's sword, her fingers twitched. The sword swung at an invisible speed.
Thud thud thud.
The slave collar around her neck shattered and fell off, almost turning to dust.
"The same pain as before..."
Angsho trailed off and eventually couldn't finish his sentence.
'What the..?'
Faced with the surreal scene, he gaped at Iris in a daze.
End of Chapter
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I will kill, I will kill them all.
***
Turning her body to face Angsho directly, Iris slowly began walking towards him.
"Hic..!"
Angsho let out a scream-like sound as he belatedly came to his senses and staggered back.
As a creepy, black energy rippled out of Iris and an inhuman gaze fixed on him, Angsho's legs went limp.
Thud!
Angsho slumped to the floor like the slaves who had clung to him and wailed, pushing the floor with his hands as he began to flee backwards.
"Do, don't come! Ho, how dare a mere slave!"
He raised his hand with the ring and flicked his finger.
Ttak, ttak!
No matter how much he flicked his finger, nothing happened, and Angsho's face turned deathly pale.
"Th, that's impossible. If you try to directly break that collar, it's supposed to explode! A, a collar like that can't just shatter without any reaction!"
He blurted out the words he would have only thought in his mind, showing how terrified he was.
Iris raised the sword with an expressionless face. Unlike her face, her eyes were swirling with a frighteningly murky rage.
"Wa, wa, wait! Okay, I'll apologize now! I'll make it up to you! Yo, you want to be free from being a slave, right? If it's something like that, I can...!"
Puhuk!
Iris's sword lightly pierced Angsho's shoulder.
"Aaaargh!"
Angsho screamed and rolled on the floor. Iris pulled out the sword and swung it once more.
"Who, whoaaargh! Spa, spare meeeek!"
The slaves who had attended to him to suppress rumors about him as much as possible were all out of the house. There was no one anywhere to save him.
Kwajik, crunch!
Iris swung the sword several times, avoiding the heart and neck. Angsho had to slowly die, squawking in pain as his entire body was slashed.
"..."
Once Angsho's breath completely ceased, Iris silently headed towards the entrance with the sword in hand.
'I will kill, I will kill them all.'
Even though Angsho, who had provided the cause, was dead, her anger showed no signs of subsiding.
She had no intention of stopping until everything that had driven him to his death disappeared.
Leaving Angsho's quarters, Iris walked down the corridor, carrying a sword dripping with blood. Just then, Ottugi came running from far away, panting heavily.
Noticing through the signal that one of the slave collars had shattered on the upper floor, Ottugi naturally assumed it had exploded when the collar broke.
Normally, he would have dismissed it without much thought, thinking a stupid slave had died, but the collar that burst this time happened to be inside an important guest's quarters. If the guest had been near the slave, they could have been seriously injured.
Even if not injured, they would have definitely felt 100% displeasure. Ottugi, who had rushed out without even putting on his outer garment for the aftermath, encountered Iris standing with a blank expression, holding a sword dripping with blood.
The moment Ottugi spotted Iris, he felt a spine-chilling sensation. It was partly due to the energy emanating from Iris, but...
The fact that she was standing in front of the room of the important guest where the collar signal had disappeared, the white neck revealed by the vanished collar, and the sword dripping with blood conjured up all sorts of imaginations.
"Yo, you couldn't have...!"
Ottugi did the crazy thing of calling out to the mentally deranged Iris in a trembling voice.
Swish.
As Iris turned her body towards Ottugi, he trembled and grabbed the whip tied at his waist.
Chwak!
Simultaneously with the whip roughly striking the floor, Ottugi quickly summoned those who could use force with a pager.
Iris's gaze turned to the whip that had hit the floor. The image of Ottugi striking her brother's back vividly flashed through her mind.
Thud!
While Iris was staring at the whip, skilled individuals who had been on standby here and there gathered around Ottugi. Ottugi spoke as he staggered back.
"Capture her!"
Ottugi's eyes glinted dangerously. At first, he had been afraid of Iris, who had killed a guest, but not anymore.
'It would be best to make an example of her through execution. In the worst possible way!'
It wasn't unheard of for slaves to kill guests. Most of those who died that way became objects of ridicule, not sympathy.
Rather, the slave who killed the guest would garner more attention. A slave who dared to attack the heavens above the heavens without knowing their place would be beaten to a pulp and meet a gruesome end.
It was one of the arena's enjoyable pastimes.
As Ottugi was envisioning how he would execute Iris.
Pat.
Iris instantly kicked the ground and approached right in front of Ottugi.
"Urk...?"
The moment Ottugi's sharp eyes widened, recognizing Iris who had swiftly approached.
Chaeng, chwaaak!
"Aaaargh!"
The slave who had stepped in front of Iris to protect Ottugi, holding a sword, was deeply slashed along with his sword.
Thud.
"Grrr..."
Only after the slave rolled on the floor did Ottugi come to his senses. Iris swung the sword in the air with an indifferent face.
Chwak.
Blood splattered on Ottugi's face and the bodies of the other slaves beside him.
Faced with the fear of death, Ottugi slightly wet his pants and abandoned the thought of using Iris as a sacrifice for the event after subduing her.
He staggered backwards, covering Iris with a trembling fingertip, and shouted.
"Ki, kiek... Ki, kill her! Kill her!"
The slaves whose collars were set to explode if they disobeyed his order gritted their teeth and charged at Iris. Iris easily cut down the slaves.
The slaves who had flattered Ottugi like flies and enjoyed all sorts of luxuries became cold corpses.
"Oh, oh no!"
Ottugi screamed and began to flee. He ran like crazy, using every slave he encountered along the way as a sacrifice. Thanks to a secret passage he knew of, he was able to shake off Iris.
"Da, damn it! Damn it!"
Ottugi, drenched in cold sweat, arrived at his own office.
"I, I need to contact Lo, Lord Jiso."
Muttering what he had to do, he searched for paper with trembling hands and wrote a short letter to Jiso.
It stated that a slave had gone mad and was wreaking havoc in the arena. For someone who considered amusement to be everything in life, he would surely come.
'If that happens, I can kill that damn bitch!'
The thought of Jiso's existence gradually calmed his trembling body. He tied the letter to a crow's leg and sent it off.
'Heu, heu... I'm starting to come to my senses now.'
After sending the letter, his half-wandering mind returned. Rubbing his forehead, he seemed to realize something and spoke loudly.
"Right, the champions!"
Incomparably stronger individuals than the slaves slaughtered by Iris were currently staying on the top floor. With their help, they could easily subdue someone like Iris.
'It'll come at a high price, but... if I tell them it's a chance to make a good impression on Lord Jiso, they'll accept!'
He immediately headed to the top floor through the secret passage.
"Heuk, huk... Damn it. I should install an elevator here later."
The secret passage was designed with only stairs to prepare for any unforeseen situations. Ottugi constantly wiped his sweat as he headed to the top floor.
Thud.
Four floors below the level Ottugi was ascending, Iris was climbing the stairs with an expressionless face. The secret passage was no longer a safe place.
***
"Please do me this favor."
"That much isn't enough to make it worthwhile."
"Urgh, isn't this a chance to look good in front of Lord Jiso?!"
"That aspect is certainly attractive, but... is that all? It's a crucial task of upholding the arena's credibility, so I can't just let it slide with only that. Right?"
A handsome man with flashy blond hair spoke in a drawn-out voice, sinking into the sofa, and Ottugi trembled, gritting his teeth.
"Th, then what do you want?"
"Hmm... First - "
The champion, about to voice his demands, trailed off and abruptly rose from his seat, grabbing the sword leaning against the wall.
"Ha, you set up a trap while proposing a deal."
"What? What do you..."
"Or are you just that stupid?"
Crack.
Before the champion could finish speaking, the tightly closed door of the quarters began to split. As if slashed by something sharp.
Thud thud.
The door, now in pieces, fell away, and Iris walked in from the other side.
"Hi, hieek! Ho, how did you get here!"
Ottugi screamed in horror and hastily retreated. The champion leisurely drew his sword.
"You know the price goes up if it's post-payment, right?"
"What? No matter what - ..."
"If you don't like it, I'm leaving."
"No! Okay, you can charge as much as you want, just kill that bitch!"
"Accepted."
The champion drew his sword with a serious expression. As he muttered something, crackling electronic balls orbited around his body.
"If possible, would you kindly die? My price is quite high."
A vicious smile spread across his gentle face. A crazed sword master and magic swordsman who would slash with his sword and magic until his opponent was torn to pieces eagerly pounced on Iris.
End of Chapter
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I don't know what's going on, but let's run away for now!
***
[Ugh... partner, save me...]
The demonic sword shook its body weakly, making crying sounds from the throbbing pain. Unlike her partner, Iris, who had no consideration at all, lightly ignored the demonic sword's reaction and swung the sword.
Kugugugung!
As she swung the sword, the arena that was half destroyed while fighting the champion collapsed. The only champion who had clashed swords with her for a long time was now a corpse rolling on the ground.
Many people in the arena tried to escape, but most of them, except for a few, failed to get out.
"W-what is this!"
"Damn it, let me out!"
A dome-shaped barrier that swallowed the entire arena prevented them from leaving. Even among them, there were some who succeeded in escaping to the outside.
"Sister...!"
"Run, just look ahead and run!"
Only good souls that were not tainted by 'evil' could escape the barrier Iris had set up.
The spectators who enjoyed the brutal games and the slaves who had experiences of harming others for their own fun could not get out.
Ah -... I wanted to kill them all. How annoying. Damn holy power.
The power that was hiding deep inside Iris spat out curses in a languid voice.
Well, there are still many things to kill anyway.
'It' whispered in Iris's ear, humming. Telling her to hurry up and kill those terrible bastards, to get rid of all the trash that drove her beloved brother to death.
Even without having to listen to such a voice, Iris, who had already lost her reason to anger, had no intention of stopping.
Kugung! Kwagwang!
The arena began to collapse with an unbelievable blast along with the sound of swinging the sword. Countless sinners buried under the building died.
During that time, Ottugi, who barely survived and returned to the office, looked out the window, limping.
"Please, please...!"
What he was waiting for was Jiso's reply. Surely, as soon as he sent the reply, he would have left for the arena. That meant, as soon as the reply came, Ottugi could survive.
Flap -.
"...! It's here!"
Seeing the crow he had sent out returning, he smiled with joy and hurriedly checked the crow's leg.
"What...?"
The letter he thought was a reply was the SOS letter Ottugi had sent. That meant... this letter did not reach Jiso.
Ottugi had experienced this a few times before.
'Jiso... nim is not here?'
When Jiso left his seat for an urgent matter, the crow would return without receiving a reply, just like now.
Pad-deuk.
The crow that was sitting on Ottugi's desk suddenly spread its wings and flew up.
Kaaak -..
As soon as the crow took off, a fierce attack clawed at the office. The smart crow left the collapsing arena without looking back.
***
Thump, thump.
Iris was walking somewhere, covered in blood. Long red bloodstains followed her every step.
"...Brother."
Where her footsteps stopped was in front of Lian, who was thrown away in a corner of the corpse disposal area. Iris blankly stared at Lian for a moment, then slumped to the floor with a distorted expression.
Chaeng-geu-rang!
The demonic sword rolled on the floor, but Iris didn't even spare a glance.
"Brother, brother...!"
She, who had cut down countless people with an expressionless face, embraced Lian with the most sorrowful expression than ever before.
The endlessly flowing tears made it hard to breathe and her head felt dizzy. She felt like she was suffocating from an unfathomable, distant sorrow.
She held onto him with her whole body, but no matter how much she pleaded, nothing came back. It was all too late. Her family, salvation, love -... had already died by her own hands.
As if trying to form a river with tears, she endlessly shed tears and placed her ear on Lian's chest. No sound could be heard. In the eerie silence, Iris repeated despair, plea, and hatred.
Perhaps because she had cried too much, her young body started to heat up and her ears began to feel stuffy. Iris wanted to die right there on Lian's corpse. She wanted to return to him, even if it meant doing so.
She closed her eyes and held her breath like an animal seeking a place to die.
"Ugh.. where is this..?"
Was it because Iris's efforts worked? Along with the heartbeat that couldn't possibly be heard, Lian's voice tickled her ear. She heard him muttering something.
Perhaps she was dreaming of past memories. Afraid that if she opened her eyes, she would wake up from the dream and face his corpse, she held her breath as much as possible.
"I.. Iris?"
"...!"
The moment Lian called her name, her eyes opened wide and her head turned toward the direction of the sound, as if it was instinct engraved in her body.
"Uh, huh? I-Iris?"
"Heuk..."
"Gasp...! I-Iris, what's wrong, w-who did this to our Iris -..."
As she met his eyes full of affection, Iris spewed out the sorrow, plea, and hatred she had suppressed.
"Heuuk, heuuung!"
From that day on, to her, Lian became her death, salvation, and love.
To the point where she would try to die with him if he died.
Without knowing it himself, Lian had been shackled by the name 'Iris'. Now, even if he doesn't want to, she will never leave his side. Forever.
***
"It's been a while since I've seen mosaics at work.."
Seeing the mosaics of unknown standards scattered here and there made my eyes dizzy. I wandered around the collapsed arena, rummaging through people's pockets to collect money.
'Hehe, I think I'm getting a bit used to the dark fantasy world now?'
I'm even robbing corpses' pockets, aren't I?
Praising myself, I packed up supplies to survive with Iris in the cruel Demon King's land. Luckily, I was able to find an extra-dimensional bag. I put in everything that looked good.
When I thought I had roughly gathered everything, I felt a presence outside the collapsed arena. Beggarly-looking people were entering the arena with glinting eyes.
They looked like beggars or thieves at a glance. Since getting caught would only result in being sold as a slave, I quickly left the arena.
"Here, Iris, put this on."
"Okay."
Iris nodded, persistently staring at my face. I changed Iris into good quality clothes I had in my hand, and also put a hooded cloak on her. Since we had to travel for a long time, I put good shoes on her as well.
Just like Iris, I also changed into new clothes and walked through the chaotic streets.
"Crazy, who the hell blew up that arena?"
"Did the Four Heavenly Kings fight each other?"
"That's likely. Tsk, we might die if we go now, but... it seems like we can harvest quite good things..."
"Hey! If not now, when will we ever get to loot the arena! I'm going!"
There were various types of arenas on Jiso's land, but the main one seemed to be the arena I was in. Just by the size, it was obvious.
I hurried my steps, holding Iris's hand tightly. Drug addicts sprawled out like corpses were as common as wheat during harvest season in every alley.
"First, let's get as far away from the arena as possible. It's more dangerous here compared to other places."
"Okay."
Iris replied with a nod. There was a limit to traveling by foot, so we boarded a carriage that regularly circled around the city like a bus.
I took care of the payment by reading the atmosphere. It wasn't difficult to figure out the proper price since the bargaining voices were so loud.
As we were traveling in a carriage with the back wide open, some people secretly tried to hang onto the carriage to move, but they got whipped and fell off.
'Ugh... it's a city of the wild. Completely..'
I shook my head, glancing at a person whose face was a mess from rolling on the ground. Thanks to the carriage, we were able to quickly approach the city entrance.
"Let's stop by a store before leaving."
"Okay."
The original plan was to leave the city right away, but it seemed like we had no choice but to stop by since we didn't have the necessary tools for camping. Luckily, a nearby mercenary store was visible, so I headed there.
'Sleeping bag and lantern... ah, this will be needed too.'
I mentally noted what to buy while roughly scanning the visible items. Money wasn't an issue since I had robbed a safe I accidentally found at the arena and the pockets of dead gamblers.
I was about to sweep up the necessary items without hesitation.
Kwaaaang!
A terrifying blast rang out. I reflexively summoned Gargandoa and looked in the direction of the sound.
Iris was already standing in front of me, drawing a sturdy iron sword she had picked up from the arena.
Seeing her bravely standing with her small body to protect me brought tears to my eyes, but assessing the situation came first, so I looked at the place where a huge dust cloud had risen.
'What is that?'
I couldn't tell what it was because it was quite far away, but something shot up above the dust that rose at least 10 stories high.
'A person..?'
I frowned, seeing the silhouette of a person that flew up higher than 10 stories and then began to fall. I quickly turned my body towards the store and picked out all the items I had looked at earlier to pay.
"Oh... ooh.. thank you!"
When I coolly paid without bargaining, the store owner smiled widely and added a few extras.
"Food is sold at a different store, so let's just stop by there and leave the village right away."
"Okay."
I don't know if it's a city that originally has a lot of incidents and accidents, but if such a big commotion occurred, I didn't know when Jiso would return. He quite liked Iris and me, so we might end up living as slaves again. That fact hastened my steps.
"Ah, there it is."
Just as I was about to head to the store located inside the alley.
"Hey!"
A punk appeared!
"Yeah, you there, give me some money -..."
At the same time the punk started his money extortion.
Swoosh!
The sound of cutting through the wind came from above. I raised my head, wondering what it was. A pitch-black shadow fell into the alley.
"If you hand it over obediently -...kuh-heok!"
Kwaang!
Someone wearing a tattered and worn-out robe landed on the punk in a stable posture.
"Sniff sniff... huh?"
The stranger who had pulled their hood down tilted their head, then quickly turned to look at me.
"Huh?"
"Ah!"
As soon as I recognized the familiar red hair.
"Master!"
Jess ran over and pounced on me.
End of Chapter
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Hey hey, I entrust this to the future me!
***
"Wa, wait Jess.. calm -.. calm down a bit.."
"Kking, nging... Mmas... Master.."
Jess climbed on top of me, rubbing her face all over my cheeks while making sounds like a whimpering puppy. I reflexively patted Jess's back and spoke.
"Jess, why are you here?"
Seeing someone who shouldn't be here right in front of my eyes, that question popped out first before any other. Jess, who had been rubbing her face all over mine, spoke with sparkling eyes. No, she tried to speak.
Dub-seok!
"Kuk?"
Jess's body was suddenly lifted up high. As I shifted my gaze, Iris was coldly holding Jess's tattered robe and lifting her up. Jess was frozen with her eyes wide open like a puppy being dragged by the neck.
"Brother... what is this?"
"Oh, oh, she's brother's close little sister."
When I answered, stuttering as Iris's atmosphere seemed more murderous than usual, Iris's eyes became even more eerie.
"Clo... se little sister?"
Somehow... it felt like I could see the sound effect of 'gugugugugu!' behind Iris's back. Jess, who was caught by Iris with surprised eyes, muttered with a frown.
".. Blood smell, grrr."
We didn't have time to wash as we hurriedly escaped the arena. Because of that, Iris was covered in blood. Jess, who had a sensitive nose, seemed to dislike the smell of blood as she growled, revealing her teeth.
Iris looked at Jess coldly like that. It seemed like they would fight right away if left alone, so I abruptly got up and squeezed between the two.
"Iris, let's put Jess down first."
"...Okay."
With a slower response than usual, Iris let go of Jess. Jess shook her body and wrinkled her nose.
"Master, who is this person?"
Perhaps because quite a lot of time had passed, Jess's way of speaking had become very mature. However, she still called me 'Mmaster' instead of 'Master', giving off a strong feeling that she was still young.
"Well, this is my sister Iris."
"Sister...?"
"It means family."
At those words, Jess's tail drooped down. The red ears that had risen above her head at some point were drooping.
"Isn't Jess Master's family?"
As soon as Jess finished speaking... a cold front arrived. I froze with a smile on my face. A snowstorm was blowing from Iris's direction.
Dub-seok!
Iris suddenly hugged my arm and glared at Jess.
"Brother is my brother. You're not a sister."
"Hiiing.."
At Iris's resolute words, Jess looked at me with a tearful expression. I tried to say, "No, Jess is also my family," but the words got stuck in my throat as the instinct in my head grabbed my neck.
Just as there is a saying about a woman's intuition, men also have a sense that transcends the world. The feeling that if I say these words, I will be X!
"Jess is... similar... to family!"
"Similar...?"
I felt the snowstorm blowing from Iris's side getting stronger. In contrast, Jess raised the ears she had drooped and started spinning her tail like a propeller.
"Really?"
"Yup."
Kwaaak, it hurts. My arm hurts. I tapped the back of Iris's hand and then lowered my head to whisper in Iris's ear.
"But my real family is only Iris. It's a secret to Jess. Okay?"
"...!"
My arm, which was tightening to the point of trying to escape this world, returned to its intact form. I inwardly let out a sigh of relief and thought.
'Wouldn't it be a huge problem if she finds out we're not family?'
Judging from Iris's reaction, it seemed like it would be a big deal even if it caused an uproar. Sweating nervously, I pondered how to solve it if she found out we weren't family. The answer came easily.
'...I'll leave it to the future me!'
He'll figure it out! I'm counting on you! Future me!
For some reason, it feels like the future me across space and time is cursing at me, but let's lightly ignore that.
"Now, back to the original topic. Jess, how did you end up coming here?"
"To find Mmaster, diligen, diligently? I ran!"
Her appearance of looking up at me with sparkling eyes was so cute that I habitually raised my hand to pat her head. Then, the ears that were standing up drooped down, ready to be petted.
'Cu, cute...'
With that thought in my mind, I patted Jess's head. Jess's tail wagged wildly again. Feeling the fluffy sensation I hadn't felt in a long time, I was doing something similar to animal therapy...
Swish.
Suddenly, my wrist was grabbed and lifted up.
"Huh?"
My hand, pulled like that, was placed on top of Iris's head. I felt the hair that had become hard with dried blood on my fingertips.
"...Me too.."
Iris mumbled in a small voice and lowered her head. Being sandwiched between cute kids, I felt like I was being purified. As if my soul was leaving my body -...
"Keuk.."
I bit my tongue at the sensation of my soul really trying to leave my body and came to my senses. Blood flowed from the corner of my mouth, but it was okay.
"Bro, brother!"
"Master!"
But it seemed like the kids were not okay. Seeing them jumping into my arms with a crying face, I gulped down the blood and spoke.
"I, I bit my cheek badly. It's okay. It's okay. Anyway, let's buy the groceries we were going to get first. Ah, Jess, you'll be coming with us, right?"
As I quickly changed the subject, Jess nodded with confused eyes. I hurried to the grocery store before the kids could cling to me any longer.
I bought as much food as possible, considering the amount Jess, a beast-person, would eat. It was to the level of almost emptying out the grocery store.
'Since food won't spoil in extra-dimensional space. I should buy as much as possible while I can.'
The store owner stared with his mouth wide open at the groceries that disappeared into the bag. As I paid with gold coins, he bowed his head repeatedly with a broad smile.
Since the clothes Jess was wearing were too tattered, I stopped by the mercenary supply store again and bought a robe and clothes that Jess would likely wear. After paying for the clothes and robe, I stuffed them into the bag and told the two.
"Let's stop by there for a bit before we go. If we don't wash up before leaving, monsters might swarm us."
When I pointed to an inn with a flashy, shiny signboard, the two nodded their heads.
Jess was wrinkling her nose, meaning the smell of blood was vibrating to that extent, so if we went outside like this, we would become bait that attracted monsters. It was better to wash up if possible.
'At first, I thought we should leave as quickly as possible, but..'
Thinking that the time we stayed seemed to be getting longer and longer, I entered the lodge. As we went inside, rough-looking men were raising their voices while gambling here and there, or downing drinks with women under their arms.
There were also occasional people who had passed out after taking drugs. In this lawless zone, it would be a scene like everyday life. It wouldn't be any different in other stores.
I went straight to the desk. An old man with a mustache, wearing glasses and reading something like a newspaper, rolled his eyes and looked at me.
Chwak.
He folded the newspaper and spoke.
"Gambling is over there, druggies are over there, if you need a woman, tell me your preferred type. Oh, my. You already brought one? And even brought two, you've got good skills? Then you'll need a room?"
"Is there a room with a bathroom? I'm thinking of using it for just half a day and leaving.."
"Then 3 silvers. If you include washing, it's 5 silvers."
Since 1 silver had a value of roughly 100,000 won, it was a ridiculous rip-off.
"Is it possible to go lower?"
"No. If you don't like it, leave."
"Well, okay then."
When I readily said I would leave, the man clicked his tongue and spoke.
"Sigh, I'll give it to you for 3 silvers because I pity you."
"I only have 1 silver and 20 coppers, how about it?"
Renting a room with a bathroom usually cost around 1 silver. It was something I had seen in the original work. The man frowned as if pondering, then sighed and accepted it.
The three of us immediately went up to the reserved room. After entering and firmly locking the door, I told the two.
"Wash up as quickly as possible and let's lea-..."
"Wow! A bath!"
Flap...
Before I could even finish my sentence, Jess took off her robe and clothes, throwing them as she ran into the bathroom. The clothes slowly fell in the air, covering Jess's naked body.
"...I want to wash with brother."
"That.. wouldn't it be difficult?"
"....Really?"
"Yup."
"....Can't I?"
"N..o."
Iris attacked with her sparkling eyes, but what can't be done, can't be done. If we were real siblings with a huge age gap, it might be possible, but frankly, Iris and I were complete strangers. A complete man who could even get married!
That's why washing together is absolutely not allowed. For the sake of my survival...
Isn't there a common scene in gag anime? Where a man sneaks into a women's bath and ends up leaving the world with his final memories... Even if I resurrect, I don't want to experience dying again.
"Now, hurry and go in to wash. I'll wait here."
"..Tsk."
"Huh?"
Did Iris just cli-... Nah, it can't be. Our kind Iris wouldn't do that, yup, that's right.
Sssshhh -.
Perhaps because the room wasn't properly soundproofed, the sound of water could be heard clearly.
'Let's take out the clothes for the kids to wear.'
Thinking that, I was taking out clothes from the bag...
Squeak squeak.
Some undesirable noises were coming from the room next door and upstairs.
'I'm... not sad.'
Feeling sweat flowing from my eyes, I put the kids' clothes in front of the door.
End of Chapter
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Ah, H a n d S l i p p e d ?
***
The room right next to the one Lian was staying in.
Unlike Lian's room, which was designed like a bedroom, this place was furnished like a luxurious living room.
On the main sofa sat a muscular man slightly taller than a dwarf, with a cigar in his mouth, speaking.
"You couldn't even handle a bunch of brats playing house until now?"
"Th-that's... each of them is stronger than a decent skilled person..."
Bang!
A veiny forearm threateningly struck the sofa. It was hit so hard that a creaking sound could be heard from the sofa.
"At such an important time, you can't even get rid of a shoddy organization created by a bunch of brats! Take hostages, set traps, bring strong mercenaries to wipe them out... do whatever it takes to get rid of them all!"
"Y-yes!"
Dwarf Boss.
That was the nickname of the man who, despite being much shorter than the average person, had taken the position of boss of a large organization through his charisma and cruelty.
'Of all times, when we're at war with those Leviathan bastards, these annoying little shits show up to bother us, tsk.'
The man clicked his tongue, taking a deep drag of his cigar before exhaling.
'I heard the leader of that brat group is quite pretty... if we put her on the market, she'd be quite useful. Or I could personally play with her. Keh heh heh..'
The man chuckled inwardly and shouted at the subordinate standing against the wall.
"Go and bring me some alcohol."
As the subordinate left the room following his order, the man took out another cigar to light it up, at that moment.
Kwaaang!
With a huge blast, the wall of the accommodation he was staying in burst open.
"C-calm down!"
"Kyaaaong!"
Along with a sound like a beast's cry, what popped out through the dust was Jess with water dripping from her head. She was wearing only a shirt that reached her thighs, crouching low and glaring at something.
"Wh-what the..?"
While the startled boss was stuttering, suddenly white steam rushed into the room. The steam that had filled the bathroom spilled out of the room and even invaded the boss's room.
Thanks to that, Jess's lower half was completely covered. It was a law that was too natural in the gag world, but in this world, it was a very bizarre scene.
Suddenly the wall collapses, a stranger barges in, and then white fog that would obstruct vision rushes in.
From the perspective of the boss, who had many enemies around him, it was natural to think of the other party as an enemy. He abruptly stood up from the sofa and spoke.
"An enemy! Come out quickly!"
As soon as he finished speaking, the tightly closed door swung open. It was his escort that accompanied him. The boss spoke in an irritated voice.
"How do you only come out after being called when such a commotion occurred!?"
"What is this... we couldn't hear any sound from inside!"
"They even used a noise-canceling magic? Ha, they properly prepared to catch me alone!"
The boss smirked viciously, looking at the room next door where white fog was rushing in and something running around wildly in the fog.
The fog that had begun to fill the room at some point reached up to the boss's chin. For the standard of an average person, it had risen just above the thighs.
"I don't know what you've prepared. But you won't be able to return alive. Hey! What are you looking at! Hurry and catch that bastard!"
"Yes!"
The escort, who had been hurriedly drawing their swords behind the boss, rushed at Jess running around the room with a stiff expression.
Tchik!
The moment they approached the moving silhouette, a rat with gray fur jumped into the air and fell with a thud on the escort's face.
"Kyaaong! Prey!"
Jess, who had been running on all fours with her body lowered, flew after the escaping rat. She revealed sharp claws, trying to slash the rat that had fallen on the man's face. Just before Jess's claws touched the rat's body.
Ttak!
The rat left a crying sound and jumped to another place. But Jess's claws had already been swung, so they couldn't stop.
"Kyaaaaak!"
Chwak!
Jess's claws left a long wound on the man's face. It was too strong of an attack to be scratched by a stray cat or dog, and the man collapsed, spilling blood.
Jess, whose eyes were fixated on her prey, used the fallen man as a stepping stone and flew to where the rat had escaped. The rat was tightly stuck to the back of another man.
"Kraaaak!"
"Kyaaaaak!"
"Hiek... w-wait... kuh-heok!"
Screams erupted and the escorts fell one by one, swallowed by the white fog.
"D-damn it! What are you doing! The opponent is just a brat anyway!"
The boss stuttered, watching the escorts being instantly dealt with as if swallowed by the white fog. He took out an expensive scroll from his bosom.
"Damn it... damn it..."
His gaze constantly followed the silhouette swiftly running through the fog. When he was staring to the point where blood vessels were about to burst in his eyes.
Tchik -.
With a baby rat's cry, a gray rat popped out in front of the boss.
"Euk...!"
The boss stiffened his body, and the moment he tried to tear the scroll in his hand.
"Stop."
"Kek!"
With a voice like rolling jade beads, the red-haired assailant was lifted into the air.
"Brother, I caught this."
"Iris, well done!"
Even before the escorts were attacked, Lian had tried to head to the next room to stop Jess, but he couldn't easily approach as Jess was running around with her lower half exposed.
If he got a little closer, he would step on clothes he couldn't see and fall (Iris caught him), or clothes flying from somewhere would hit his face, obscuring his vision.
As the escorts' screams continued in the meantime, Lian had no choice but to ask Iris to catch Jess.
"Jess, you should wear clothes properly when walking around!"
"Ung... I'm sowwy Master.."
Only after Lian scolded her in a firm voice did Jess, who had regained her senses, apologize with her ears drooping.
Thud.
As Jess calmed down, Iris loosened her grip and let go of Jess. Iris, who had washed up cleanly and was wearing luxurious clothes, was dazzlingly beautiful despite her young age.
"Huh..."
The man holding the scroll stared at Iris, dumbfounded.
'Ah, she's truly beautiful. More beautiful than any other one I've taken in so far!'
To the point where the boss's eyes, who would normally shout right away and curse at the other party, were rolling, Iris was too beautiful. With his eyes filled with an emotion that shouldn't be there, he spoke.
"Hey, if you annihilated someone else's entire escort and messed up the room, you have to pay the price."
"Ah, I'm sorry!"
Lian, who was finally able to walk around properly after Jess got dressed, scratched the back of his head and stepped into the room where the boss was.
"Our kid was rude. Ah, I'll pay for the hospital bills."
The boss showed a deep smile at the gentle attitude and laughter that was almost impossible to see in this area.
'That bastard is a pushover.'
He relaxed his tense body and spoke in a cheeky manner.
"You think you can just take a few pennies and leave? After causing this much damage?"
"Ah, that..."
As he threateningly argued as expected, the other party showed a troubled expression like a pushover. The boss swallowed his saliva and looked at Iris as if licking her.
"Well, if you hand over that silver-haired girl over there, I'll let this incident slide."
"..."
At the boss's words, Lian widened his eyes and slightly opened his mouth. His expression had become strange because the words were too absurd. The boss fixed his gaze on Iris and spoke with glinting eyes.
"I will personally cherish and take good care of you. You will be happy with that too. Clothes, jewels! I'll give you whatever you want! You just need to be pretty on the bed -..."
Kwajik!
The man couldn't finish his sentence and collapsed on the floor with his face mosaicked. Iris looked at Lian with wide eyes. Lian was standing with a contorted expression as if he had thrown something.
"That son of a bi*ch dares to... ah."
He stopped cursing and suddenly came to his senses. Lian looked at the boss lying on the floor with a mosaicked face, his gaze trembling. A demonic sword was beautifully stuck in the boss's head.
"Uh, um..."
Lian hesitated for a moment and approached the boss. He was coldly dead.
'W-well, in a dark fantasy, it's normal for people to just kill each other, so it should be fine. Yup, that's right.'
He broke out in a cold sweat at his impulsive action and tried hard to justify it.
'But... the residents of the dark fantasy world are really weak. Dying from something like this.'
Swish.
As he pulled out the demonic sword, Gargandoa's whining voice was heard.
[Yuck, why does this blood taste so bad? Partner, I want to rinse my mouth, so give me blood!]
'You don't even have a mouth.'
[That's just a figure of speech!]
'I'll give you blood later. Since we caused such a big commotion... I think we need to run.'
With those words, he returned the demonic sword to the back of his hand and hurriedly gathered his belongings to leave the inn. Since fighting and raids were common here, the inn owner had left his seat as soon as the loud noise occurred. -... He heard that from the whispers of passersby.
Anyway, he quickly left the inn and escaped Jiso's land.
***
A few days later, in the city of Cardishian where Noah had nested.
"What? That organization is collapsing? Why?"
"They say the boss was attacked and killed in another region. Infighting has broken out over the position of the next boss."
"It's an opportunity... before other organizations touch it, we'll sweep it all away and take that land."
With Lian's help, Noah's organization began to steadily devour the underworld.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 74
Our Iris is Definitely a Filial Daughter!
***
"Jess, don't pick up and eat anything. Spit it out, ptooey."
"Baee.."
I made Jess spit out the small bird she was holding in her mouth. The bird shook its body and flew away. Jess smacked her lips.
"Are you hungry?"
I took out a jerky from the bag and put it in Jess's mouth.
On the third day after leaving the arena of madness, we were walking along a forest path. There were villages in between, but we didn't stop by. Not only did we not know what dangers there might be, but we had already purchased most of the necessary items, so there was no reason to visit.
At first, I had only thought about getting away from Jiso's land, so I just walked aimlessly, but now it was time to properly decide on a destination. I unfolded the map and checked the path we had walked.
A village we had passed by earlier was marked on the map, so there was no difficulty figuring out our current location.
"You said you got separated from Noah in the middle and don't know where she is?"
"Ung."
Jess nodded while chewing on the jerky. Based on the information Jess had told me about the strange forest, I estimated the location where Jess and Noah had parted ways.
"You got separated in the Forest of Death? Hmm, I don't know exactly which way she went... but since this is the closest city, should we go there and take a look?"
As I muttered while pointing to the name 'Cardishian' on the map, Jess vigorously nodded her head and flapped her ears. Iris just answered "yes" to whatever I suggested.
Seeing the two obedient children, a sense of responsibility grew within me.
'Alright, let's find the safest route and go!'
Thus, the journey of Jess, Iris, and I resumed.
***
"Haa... we finally made it."
I let out a long sigh as I saw the city walls of Cardishian in the distance.
'It took over a month just to get here.'
Since Jess said she had run without rest, I thought it would be no more than a week's journey no matter how far. Of course, the map showed it as quite a long distance, but many villages had strange distance markings, so it was unreliable.
'Still, I'm glad we arrived. First, let's rest well at the inn and start looking for Noah here from tomorrow.'
Noah seemed like she would be living well even without me, but if possible, I wanted us to stick together.
'If possible, let's all act together with the kids. We just need to hold out here until the knight comes to save Iris.'
Cardishian was the place where Odil's lab, the first place I had woken up, was located. So the knight who would later save Iris would also come to Cardishian.
Thinking up to that point, I remembered meeting the god of the dark fantasy world, the white hollow-eyed one.
'...However, this world is no longer the world inside the novel, so nothing can be certain. That means... the knight may not come looking for this place.'
If that happened, we would have no choice but to escape the Demon Lord's land together with the children. If I had no means of force, it would be questionable, but I had the strongest weapon, the demonic sword Gargandoa.
It would be difficult to escape together, but not impossible.
'Still, it would be better to escape with the knight if possible. Life would be much more comfortable then.'
Just because we leave the Demon Lord's land doesn't mean we become completely safe. Fitting for a dark fantasy world, even if they weren't residents of the Demon Lord's land, there were plenty of crazy bastards around, and reality was harsh.
At least until we reached Iris's family, we would be in a constant state of danger.
"Hey, good stuff has arrived, so come take a look!"
"Slowly get down there!"
While I was organizing my thoughts, we had already gotten close to the city. I habitually took out silver from my bag and handed it to the soldier guarding the city wall. About 30 copper per person, a way to pass through the city wall without any inspection.
"Pass!"
Leaving the smirking guard behind, I let out a low breath.
'Since there are many people, they don't bother us. What a relief.'
If I readily offered money like now, they would drag out the conversation or pick fights to extort more money like merchants. Some bastards would even spout nonsense about arbitrarily taking off Iris or Jess's robe hoods and putting them up as slaves.
Every time that happened, my right hand couldn't resist summoning the demonic sword and crushing the other party. Usually, if such a thing happened, it wouldn't be strange to go to prison, but this was the Demon Lord's land.
It was a place where the actions of the strong were the law, so the guards would rather bow and bring money as offerings. Even so, compared to the money I had, it wasn't much, and it was annoying how they would cling on, so it was irritating.
Fortunately, it seemed like such a thing wouldn't happen here.
"Let's go to the inn and get a room first."
Wanting to shake off the fatigue, I found a clean-looking inn and entered.
"Can I book a long-term stay in a room with three beds?"
"Yep, that's possible."
Although we looked terrible from being hit by the dust storm, perhaps because we were wearing fairly good quality clothes, the innkeeper smiled like a sycophant and nodded vigorously.
'I'd like to get separate rooms if I could... but there are too many criminals for that.'
If we had booked separate rooms, there would be a 100% chance of a stranger breaking into Iris and Jess's room tonight. Of course, both Jess and Iris were powerful experts with tremendous skills, so there wouldn't be a problem... but you never know.
It's better to prepare for danger if possible.
Taking the key, we headed to the assigned room. Compared to other inns, it was large and expensive, and the interior was definitely neatly decorated. If the inns we had stayed at so far were like motels, this one had a strong hotel vibe.
"I wanted to rest well, so this is great. You two wash up first, I'll organize the luggage for a bit."
"Bath! Master! Let's wash together!"
I had scolded Jess for stripping every time I told her to wash, so now she just cheered and hopped around. Seeing her clinging to my clothes, I shook my head.
"As I said last time, no."
"Kiiing.."
"Sseup... what can't be done, can't be done."
"Okaaay.."
Jess headed to the bathroom with her ears drooping. Iris, who used to coax me to wash together with sparkling eyes along with Jess, had already entered the bathroom, unlike her usual self.
'Children really grow up quickly.'
Seeing Iris grow up made me both happy and sad. This is a father's heart!
With that thought, I pushed Jess into the bathroom. Not long after, neatly folded clothes and messily folded clothes were placed outside the door. The neatly folded clothes were Iris's, and the messy ones were Jess's.
At first, she would just throw her clothes around, but after seeing Iris and I folding the clothes neatly, she started clumsily imitating us. Every time I patted her head and praised her for doing well, she would come and stick out her head whenever she folded clothes.
Recalling Jess's cute appearance, I started roughly organizing the luggage. As I finished organizing and placed the clothes for the kids to change into in front of the door, Iris and Jess came out of the bathroom, giving off a flowery scent.
The two children, who had changed into fluffy clothes and had their cheeks slightly flushed, looked extremely lovely.
"Master!"
Jess came running with water dripping from her head. I familiarly dried her hair with a towel, and she rubbed her face against my stomach, purring.
"Jess, wait a moment, I'm still dirty since I haven't washed yet."
"I like Master's smell!"
"No, no. Your hair needs to be dried, so let's separate."
After coaxing her a few times, Jess reluctantly separated from me. There were no hair dryers here, so I only rubbed her hair enough so that water wouldn't drip. It took too long to dry it any further.
"Brother, me too."
"Alright, alright."
When I dried Iris's hair, who was waiting quietly, the flowery scent tickled my nose. After removing the moisture to a suitable degree, I put away the towel.
"Then I'll go wash up, so you two rest."
"Okay, can I... organize brother's clothes?"
"I'd be grateful if you do that!"
I nodded with a grin at the sight of Iris already trying to be filial. I immediately went into the bathroom, took off my clothes, and slightly opened the door to put the clothes I had taken off outside.
Tak.
I closed the bathroom door, came in, and summoned the demonic sword. The demonic sword changed into the form of a thin needle as if it had been waiting. I roughly stabbed it into my thigh and started washing.
Ssshhh -.
"Whew..."
The warm water washed away my fatigue.
***
After Lian entered the bathroom, Iris, who was left alone with Jess, instantly erased the soft smile from her lips and approached the bathroom door.
"Sniff sniff..."
Jess followed closely behind Iris, lowering her body. Iris didn't mind Jess doing that.
Since Jess acted so much like an animal, Iris half-considered Jess as a pet that Lian was raising. Thanks to that, her guard had lowered significantly.
After confirming the sound of water coming from inside the bathroom, Iris picked up Lian's clothes placed in front of the door. Among them, she threw the robe to Jess.
Then Jess wrinkled her nose wildly and repeatedly narrowed and expanded her pupils.
"Sniff sniff sniff sniff!"
Jess put Lian's clothes on the floor, buried her nose in them, and rubbed her face wildly, then took the robe and headed somewhere like a puppy trying to hide a toy.
Iris picked up Lian's shirt and held it in her arms.
"Huff, huu... brother..."
It may seem like the behavior of a pervert, but there was a reason for all of this. Due to the habit of collecting Lian's clothes and making a nest to feel at ease whenever he was away, she had to smell his scent like this to calm down whenever he left.
Iris knew this behavior wasn't normal, so she only secretly hugged his clothes when Lian was away.
Giving clothes to Jess was not only to shut Jess's mouth but also because when Iris was alone holding Lian's clothes, Jess would constantly approach, sniffing with her nose, and interfere.
Anyway, she happily embraced Lian's clothes that were heavily scented with his smell.
Bang bang!
Then, a sound interrupted her happy time. It was the sound of someone knocking roughly.
End of Chapter
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"Hey, your boss has a message for you. Open the door for a moment."
At a glance, it seemed the other party had mistaken the room.
Clang, clang!
The doorknob shook violently as they forcibly tried to open the door, but it was locked and didn't open.
"If you don't open within 3 seconds, I'll break this door? One, two -..."
Iris, who had been thinking 'If I ignore them, they'll probably leave on their own', frowned and lifted her face from Lian's clothes at the unexpected violent words.
"Three!"
Kwaaang!
With a rough noise, the door shattered.
"Huh? There was no one in front of the door? Ha, so you never intended to open it in the first place?"
Iris's gaze turned to Lian's clothes. Fragments of the door had flown and torn the hem of the clothes. Iris's eyes sank darkly.
"Oh, I heard you girls over there are quite pretty, and it's true, isn't it? Hey, why don't you come over to our side instead? I'll cherish you to the fullest. Kihi...."
The person with a huge build reminiscent of an orc was not a man, but a woman. The woman, who had an appearance resembling a gorilla, openly showed her lust towards the beautiful but young Iris.
Iris was displeased by the behavior that arbitrarily ruined her territory, the damage done to Lian's clothes, and the unpleasant gaze. No, it was beyond unpleasant; it was disgusting.
The moment she was about to instantly turn the woman into a fe/male.
"Krheung!"
With a sound like a huge beast crying out, something rushed at the woman.
Crunch, chwaaak!
"Kkeuk -..."
Jess, who was enraged by the invasion of her territory, grabbed the woman's head and tore it off.
Thud!
The corpse with its head separated from its body tumbled on the floor.
"Aooook!"
Jess, who let out a long cry, lightly licked the blood on her hand, then abruptly stood up and swiftly turned to Iris.
"Gasp! I-is it okay to kill this..?"
Jess belatedly asked with her ears drooping. Iris strode over to the corpse and kicked its stomach, answering.
"Yeah."
At that moment, Lian's voice was heard from the bathroom.
"Iris! Is something happening outside? I thought I heard a loud noise?"
Iris's expression, which had been icy, instantly softened. Iris approached the bathroom door and spoke.
"Ung, no. It seems like... someone is fighting outside."
"Really? Should I not go out and check?"
"......Yeah."
Iris answered with difficulty after a long silence, thinking that if she said he should come out now, she might be able to see Lian's naked body.
"Okay. If anything happens, tell me right away."
"Yeah."
As Iris's words ended, the sound of water was heard again. Lian had a habit of washing for a long time.
It was partly due to the housewife spirit of getting his money's worth since the shower cost was included in the inn fee, and partly because it had become a habit to wash for a long time each time as there were few opportunities to wash with warm water during the trip.
Anyway, for that reason, Lian didn't realize what kind of chaos was happening outside. It was quite common in the gag world.
Thud, boom!
Before Vienna's blood could even dry, people with similar builds and appearances came down in droves.
"Heuk! V-Vienna-nim!"
"Vienna-ssi has been attacked!"
"T-that's impossible!"
They approached Lian's party's accommodation, then froze upon discovering Vienna's head lying in the corridor.
The bulky men were unable to move, frozen by the death of Vienna, who had acted as their leader. The one standing at the front gnashed his teeth and shouted.
"Damn it! This is war!"
"B-but!"
"With the captain dead and our mission failed, do you think the boss will let us live? The only path left for us is to subdue those two bi*ches!"
Chaeng, chaejaeng!
Realizing there was no turning back, the bulky men drew their swords and tried to rush at Iris and Jess.
"Fortunately."
Iris smiled beautifully as she muttered in a low voice.
"There are many things to kill."
Iris was genuinely happy that there was a place left to vent her anger.
She drew the sword leaning against the wall and instantly dashed out into the corridor. She no longer wanted to dirty the room with the blood of filthy things.
Chwaaaak!
The corpses piled up.
***
10 minutes ago, in the most luxurious suite of the inn where Lian's party was staying.
A fancy carpet was laid out in the spacious living room, and plush leather sofas were facing each other with a luxurious wooden table in the middle.
On one sofa sat Noah with her legs crossed, and on the opposite side sat a rough-looking older woman. Behind each sofa stood a guard from the organization.
Noah had grown tall due to continuous training and inherent reasons, not looking like a child of her age. She looked at least 17 years old.
"I didn't know the boss of Nest was this young."
The middle-aged woman with an angular jaw spoke with a sneer. It was a clear mockery, but Noah simply shrugged her shoulders with a calm expression.
"I also didn't know the boss of Vian was such an old auntie. Ah, or is it granny?"
"Wha...?!"
The woman's face turned red and blue. Hearing the sound of her gnashing teeth, Noah looked at the other party with a cold gaze.
'She's even more unpleasant than I thought.'
Why was Noah sitting face to face and having a conversation with such an unpleasant person?
To understand that, one needs to briefly know the current situation in Cardishian.
The Dwarf Boss controlling the northwestern region of Cardishian, Leviathan controlling the eastern region, and the always warring alliance organization Verimosa in the southern region.
Among them, the northwestern region occupied by the Dwarf Boss became chaotic due to the boss's death and began to collapse due to internal strife.
Various people gathered for different reasons: to get a piece of bread, to seize even a small area, to establish a new force amidst the chaos, and so on.
At first, there was all sorts of chaos, but as time passed, the incompetent ones easily collapsed or withdrew, making the battle structure clear.
It became a fight between 'Leviathan', who had been aiming for the northwestern land while constantly waging war with the Dwarf Boss, and Noah's organization 'Nest', which had grown its power to a frightening degree despite not being established for long.
It didn't make sense for Nest, with the majority of its members being brats, to fight on par with Leviathan. No, everyone agreed it didn't make sense.
A twist occurred. Nest not only fought equally with Leviathan but began to slowly devour the area.
However, that was the limit. To push out Leviathan and swallow the vast area, greater power and more people were needed.
Noah used her overwhelming charisma to devour the relatively clean organizations, increasing the size of her organization. Even with such efforts, it was still insufficient to completely push out Leviathan.
In that situation, the method she came up with was 'alliance'. Form a temporary alliance with a cruel organization she hadn't even glanced at to increase their size, then push out Leviathan at once.
Currently, there was no other suitable method besides that.
That was why Noah was facing an unpleasant person.
'Tsk, I thought at least some level of conversation would be possible.'
She was someone who arbitrarily judged and mocked based on age and appearance. It was impossible to have a proper conversation with such a person.
Noah read the contempt and desire clearly evident in the woman's eyes. Facing the desire to devour the plump prey called 'Nest', her mood sank.
'As expected, I should give up on collaborating with trash.'
Forming an alliance with someone who might stab you in the back at any time was no different from suicide..
Noah looked at the woman with an icy expression and stood up from her seat. No, she tried to stand up.
At that moment, the guard standing behind the other party's sofa drew his sword. Noah frowned and stuck her slightly raised buttocks back on the sofa. Then the guard sheathed his sword.
"Whoa, whoa, where do you think you're going when we haven't even had a proper conversation yet? Above all, I forcibly came out at your request, you bi*ch, no, you brat."
"I apologize, but I think this is enough conversation."
"Oh my, I spoke too unpleasantly. I'm sorry, it's a habit to gain the upper hand like this when bosses meet."
She smiled warmly in an instant as if it was truly a mistake. But Noah didn't let her guard down.
'Huu... alright, since it was difficult to arrange this meeting, let's talk a bit more to at least obtain information about the other party.'
Even if they didn't form an alliance, they could still gather information about the other party through conversation.
"...Alright. Then - "
As Noah slowly laid out her agenda, the boss of Vian gave a signal to her guard. Pretending to scratch her neck, she lightly tapped her shoulder three times. Then the guard grabbed the bottom of the scabbard and activated the signaling device.
In the room right next to the suite where they were conversing, about 20 people were gathered.
They were mostly women with huge muscular bodies. They had so much muscle that even the muscles on their faces were rugged, making their art style look different.
They were the orc unit of the Vian organization gathered to carry out the plan on the boss's orders.
The order they received was simple. Take Noah's subordinate hostage.
Vienna, the leader of the orc unit, grinned as she looked at the signaling device.
"It's the signal. They definitely said that bi*ch's subordinate is resting in room 2023 on the floor below, right?"
At Vienna's words, her subordinate shook her head and said.
"I heard it's room 2024, not 2023... kuh-heok!"
Pwaek!
As soon as the subordinate conveyed the correct information to Vienna, Vienna struck the back of the subordinate's head with her fist.
"So you're saying I remembered wrong?! If I say it's 2023, it's 2023!"
"Kuh-heok.. y-yes, yes!"
Vienna spoke with a triumphant expression.
"First, I'll go and take care of it simply, so you guys come down in 5 minutes."
"What? But..."
"What? You have something to say?"
"Ah.. n-no.."
The subordinate tried to protest against the words implying Vienna would take all the credit, but had no choice but to submit when Vienna threateningly raised her fist.
"Then I'm going first. Wait quietly!"
Around 5 minutes after Vienna left, the organization members went downstairs.
..And they all left for a place they couldn't return from.
The boss of Vian, unaware of this, was nodding in agreement with Noah's words while laughing wickedly inside.
'Keh heh heh, stupid bi*ch. You don't even know what kind of state your subordinate is in and are just spouting this nonsense.'
The truly stupid bi*ch was herself, as the main unit of the organization was annihilated due to the stupid subordinate, but there was no way for the boss of Vian to realize this.
End of Chapter
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"...It seems you're not interested in what I'm saying."
From the wicked laughter that occasionally showed through, Noah keenly realized that the boss of Vian wasn't interested in what she was saying. It bothered her, but it wasn't a complete loss.
The Vian organization was known for their outstanding strength despite lacking in intelligence. This was a time to clearly see what kind of person the boss of such an organization was. That alone was a big gain.
"Ah, no way."
The boss of Vian belatedly put on an expression while making silly jokes, but Noah had no intention of continuing the conversation any further. She spoke in a resolute voice.
"Enough. We're both busy people, so let's part ways here."
"Well, do you think it will go as you wish?"
Quite some time had passed since the signal was given. By now, there should have been plenty of time to take hostages. The boss of Vian spoke with a grotesque smile that made her cheekbones protrude.
"It seems you brought someone you quite cherish to room 2024. A lover, perhaps?"
"....! Damn it!"
Noah, who instantly grasped the situation, jumped up from her seat.
The person waiting in room 2024 was Lily. As a rule, when two organization bosses meet, they don't bring other members, but it was a rule that was rarely followed.
After all, meeting empty-handed in a situation where you never know when the other party might backstab you was too dangerous a gamble. However, bringing too many members overtly could be seen as a declaration of war.
Therefore, it was customary to scatter a subtle number of members around and meet while being wary of each other. But Noah had no intention of doing that.
In her organization, there wasn't a single person stronger than Noah. The members she brought could rather become a burden. Noah even wanted to leave behind Nero, who insisted on accompanying her as a guard.
No matter how strong Noah was, there was no one who would quietly listen to her saying she would walk into enemy territory alone.
Due to tremendous opposition, Nero, one of the strongest in the organization, had no choice but to become her guard, and Lily decided to wait downstairs in case of any unexpected situations.
Since it was such a sudden decision and they moved in a small number, Noah, who had been at ease, bit her tongue slightly and thought.
'As expected, there was a spy in the organization. And it was one of the executives.'
Otherwise, there was no way the story about Lily would have spread. She inwardly cursed at her own complacency. She wanted to rush out the door right now, but turning her back in front of an enemy was a foolish move.
Noah drew her sword from the scabbard leaning against the sofa with a coldly sunken face.
Srrng.
Even in the face of the threatening sound, the boss of Vian didn't stop her, only grinning grotesquely. She raised her index finger and lightly waved it side to side, speaking.
"Oh, no, no. You don't think I brought this up without any measures, do you?"
"...What did you do to my subordinate?"
At Noah's murderous voice, the boss of Vian laughed out loud and spoke.
"Hahah! Now we can communicate! First, sit down, let's finish our talk while sitting -..."
Before she could even finish her sentence.
Bang!
"Kyaaaaak!"
"Uwaaaaak!"
Along with the sound of something shattering and breaking, a thud was heard. At the same time, screams rang out from outside the inn.
It was the sound of passersby screaming and retreating as something fell in front of the inn. Someone shouted loudly.
"Which bastard threw a corpse on the street!"
In this place where morality and law couldn't properly function, people only cursed at the senseless act of throwing a corpse at a passerby, but didn't particularly get angry about someone dying.
The boss of Vian instinctively felt a sense of foreboding at the commotion coming from downstairs. The moment her lips were tightly shut and her gaze turned towards the window, the irritated voice suddenly changed to a frightened one and started shouting.
"H-hey! Aren't those the orc unit guys?!"
"Oh my god! I-it's true! It seems to be a fight between organizations! R-run away!"
"Uwaaaak!"
The corpse that fell outside, the orc unit.
They were words informing her that the order she had given had failed. Noah made a relieved expression, then signaled to Nero standing behind her. It meant for him to go down first.
Tap!
The boss of Vian didn't stop Nero as he ran out. She simply stood up from her seat, silently making the blood vessels near her eyes protrude.
"This bastard and that bastard! No one does anything right!"
As she gnashed her teeth and unleashed killing intent, her clothes began to tear with a sound of ripping. Noah adjusted her grip on her sword at the sight of the woman's body swelling enormously, reminiscent of a werewolf.
"Kraaaak! I'll clean up everything now that it's come to this! No one will be able to return alive!"
The fight between the two bosses began.
***
Same time, bathroom of room 2023.
"Euh-heung."
As I came out after pleasantly soaking my entire body in the bathtub, I unconsciously hummed. With a languid smile, I slightly opened the bathroom door, grabbed my clothes, and quickly closed the door.
"Huh? What are these wood pieces?"
I tilted my head as I saw sawdust and small broken wood pieces on my clothes, then lightly brushed them off.
"Did dust get in? I should close the window."
With that thought, I got dressed. I had returned the demonic sword to the back of my hand a little while ago, so I put a towel on my head and left the bathroom.
"Sorry, did it take long? It's been a while..."
Lian, who was speaking with a soft smile, slowly lost his words.
Jess, who was vigorously scrubbing the blood-soaked floor with clothes from who knows where, froze like a guilty puppy upon making eye contact with me.
Iris, who for some reason was standing in front of the terribly shattered window, looking in my direction.
The floor was filled with blood, the door was broken, and beyond it lay several corpses. I pointed towards the corridor with my trembling hand and spoke.
"I-I-Iris, th-this is just a casual question, but that...."
"They suddenly came and tried to hit us..."
"You did well! Really well!"
I immediately gave a thumbs up at Iris's mumbled words with a sullen face.
"You did... well, but..! Let's leave here now! If we cause such a big commotion, the alley bosses of this area might show up!"
Sirens began blaring in my head. I packed my luggage at a terrifying speed, tucked Jess under my arm (Jess: Uh..?), and grasped Iris's hand with my other hand, then jumped out the broken window.
Thump!
The three corpses piled up below served as a cushion.
"Heuk... s-so cruel!"
"To think such young kids took down the orc unit.."
Those who had been watching the inn from a distance were either amazed at Lian's cruelty in using corpses as a cushion or shrank their shoulders at the appearance of new powerhouses.
I immediately turned my body and entered the inn. I ran into the innkeeper who was packing his luggage to run away.
"Oh my god!"
Only after seeing the innkeeper's reaction did I realize the kids were covered in blood. I put Jess down and held out a gold coin to the innkeeper.
"We had a little accident upstairs... and some furniture got broken. This is compensation for that."
"Huh."
The innkeeper quickly nodded, seeming satisfied with the compensation.
"Then I'll be on my way since I'm busy.."
Bang, kwakwang!
Hearing the sound of fighting from above, I thought my prediction was indeed correct, took out robes from my bag, and put them on the kids before wearing one myself.
However, the robes I took out this time were the black robes commonly worn by mercenaries. The high-quality robes that stood out wouldn't be helpful in this situation where we had caused an accident.
With the help of the innkeeper, I left the inn through the back door and ran towards the east, the opposite direction of the inn.
I stopped after running for quite a while, feeling like I had moved from one end of the city to the other. Judging from the clearly different atmosphere compared to the previous area, it seemed another alley boss was in charge of this place. Feeling relieved by that fact, I looked around.
"Hey, you there."
At that moment, a voice mixed with provocation was heard. As soon as I stopped running, I was caught in a fight, making me wonder if I should run again to avoid getting involved in a bothersome situation.
"You're here to participate in the Black Assembly too, right? It's about time to start, so hurry up and go."
"...?"
As I blankly stared at the man, feeling puzzled by the unexpected story, the man snorted and said.
"There's not a single person who would pick a fight with someone running at a crazy speed, so stop staring and quickly go to the Black Assembly."
The question about the Black Assembly wasn't resolved, but I was grateful for not getting caught up in a troublesome fight. I started walking with the kids to find a new inn.
"Ah, that inn looks good. Should we go there?"
"Anywhere is fine as long as brother is there."
"Me too!"
I couldn't help but laugh as I saw Jess's robe shaking, probably from her wagging tail. I headed to the inn with the kids.
"Now then, let's begin the Black Assembly."
...Of all places, it happened to be where some Black Assembly or whatever was being held.
End of Chapter
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Belatedly coming to my senses and trying to escape, I ended up sitting at a table with a dumbfounded "uh uh uh?" as people pushed in from behind.
As soon as I sat down, the inn door roughly closed, and the assembly began in a heavy atmosphere.
It was clearly not a situation where I could leave immediately, so I gestured to Jess and Iris to stay quiet, then rolled my eyes to grasp the situation.
"This Black Assembly has carefully selected only those with proven skills. That's how dangerous this mission is and how high the reward will be."
Everyone gathered in the inn listened attentively to the words of the man wearing a black robe. The man continued to speak, exuding a heavy atmosphere.
I listened to the man's words for a while and organized the information in my head.
'So... the Black Assembly is a bizarre gathering created by a place called Leviathan to secretly gather strong mercenaries. The goal of this gathering is to wipe out an organization called Nest that has taken over the western lands.'
I figured the boss of Leviathan must be someone severely afflicted with eighth-grader syndrome like our household's demonic sword. Otherwise, they wouldn't have set the condition that only those wearing black robes can participate in the assembly.
'The humans in black robes gathered at the inn... they look extremely suspicious, like all the information will leak out. On top of that, the fact that we, who have no relation at all, are sitting here means the assembly is being conducted in a very sloppy manner.'
As my thoughts reached that point, everyone here became pathetic.
'Did no one really think this gathering is strange? Or are only stupid people gathered here?'
While I was having such thoughts.
"Hachoo!"
Due to the dust floating around from the lack of proper ventilation, Jess let out a cute sneeze. At the same time, Jess's robe hood fell back.
"Wh-what the!"
"That guy took off his robe..."
"More than that.. was there such a guy among the mercenaries?"
The bright red hair and beastman ears instantly captured attention. I hurriedly put Jess's hood back on and observed the surrounding atmosphere.
"Just some brat with a face I've never seen before..."
At the whispered words of the man who had been speaking loudly as a representative, the atmosphere inside the inn sank heavily. Sensing the unusual atmosphere, I quietly summoned the demonic sword.
No, I tried to summon it.
Chwaareuk -..
The pattern on the back of my hand shone brightly, and a brilliant red blood resembling the color of wine shot up into the air. The blood that rose up, captivating others' gazes to the point of feeling like a work of art, soon gorgeously transformed into the shape of a sword and fell into my hand.
[This one has arrived!]
I covered my face with my empty hand and let out a low sigh. The thought that I was doomed filled my head. At that moment.
"...! My apologies for this."
"...?"
"I should have recognized you right away from your white hair and the pattern on the back of your hand. I made a mistake because the information was slow."
At the sudden words, I lifted my head and looked at the man spouting nonsense. The atmosphere inside the inn stirred.
"Does he know that bastard?"
"Ah -, those who can read must have seen it in passing. The story of the white-haired gladiator who slaughtered dozens, hundreds of monsters in the arena, the one called the 'Slaughterer' in the newspaper is that guy."
"....Ah!"
As soon as he finished speaking, exclamations of admiration burst out from here and there. It was the reaction of those who could read.
Those who couldn't understand the situation also belatedly let out exclamations and formed an understanding atmosphere after hearing explanations from others.
"The redhead next to him must be the Red Queen."
"...??"
'What, a queen?'
I was so dumbfounded that my throat was blocked, unable to throw out a question. Even without asking a question, they began to ramble among themselves, listing information about the Red Queen.
"...! I heard she cleared out all the beast arenas..."
"Even that terrifying Ashelican had its throat torn out in an instant..."
Ominous stories poured out from all over. I looked at Jess with a doubtful feeling. Jess was scratching the back of her head with a "hehe" expression.
Seeing her face like a puppy that pooped, I thought, 'It doesn't seem like it.'
"The remaining one must be the 'Berserker.'"
At the words said while looking towards Iris, I finally came to a conclusion. This is just a crazy eighth-grader syndrome gathering. Otherwise, there's no way they could utter nicknames like Slaughterer, Red Queen, and Berserker.
'Ah, no? Could this possibly be the culture of the dark fantasy world?'
Confusion came as fully grown adults were saying such things with serious faces.
"If you three participate in the Black Assembly, we can consider this fight's victory guaranteed."
"Keh heh heh... things will become even easier."
"Hey! Welcome!"
I didn't know what was going on, but at least it seemed we had escaped from a dangerous situation, so a sigh of relief was let out.
"Then let me finish the explanation. The one we need to target is the boss of the Nest organization, a guy named 'Noah.'"
'Huh...?'
My eyes widened at the familiar name that came right after the relief.
"The executives under him are 'Nero,' 'Lily,' 'Koan'..."
As I heard the words pouring out one after another, my pupils began to dilate. All of them, all of them... were the names of the children who had been with me.
"The executives mentioned above must be captured alive."
Saying so, he began to attach portraits one by one to the bulletin board on the wall. Although they had grown a little more than I remembered, they were definitely the faces I had been searching for.
"The boss of Nest, being a brat, can't stand his subordinates being in a miserable state, so if it's difficult to capture the executives, it's fine to directly kill them in front of the boss of Nest. There's nothing easier to deal with than an enemy who's excited."
Light laughter spread at those words. Feeling my expression turning icy cold, I put strength into the hand holding the demonic sword.
"Grrr..."
At that moment, I heard Jess's low growl. Turning my head, I saw Jess glaring at the rambling man with her teeth bared.
'It's difficult to handle it without Jess or Iris getting hurt because there are too many of them.'
Rationally, the right answer is to leave this place immediately. But the excitement didn't easily subside.
'...When did I become so attached to them?'
I burst into laughter and looked towards Iris. Iris must have been staring at my face the whole time, as our eyes met immediately. Iris crept up next to me and whispered.
"Do whatever you want, brother. I will always be by your side."
"..."
Instead, my hand loosened at the words filled with trust and faith. The sense of responsibility to take care of Iris and Jess created hesitation.
"...There's no one stronger than us here."
"Ah."
Iris playfully whispered while covering the back of my hand. Hearing those words, my energy drained away, and laughter flowed out. There was no basis for her words, but somehow, I believed them. Or maybe I wanted to believe that.
That even if I caused trouble here, no one would get hurt.
Thud!
As I finished organizing my thoughts, I abruptly stood up from my seat. Jess sniffed her ears and nose, then swiftly turned her head towards me. The hood was pulled off again due to the reaction.
"...Do you have something to say?"
The man who had been talking about the plan for a while expressed doubt while looking at me. Without a word, I held the demonic sword, which had turned into a dagger, in reverse and stabbed it into the table. The demonic sword smoothly pierced the table as if cutting tofu.
I spoke while looking at the man.
"Blood Wave."
The moment I chanted the short spell, red blood spread out from the blade of the demonic sword, following the table and reaching the floor as if a shadow was spreading.
In an instant, the interior space of the inn was dyed in the color of blood. Not stopping there, the blood rose up, sloshing around the ankles. The fishy scent of blood seemed to numb the nose.
"Wh-what is this...."
Chwaaaak -.
The sound of waves came from somewhere, and the interior space of the inn was instantly engulfed in blood.
"Kuh-heok...!"
"Kkaak!"
"W-wait, spare..."
Chwaaaak -...
The sound of waves or the sound of flesh being sliced, indistinguishable, resounded throughout the inn.
A hemisphere-shaped barrier was created centered on the table where the sword was stabbed, so we received no damage.
Nothing was left in the place where the waves had swept through. Not even bone fragments.
Chwaaaak, churureuttt!
The sound of waves rang out once more, and the blood was instantly sucked into the demonic sword. The world that had lost its color gradually returned to its original hues, and only four people remained inside the inn.
Me, Iris, Jess, and -... only the man presumed to be the representative of the Black Assembly was still breathing. The rest had turned into a handful of blood, leaving no trace behind.
"Hi-hiiik.."
Thanks to my will, the man didn't die, but he was in a state of having been submerged in and emerged from the waves of blood. Completely terrified by what he had seen and experienced, he was soaking his pants.
Frowning at the piercing smell, I approached the man.
"Hey."
"Heek!"
Not wanting to use honorifics towards a bastard threatening my companions, I called out to him informally, and he reacted as if having a seizure, trying to back away. I squatted down while holding the demonic sword.
"If you keep running away, I'll stab this into the floor?"
"Aa-aaak! No..! No way! Pl-please don't send me to such a terrible hell! J-just kill me! Kill me!"
The man shook his head violently with a face pale from fright. At this point, I was a little curious about what kind of experience he had inside.
Gently setting aside the question, I spoke with a smile.
"If you tell me everything you know, I'll let you live."
Only after spitting out those words did I think I might have been too villain-like, but I decided to worry about that later. What was important now was the safety of the children, including Noah.
***
"So -... a white-haired man who sliced up the orc unit of the Vian organization at the western inn participated in the Black Assembly, and afterwards, the Black Assembly vanished without a trace... is that what you're saying?"
"Y-yes, yes..."
"A man with white hair..."
A man looked down at the newspaper with fierce eyes. The worn-out newspaper contained a picture of the arena turned into a sea of blood and the contents about Lian, who had massacred dozens and hundreds of monsters.
"...Was the Slaughterer behind Nest? No, no. In this case, the Slaughterer would be Nest's hunting dog."
Tsk.
The man clicked his tongue and muttered.
"Things have become bothersome."
Without even knowing it himself, Lian had gained the nickname 'Nest's Hunting Dog.'
End of Chapter
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Chapter 78
The Advent of Destruction.
***
'I'm glad things went smoother than I expected.'
I breathed a sigh of relief and took a big bite of the skewer. After wiping out the inn and thoroughly obtaining the information, I planned to head straight west. I had heard that Noah's organization, Nest, was located there.
Just as we were about to set off, Jess's stomach growled. It was only then that I realized it had been a long time since we had eaten.
Not wanting to starve the kids any longer, we entered a skewer shop located quite a distance from the inn and started eating, piling up skewers like a mountain.
'...Who would have thought I could win without even crossing swords?'
I took another bite of the skewer as I recalled the massacre at the inn.
'To think I could kill so many people and then eat without a second thought, I guess I'm adapting well to this dark world!'
Although it was because the concept of 'death' was as light as a feather in this world, let's just say I was adapting well.
"Jess, don't eat the wooden skewers. Another 50 skewers, please!"
"Yes!"
Chwaaak, chwarureuk!
Jess's appetite was so great that the shopkeeper was sweating bullets while grilling the meat without rest. At that moment, Iris swallowed the remaining meat in her mouth and spoke.
"Brother, who is this person named Noah?"
"Ah, come to think of it, I never told you, Iris?"
I put down the skewer I was holding on the plate, took a sip of water to moisten my mouth, and then began to recount the past.
I told her about meeting Noah and the kids at the place where I was held as an experimental subject, being taken in by Mia the black magician by chance, and meeting Iris after being half-kidnapped by Jiso.
I lied, saying I only did cooking and trivial tasks because I thought she might worry if I told her I was experimented on. Although the experiments weren't too harsh, Iris was a very caring child, so I deliberately kept my words brief.
"Are you going to meet that... person?"
"Yes, I want to help."
"Then I'll help too. Because it's something you want, Brother."
Seeing Iris smile with her eyes forming half-moons, she looked so adorable that I couldn't help but pat her head. Her face turned a lovely shade of red.
"Woof! Woof! (Master! Me too! Me too!)"
Jess, with her mouth full of skewers, ran towards me and stretched out her head. Her protruding ears drooped down, urging me to pat her head as well. Just as I lifted my hand to pat her head.
Clang! Crash!
A sharp dagger flew towards me but was deflected by Iris's sword, shattering the table next to us.
"Tsk, you're quite skilled for your appearance."
A man's voice came from a shadowy corner of the building, the same place the dagger had come from. The man, covered entirely in a black robe, spoke with a voice mixed with laughter.
"I'll retreat for now. But next time..."
The man said, then began to vanish as if melting into the shadows.
'Ugh... people of that sneaky type are so troublesome!'
The type of person who waits for the opponent to let their guard down, pops out, and makes lousy attacks before disappearing!
Thinking about how they might appear at inconvenient times, like while I was using the bathroom, just putting on clothes, or hopping around after stubbing my pinky toe, already made me exhausted.
'I can't have such terrible experiences!'
Even if I summoned the demonic sword to attack immediately, the man would disappear faster. How could I catch that man who had already vanished by 70%?
Instinctively, I picked up a wooden skewer from the table. I threw it with all my might towards the man and shouted.
"Jess! Fetch!"
"Woof!"
Jess, who had been growling at the man with wide eyes, suddenly widened her eyes like an innocent puppy and darted towards the flying skewer at an incredible speed.
"Huh...!"
The speed was so fast it almost looked like a truck speeding down a highway. The reason I compared it to a truck was because... the sneaky man flew away as if hit by a truck.
Crash! Crunch! Thud!
The man who flew through the building wall rolled over with blood frothing and fainted. He looked almost dead.
The skewer shop owner, who had been grilling skewers like a mountain, grabbed his head and collapsed to the floor.
"Oh no... The skewered meat shop that's been passed down for five generations... the legacy my mother left me... I was going to confess to her after paying off all the debts..."
Seeing the skewer shop owner sitting dejectedly, spouting cliched lines, I felt like I had done something terribly wrong. I approached him, sweating nervously.
"Um..."
"Master, I'm sorry. I really am useless! Sob sob..."
As I was about to hand over some money to the sobbing skewer shop owner, who was crying his heart out.
Bang!
"Hey! Shop owner, come out!"
The shop door, which had been wide open when we entered, was now closed, and I saw it fly away from a stranger's kick.
"If you borrowed money, you have to pay it back!"
"Oh, business seems to be doing well, huh? Look at all these skewers piled up."
Without a word, I alternated my gaze between the two thug-like men and the man embedded in the wall, who I presumed to be an assassin.
'Seriously... is no one going to care about the guy stuck in the wall?'
This was definitely... something that only happened in a gag world. The moment I realized that, I understood.
'Ah, the authority must have been activated! But why?'
The authority was said to activate towards people who threatened me. That means, the skewer shop owner who was spouting cliched lines and the thugs ignoring the fallen man had threatened me.
'But that doesn't seem right... hmm...'
The thugs were only threatening the skewer shop owner and didn't even glance at me. While I was bewildered by the situation, one of the thugs suddenly turned to me and shouted with his mouth agape.
"Whoa! Boss! Isn't that the guy we saw in the wanted poster?!"
"What? Oh, it is! It really is!"
Wanted poster?
The gag filter affected guys kindly explained.
"He's the crazy guy who disrupted Leviathan's operation and escaped.... Wow, to be casually eating in Leviathan's territory even after a bounty was placed... he's really got guts, huh?"
"That guy's bounty is ten gold coins, right?"
"Keh heh... We've hit the jackpot! And the girl next to him is quite pretty too, we could sell her for a nice sum!"
Only after hearing their conversation did I realize why this situation had occurred.
'The Leviathan guys threatened me... so the authority activated over this entire area!'
My eyes began to shake madly.
'Wait, does that mean everyone is in an immortal state?'
As soon as I had that thought, the thugs approached me and tried to swing their fists.
"Grrr!"
"Get lost."
Jess bit the throat of the man who charged at me, and Iris, cursing, sliced the other man's throat.
Chwaaak, splotch!
"Ah... so they're not immortal."
Seeing the two men turned into corpses, I sighed in relief. I almost made the Leviathan guys invincible.
"Ah, wait a minute."
Suddenly, a realization caused my brain to buffer.
'That means they act like Gag Residents, but their lives are finite, right?'
At that moment, I could foresee the destruction of Leviathan.
"...Guys, let's head to the western area as fast as we can. This place seems too dangerous."
"Okay."
"Got it! Master!"
Jess nodded, hugging me around the waist. Her ears drooped, and she looked at me with sparkling eyes, wagging her tail as I patted her head.
"Let's go, Iris."
"...Okay."
Iris, who had been quietly watching Jess, smiled like a blooming flower and took my hand.
Jess didn't want to let go of me, but after coaxing her, saying we needed to separate for faster movement, she reluctantly let go with a sullen face.
We left money for the skewers and the broken furniture on the table and left the skewer shop.
***
"Uwaaah! D-damn it! Get lost!"
"You get lost! Whoa!? You're falling!"
The butts of two burly men, who looked like bowling pins, were stuck together with glue.
The two men, in an awkward stance, got into a scuffle and eventually fell over. They began to roll down the sloped street.
"Uwaaaah!"
"Ugh... Save me!"
With ominous cracking sounds, the rolling men crashed into boxes filled with goods from other shops, breaking everything.
"Oh my! My shop's goods!"
"Who the heck are they!"
Shop owners rushed out, swearing and trying to find the culprits, but they had already rolled away and couldn't be found.
"Dammit... Hopin! It was you, wasn't it!"
"Huh? It wasn't me, it must've been you!"
Normally, they would have had a rational conversation, but now, with their eyes rolling back, they hurled insults at each other and started throwing things from the ground, fighting.
In a gag world, they would have ended up with just bruises, but since this was a dark fantasy world, blood started to splatter instantly.
"Hey there, miss. How about a cup of tea with me?"
"Hmph, no thanks."
A woman working in the red-light district scoffed and hit the man's face with her bag. The man's neck snapped with a crack, and he fell over.
"Wow..."
Lian looked around and said.
"It's a mess."
End of Chapter
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It Was All Your Plan!
***
I hurried my steps with a complicated expression, the two children following closely behind.
"Oh my! A mistake!"
A large flowerpot fell on the path we had just passed, landing squarely on another man's head.
"Ugh!"
The man, with his face pixelated like a mosaic, started to go cold.
"Oh dear, what to do?"
The middle-aged woman who had dropped the flowerpot quickly came down to the first floor, examined the corpse briefly, then went inside to get a rug and covered the man with it.
"Humming, hum-hum..."
She awkwardly hummed a tune as she went back inside. All sorts of incidents that seemed straight out of a gag world were pouring down like disasters.
'Let's quickly head to where the Nest organization is.'
Thinking that, my steps gradually slowed. It felt like someone was grabbing my ankle and pulling me down. Before I knew it, my steps had come to a complete stop.
"..."
I turned around and looked at the chaotic street.
This is the land of the Demon King. A brutal place where the weak are exploited, and the strong enjoy everything.
In this land, those who have committed sins are all criminals.
'But...'
That should only apply to those who have committed evil deeds. Children like Iris and Jess, who were captured as slaves, shouldn't have to endure such harsh fates.
Because of those few weak ones, I couldn't move forward.
In a dark fantasy world, the one thing you should never have is a sense of guilt. Especially when it's guilt over something that isn't your fault, it becomes a device that triggers endless frustration.
Therefore, I needed to find a rational reason to stop this disaster.
'...If I leave it like this, the residents of the eastern lands occupied by Leviathan will be massacred, and the land will become empty. If such a sudden disappearance of residents occurs, Erboan, the right hand of the Demon King, might come looking.'
Erboan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings. He is a strategist of the Demon King's army and can be considered the strongest among the Four Heavenly Kings. Unlike the other three, he is not negligent and can question even small incidents.
Even if the area occupied by Leviathan disappeared within a few days, Jiso or Raina might think, 'They must have had an interesting battle!' and move on, but Erboan would likely be suspicious and send subordinates to investigate.
In the original story, Erboan is the mid-boss you encounter just before meeting the final boss. And he is incredibly powerful.
If Iris, who is still like a chick, encounters Erboan or if Erboan becomes suspicious of Iris, she could be killed before formally becoming a hero. Or she could be brainwashed and corrupted.
'So I can't let the incident escalate too much.'
With a plausible reason in mind, my shoulders felt lighter. I spoke to Jess and Iris, who had also stopped their steps.
"I think I'll have to go somewhere for a bit... could you wait there..."
"You're leaving us behind?"
"Heeing..."
Iris looked up at me with tearful eyes, and Jess drooped her ears, her eyes filling with tears.
'Ugh...'
I was helplessly defeated by their sparkling-eyed attack.
"Is it okay if I go to a dangerous place?"
"Yes!"
"Sure! Wherever Master goes, I'm fine!"
The two, having dried their tears in an instant, nodded their heads quickly. I had no choice but to take them with me.
To Leviathan's headquarters.
***
Finding Leviathan's headquarters wasn't difficult.
"Keh heh... no matter what you say, I will never open my mouth..."
Crash!
"Argh! Th-that's a limited edition Elliejou 82 vintage!"
Crash!
"Aaaargh! N-no! That's a 172 vintage!"
Jess roamed around like a cat, knocking over and breaking expensive alcohol beautifully displayed. The tied-up man paled as he spoke.
"I-I'll talk! P-please stop..."
Crash!
"Aaargh! The 327 vintage...?!"
A gag world's characteristic.
They claim they don't care about their lives, but when you break items related to their hobbies, they shed tears of blood and suffer.
"Please, please stop hurting my babies... I'll... I'll tell everything..."
Making sure Jess stopped, I gestured to her, and she returned to my side with agile movements.
"So, where's the headquarters?"
"The headquarters is in the 'Dawn Dew Tavern' close to the city wall... in the basement... ugh..."
The man was soon shedding tears of blood in agony and eventually died in shock.
After a small sacrifice, we headed directly to the headquarters.
Crash!
"You bastard! I've disliked you for a long time!"
"Oh, you scumbag!"
Clang, clank!
The Dawn Dew Tavern was in a mess, no different from other places. No, it was even worse. Halved corpses were scattered everywhere, and humans were seen being devoured by monsters.
'It's more severe because it's the headquarters.'
After looking at the hellish scene in the tavern lobby, I headed toward the kitchen.
"Strange? This should be right?"
A pretty woman was flipping through a recipe book, and behind her, something black with writhing tentacles was forming.
"Ugh! It should be okay!"
She poured in something she had chopped, put in a ladle, and started stirring.
Sizzle!
As the sound of the ladle melting rang out, the woman's humming echoed. I gestured to Iris and Jess to be quiet and quickly crossed the kitchen.
'It's here.'
Pushing aside a long cabinet at the back of the kitchen, a stairway leading down appeared. However, the stairs were littered with banana peels. There were also sporadic bloodstains.
Rumble.
As we stepped down one step, the cabinet slid back into place on its own. I swallowed dryly and spoke to Iris and Jess.
"Sit down here and slide down."
"Huh?"
"...?"
I sat Iris on the stairs and gently pushed her as if she were sliding down a slide.
Whoosh!
Banana peels flew into the air, and Iris began smoothly sliding down. Jess, with sparkling eyes, followed suit.
'Phew... even in a gag world, good things happen to beautiful girls.'
Normally, you would tumble down the stairs, hitting your head on the ceiling and walls, but when a beautiful girl slides down, a gentlemanly response like this happens.
I followed the cleared path and descended.
"Master! Master! Just one more time!"
Iris and Jess had landed safely, sitting on a pile of Leviathan members. They seemed to have landed safely.
"We don't have time, so no."
"Aw..."
After patting the sullen Jess, I passed the pile of members and headed further inside. Each long hallway had doors, but none looked like a boss room.
Going deeper, I slightly opened the most luxurious-looking door. A rough noise reached my ears through the small gap.
Bang, crash!
A man, presumed to be the boss, was pounding on the meeting table furiously.
"If it's not a curse or large-scale magic, how do you explain what's happening right now?!"
"Th-that..."
"Stop repeating that you don't know and think of a solution!"
The place that seemed to be the meeting room was quite intact, unlike the bloody outside.
The executives of Leviathan seemed to have noticed that the current situation was artificial, and their voices were raised seriously.
'This commotion will end if they stop threatening me.'
Everything happened because Leviathan threatened me, so if they stop threatening me, everything will be resolved!
I straightened my posture and whispered to Iris and Jess.
"I think I need to talk to the people inside... They might threaten me because they don't like me. So, could you hide here and help if it looks dangerous for me?"
Giving them a plausible reason, I was sure they wouldn't just stay hidden if I only told them to hide. The two nodded with determined faces.
"Yes, I'll protect you, Brother."
"Me too!"
"Shh."
I shushed the loudly answering Jess by placing my finger on her lips, and she widened her eyes and drooped her ears.
The two hid in the blind spot next to the door. I adjusted my clothes and summoned the demonic sword.
[Keh heh heh...]
"...?"
The demonic sword, summoned with a grand impact, let out a strangely creepy laugh.
[You thought 'Blood Wave' was awesome too, didn't you?]
"..."
Honestly... because the demonic sword kept shouting 'Blood Wave! Blood Wave!' I had become accustomed to the skill name. Is this why ancestors advised choosing friends wisely...
Just as I was recalling the faces of my ancestors from the ancestral rites, I heard a crashing sound and snapped back to reality. Peering further inside, I saw a large, ornate vase that had been placed on one side of the spacious meeting room, now broken. A baseball was rolling on the floor.
"An attack, an attack!"
"Damn it! How did they get inside?!"
The serious atmosphere turned chaotic, and the people in the meeting room started rushing towards the entrance.
Creak.
I hurriedly opened the door before they all got out.
"Nest! It's Nest's people!"
"The Slaughterer from Nest is here!"
The ones leading the charge screamed and began to fall over. The ones following behind also started tumbling to the ground.
Bang, crunch! Thud! Smash!
Amidst all sorts of brutal sounds, about twenty people in the meeting room fell over each other. Luxurious tables and chairs toppled or broke, and the chandelier on the ceiling swung ominously.
As I stared blankly at the dust cloud rising, wondering what to say.
"All of it!"
"...?"
"It was all your plan!"
A man with disheveled hair and a blue bruise around his eye pointed at me and shouted.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 80
Do You Want to Die, or Become a Dog?
***
'It wasn't a plan, but... I did cause all of this, didn't I?'
Judging by the looks on their faces, the people rolling on the floor seemed to swallow their breaths.
"T-this was all planned from the start?"
"N-no way. Have we been moving like pawns on his chessboard all along?"
"The entire Leviathan organization, taken down by one person...?"
As I watched their clichéd lines spill out.
Creak -
An ominous sound echoed. I looked up to see the chandelier shaking. It looked like it could fall at any moment.
'Oh no! If we stay here, we might all die..!'
In a panic, I took a step further inside, and the people sitting on the floor flinched and backed away, trembling. They looked up at me with faces drenched in cold sweat.
'I need to make them less wary... Yes, let's smile.'
***
As soon as the Leviathan boss, Atan, saw the Slaughterer flash a charming smile, he felt a chill run down his spine, causing his whole body to tremble.
'We've been playing in the palm of his hand...'
Since when? How much of this was his plan?
No matter how much he tried to fathom it, he couldn't. The blood-red sword in his hand gleamed ominously, as if it was ready to soak in their blood at any moment.
The mountain of corpses behind him seemed to depict their future.
'He's not just a Hunting Dog.'
With his youthful face and slightly downward-turned eyes, he looked like an obedient child.
Perhaps they had been deceived by his appearance.
'He's a monster... The real owner of Nest must be him.'
A man who looked like he had swallowed a snake couldn't possibly be a subordinate in a small organization like Nest. It made sense to see him as the real owner, with the current boss being just a figurehead.
Leviathan was fundamentally different in size compared to other organizations. It was natural for all the information in Cardishian to flow to Leviathan.
But no one knew such a monster existed in Nest.
How much power did he have to hide everything about himself? Atan's eyes grew increasingly filled with terror.
'Why did he do this? To destroy Leviathan?'
No, that's not it. If he wanted to erase Leviathan, it would have already been done.
As Atan's mind raced with thoughts, Lian spoke.
"You must be wondering why this happened. Well, to put it simply, it's because Leviathan threatened me."
"....!"
The word 'dare' echoed in Atan's mind. Lian hadn't actually said it, but that's how Atan heard it.
"The solution is simple. Just don't threaten me."
Lian meant it literally, to stop the authority from activating, but it sounded completely different to the others.
'Is he telling us to bow our heads and submit?'
'Gulp, was all of this prepared to swallow Leviathan whole?'
No one took Lian's words at face value. 'Don't threaten me' essentially meant 'Become a non-threatening entity.'
In organizational conflicts, how do you become non-threatening? An alliance? A pact?
In a place rife with betrayal, those were meaningless. To completely eliminate a threat, you had to annihilate or absorb the opposing organization.
Thus, Lian's words sounded like, "If you don't want to die, shut up and become my loyal dogs."
The thought of Lian absorbing the entire Leviathan organization turned the executives and boss into ice.
'This chandelier really seems like it might fall...'
Lian glanced at the ceiling repeatedly and took another step inside. The people on the floor scrambled further back, crawling. To ease their wariness, Lian smiled even more gently. The executives and boss went pale.
"We don't have time. It's not a difficult task."
Since their defeat was already decided, Lian was urging them to submit quickly. The executives and boss shook with fear.
Humiliation and terror filled their minds. While they struggled to find an answer.
Creak, screech...
The chandelier shook violently, as if it would fall any second. Lian looked up at the ceiling and spoke.
"...You can answer later, but for now, get out of there—"
Just as he was about to tell them to move out.
Crash!
The ceiling completely collapsed, and the chandelier began to fall. The executives and boss stared at it with eyes as wide as saucers.
'Ugh... that's why I told you to hurry!'
Lian transformed his demonic sword into a long spear and threw it instantly.
Clang!
The spear's blade passed through the chain hole holding the chandelier. The part connecting the blade and handle stuck out, catching the chain.
Crash!
When the spear was embedded in the ceiling, the chandelier halted mid-fall. It dangled precariously in front of the executives and boss's faces.
"Aaah!"
"Ugh...!"
The executives, who had finally regained their senses, scrambled away from under the chandelier. Some of them even wet their pants.
Though it wasn't a situation terrifying enough to make them wet themselves, their bodies overreacted due to the gag filter. Lian, noticing this, looked at them sympathetically and said.
"That's why I told you to say you won't threaten me."
Those swallowed by fear trembled as they looked at Lian.
"If you don't decide quickly, things like this will keep happening."
His words, although filled with concern, were only chilling threats.
"I'm not a fool either. If you continue to threaten me, well..."
Lian lightly shook his head and reached for the ceiling. The spear smoothly returned to his hand.
Crash! Clang!
When the spear was pulled out, the chandelier fell to the floor. Glass and metal shards scattered everywhere. Amidst the beautiful glimmers, the executives and boss felt a vast sense of dread.
"Um, if you want to live, just decide to stop threatening me at any time. Got it?"
Since he couldn't stay there forever, Lian told them the solution and left without hesitation.
"Huff, huff..."
"Ugh..."
Only after Lian left did the fearful groans start to echo around the room. Atan, with a pale face, staggered to his feet.
'Damn it, damn it!'
Atan couldn't hide his anger at having been played by such a kid. No, he had to be angry. Otherwise, he felt like he would be consumed by fear.
'We need to inform everyone. That there's a giant conspiracy behind Nest.'
And thus, the nickname 'Nest's Hunting Dog' evolved into 'Nest's Mastermind!'
It was an unjust development for Lian, who had tried to help those who threatened him, but he wouldn't learn about it until much later.
***
After escaping the chaotic land of Leviathan, we headed west towards Nest's territory.
Along the way, we didn't forget to loot the abandoned shops of black magicians and slave traders. Having done similar work in the arena before, it wasn't difficult to gather various items.
With bulging pockets, we finally reached the west...
'Hmm... where could Noah be?'
I knew it was in the northwest, but I had no idea where exactly. After some thought, I decided to just ask around.
"Excuse me, do you know where the Nest organization is?"
"W-what? Why are you asking me that!"
When I pulled out a silver coin and handed it over, they suddenly became very friendly.
"If you keep going that way and turn right, you'll see a restaurant called Nest. It's run by the Nest organization, so you should head there."
"Thank you."
Indeed, there's nothing money can't solve.
***
"Mmm, it smells delicious..."
As we approached the building labeled Nest Restaurant, a delicious aroma wafted over. Jess's eyes widened as she kept swallowing her saliva. Her tail wagged so much that her robe fluttered.
'Shall we eat something before meeting her?'
Thinking that, we headed inside the restaurant.
"Welcome!"
The shop clerk was younger than I expected. About 12? 13 years old? It made sense in this cruel world where even young children were valuable laborers... but even the cooks seemed to be young children.
'Um... is this okay?'
While I was blinking in confusion, we were guided to an empty table. The smell was amazing, and the place was packed with customers.
"One more bowl of braised meat here!"
"Over here too!"
"When are we getting our beer?!"
The place was noisy like a market, filled with rough-looking people. Seeing some pretty dangerous individuals eating made me worried.
'Isn't this too dangerous?'
Even in a regular restaurant, I'd be concerned, but seeing young children serving in such a rough environment made my worry spike.
My concerns weren't unfounded, as someone started shouting obscenities.
"How many times do I have to ask when my food is coming?!"
"Hey, you haven't even waited a minute after ordering! There are many tables ahead of yours, so shut up and wait!"
"What?!"
As the tension rose, appearing like they might draw their weapons at any moment, everyone's eyes turned to them.
'Ugh... should I intervene?'
Just as I was thinking that and starting to get up, something flew from the kitchen.
"Huh..!"
A familiar book shape unfolded.
[Which bastard dares to cause trouble?]
Noah's master, Julianna, appeared.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 81
Reunion and... Where is This?
***
I was the only one in the restaurant who could see her, so no one responded to her words.
Julianna flew over to the fighting men and began glaring at them with narrowed eyes.
"You want to fight?!"
"If you have a problem, then bring it on!"
As the two men raised their voices and got so close their foreheads were almost touching, pretending to be tough, Julianna lightly pushed one of them from behind.
The two men, whose faces were nearly touching...
"Ugh..."
Suppressing the nausea rising in my throat, I quickly covered Iris and Jess's eyes.
"Ha... Hahaha!"
"Whistle! They suit each other well!"
The onlookers, who had been watching the two men with great interest, burst out laughing and started clapping.
"Ew, ugh...!!"
"You bastard!"
The two men, driven mad by the horrible accident, began retching and drew their swords.
[If you want to fight, take it outside!]
As they showed signs of continuing the fight, Julianna grabbed them by the scruff of their necks and tossed them outside.
"Huh?!"
"What, what the heck!?"
Their screams echoed like a chorus, and laughter erupted inside the restaurant.
"Pahaha! Idiots! Drawing swords in the Nest restaurant!"
"Tsk tsk, they have no idea how scary a magician can be."
Newcomers to the restaurant asked the laughing people what was going on. I also listened in.
"The Nest organization hasn't been around for long, but it's quite famous, right? It's all because of the archmage. The ruckus-makers being thrown out was also due to the security magic cast by the archmage."
I silently looked towards Julianna. She was clapping the dust off her hands and frowning at the dirty floor.
[Next time, I'll throw them out right away. Tsk.]
She clicked her tongue and then flew back to the kitchen in the form of a book. One of the young servers quickly ran over and started cleaning the dirty floor. They seemed quite used to it.
"Would you like to place your order?"
I was about to get up and follow Julianna, but the server's approach made me sit back down.
"Yes, uh... We'll have three of the most popular dishes here, please."
"Alright. Any drinks?"
"No."
In the Demon King's land, where people of all races lived and could die at any moment, there was no concept of minors. There was only a distinction between the young and adults.
So, questions like whether I wanted a drink, regardless of age, were common. I whispered to Jess and Iris that they shouldn't drink until they were twenty. When they tilted their heads, wondering why, I told them that drinking before twenty could make their stomachs churn and break down.
I thought they wouldn't believe me, but both of them nodded seriously with very serious faces.
"I won't drink even when I grow up."
"Me neither!"
Their innocent and cute attitudes made me rub their cheeks with the back of my hand. Jess tilted her chin up, asking for a chin rub. The purring sound was pleasant to hear.
"Our most popular dish, stewed meat! Enjoy!"
"Wow..."
Jess, drooling, looked at the food with sparkling eyes. Iris, too, turned slightly red from the delicious smell.
'This... looks like soy sauce braised chicken.'
It was one of the dishes I had made for the kids while at the black magician's lab.
'So, they have this here too.'
Thinking it was interesting, I started eating. Jess ate ten more servings. Iris and I also ordered another serving each. It was really delicious.
'We've finished eating...'
After paying, I moved towards the back of the restaurant. Since there were so many people, no one seemed to notice.
'Julianna definitely went this way.'
Carefully, I opened the door marked [Employees Only]. Behind the door were stairs leading down.
'Since the restaurant is really busy, I'll explain my situation to anyone I meet while going down.'
With that conclusion, Jess, Iris, and I went down the stairs. At the bottom, we found a place that looked like a storage room, with unused chairs, tables, and stored food ingredients scattered around.
'Where did she go?'
While I was thinking that, something shiny caught my eye in a corner.
"Hmm?"
I approached and picked up the shiny object.
'A jewel?'
In the dim light, it looked like a broken jewel. Just as I was about to examine it more closely...
Clank.
A barrel stacked against a wall rolled aside. From the gap, a familiar face emerged. It was Koan, one of the kids from Mia's lab.
The cute child with a bowl haircut and round eyes, thinking no one was around, froze when she saw me and screamed.
"Huh, who... who are you?!"
"Koan!"
"Huh...?"
I hastily shoved the object into my pocket and called out to the child with a bright voice. Koan, with wide eyes, muttered.
"Lian... Brother?"
***
Koan, confirming my face, smiled brightly and fussed over me. She immediately guided me to the Nest headquarters.
Unlike Leviathan, Nest's headquarters wasn't underground. The underground passage was just a way to the headquarters.
The underground passage connected various places, serving as a transport route.
We navigated the maze-like underground passage and reached the headquarters. Nest's headquarters was a mansion situated in a quiet area on the western outskirts.
The walls were so high that you couldn't see inside from the outside. Since many thieves and people who disliked interference lived together, such high walls weren't seen as suspicious, Koan explained.
As soon as we entered the headquarters, we encountered another familiar face.
"Huh?!"
"Nero?"
"Brother, bro?!"
Nero, with a dagger strapped to his waist, spotted me and ran over, hugging me tightly.
"Is it really you, brother?"
"Of course, it's really me."
"Wow, wow... Huh? Jess is here too?"
Nero looked at Jess with wide eyes. He let out a sigh of relief and spoke.
"I was so worried when Jess suddenly disappeared in the Forest of Death. I thought she might be dead...! But she's alive!"
Nero, with a face full of emotion, hugged Jess tightly. Jess, seemingly not minding the affectionate display, wagged her tail and hugged back. Smiling at the cute sight of the two kids, I then asked about Noah's whereabouts.
"Oh, right! Let's go see the boss—no, brother! He's been wanting to see you so much!"
Nero jumped up and down excitedly.
"Who's that?"
"Someone you know?"
The strangers looked puzzled at Nero's excitement.
In Cardishian, where strength was the law, being young wasn't a flaw. Nero, aside from his youth, was the boss's younger brother and a powerful executive in Nest.
He was a formidable presence to the members. Nero also deliberately used a stern demeanor to avoid being underestimated by others. Thus, his smiling face was unfamiliar to them.
"Let's go, brother!"
Nero led me to the upper floors of the building. He excitedly opened the door to a grand room.
"Brother!"
"Nero, I told you we have an important meeting—"
Noah's voice trailed off and then completely disappeared. Staring blankly, Noah started pinching her own cheek.
"Brother! Lian's here!"
"Oh... Oh..."
Noah, staring blankly at me, suddenly burst into tears!
"Hic..."
"Huh? Oh?"
I was flustered for two reasons. The first was Noah's unexpected tears, and the second was the blaring siren in my head, saying 'You need to comfort Noah.'
'What is this? Why do I feel like I made a beautiful girl cry?'
Although I didn't understand, my body instinctively rushed over to comfort Noah.
"Hic, hic..."
Noah couldn't even speak properly and hugged me tightly. During my absence, he seemed to have grown a lot, now appearing about 10 cm taller than me.
I awkwardly patted his back, waiting for the blaring siren to stop.
After a long while, Noah finally let go of me, only after Iris forcibly pried him off.
With the atmosphere somewhat calmed down, I greeted the other children. They either cried or laughed, rejoicing in my return.
Knowing that none of the kids had forgotten me made my heart flutter warmly.
However, there was one person who reacted differently.
"Haaa...?!"
Pia, who had been walking down the hallway with a blank expression, saw me and collapsed to the floor. With a dazed face, she started crying and smiling as if possessed.
"Uh, Pia, are you okay?"
Seeing her unusual state, I cautiously asked, and she nodded vigorously... and then wet herself.
Honestly, I'm not sure why...
Maybe she urgently needed to use the bathroom but I blocked her way? I'll apologize next time I see her.
Afterward, I spent time with the kids, sharing what had happened. Introducing Iris as my sister, the initially shy kids smiled and approached her first.
Enjoying the peaceful time that seemed like a picture, I smiled.
As night fell, we agreed to continue our conversations the next day and headed to the room Noah assigned me.
"Um...?"
The next morning, I woke up to an unfamiliar ceiling.
End of Chapter
Note: Lian didn't know that Noah was a girl. Probably there will be pronounce mistake with Noah. Tell me if you find one.
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Chapter 82
Rotten to the Core, Ready to Collapse
***
"Haha, an unfamiliar ceiling, huh? It's just the room Noah showed me yesterday, so it felt strange..."
I felt my pupils trembling as I swallowed dryly.
"Right...?"
The reason my words ended in a question was because the color and shape of the ceiling were different from what I remembered before falling asleep. Not to mention, the texture of the blanket covering me was different too.
'Stay calm.'
Isn't there a saying that even if you're caught in a tiger's den, if you keep your wits about you, you might marry a decent tiger?
I managed to calm my confused mind and rolled my eyes around.
The gray ceiling I saw before falling asleep had turned into a dark brown wooden ceiling, and the single bed had transformed into a queen-size bed.
The white blanket was as soft as silk and thick, making the touch against my skin feel incredibly good.
I slightly moved my head to observe the changed surroundings more clearly.
"Gasp...!"
The room I had originally fallen asleep in was a 'studio' in terms of size. Comparing it to this place would be an insult; this room was incredibly spacious, about the size of an apartment with three rooms (38 pyeong).
The floor was covered with a soft carpet, and there were two large terraces at either end of one wall. A large window between the terraces let in enough light to keep the room bright without additional lighting.
The breeze from one slightly open terrace made the white curtains flutter.
In the center of the room was a sofa and a table, and along one wall were expensive-looking drawers and bookshelves. A luxurious wooden desk was also set up in one corner.
Bed - Sofa, Table - Bookshelf, Desk.
The room was divided into three zones, with different carpets separating each space.
'What is this expensive-looking room? Did I possess someone else's body?'
I urgently pulled my hair to check the color. Seeing my shoulder-length white hair reassured me. I then checked my hand. The mark of the demonic sword was shining brightly.
'Phew... Luckily, I didn't possess someone else's body. But... when did this start glowing?'
The demonic sword, which drank blood daily, had developed various strange functions. After looking at the softly glowing mark, I sighed slightly and got out of bed.
'I'll think about the mark later. First, let's figure out where I am.'
I began to cautiously inspect the room.
"Oh! My bag, here it is!"
Fortunately, my bag was in one corner of the room. Since I couldn't walk around in pajamas, I took out clothes from the bag and changed.
Worrying that someone might come in, I quickly dressed, but luckily, no one did. After changing into regular clothes, I headed towards the terrace.
'It would be troublesome if I ran into an enemy by going through the door. Let's get a rough idea of where I am.'
I didn't know where this place was, so I couldn't move recklessly.
From inside the room, it looked like there were two terrace entrances, but the terraces were connected and quite spacious. I passed by the tea table and chairs and looked outside.
"Where is this?"
Everywhere I looked, there were trees with dense, dark green leaves. It didn't look like the headquarters of Nest.
'Hmm, wait? I think I see something far away?'
Apart from the forest, there seemed to be something in the distance. I leaned forward against the terrace railing to get a better look.
"It's not a building... It's a huge wall?"
A seemingly endless high wall appeared to be in the distance. Squinting, I realized the wall was semi-transparent. Leaning further forward, I mumbled.
"It's not a wall; it's—"
"Lian!"
As I was about to say something else, a scream-like shout came from behind. I was so startled that my body froze, and I naturally leaned forward.
"Huh...!"
While thinking, 'Oh no? Am I falling?' someone grabbed me from behind with a swift tug.
Wobble, thud.
Thanks to the pull, I fell backward instead of over the railing, collapsing onto the terrace floor. The sudden change in perspective left me dizzy.
Just as I regained my senses and was about to thank my rescuer.
Grab!
A rough hand gripped my shoulder.
"What were you thinking, standing there?!"
"Huh?"
Facing Noah's contorted face made me feel like I had done something terribly wrong. I rolled my eyes.
"Well, it was dangerous, but I wouldn't die from that height. It's not that high, right?"
'I’m sorry, it was my mistake.'
Ah.
I realized too late that my thoughts and words had come out backwards. Glancing at Noah's face, I saw her staring at me in shock with her mouth agape.
It was the expression of someone facing an incomprehensible mystery. I quickly waved my hands.
"No, it’s not that! I was used to bungee jumping! It was a reflex!"
***
"Bungee... jumping? What's that?"
The fact that Lian had been leaning out of the terrace was shocking, but his nonchalant dismissal of it as nothing was even more shocking.
Suppressing the scream rising in her throat, Noah waited for Lian's explanation. With patience, Lian began to speak horrifying words without hesitation.
"It's a game where you tie a rope to your body and jump from a high place."
"What?"
"I was forced to do it the first time, but it wasn't as scary as I thought."
For the Gag Residents, who could be sent flying by a single punch, bungee jumping was no different from swinging on a swing as a child.
The problem was that, randomly, the cheerful jump could become a death photo.
"I forgot I didn't have a rope this time and stupidly leaned forward. Sorry for scaring you."
"..."
Noah couldn't say anything in response to Lian's apology.
'This isn't right.'
Noah realized that Lian truly thought the near-accident was no big deal.
His apology seemed to mean only, 'Sorry for worrying you, Noah,' and nothing more. Noah quickly understood this.
'Tying a rope to your body and jumping from a high place? And being forced to do it?'
His words, spoken as if recounting a mundane day, revealed his deep scars. Yet, he wore a calm expression, unaware of his own wounds.
It was like seeing a severely injured child obliviously smiling. Noah felt her throat tighten and her eyes burn.
She couldn't find the words, not knowing where he had started to break.
Tying a rope to one's body and jumping from a high place is something that should never be done. Saying it's okay because one can endure the pain is never acceptable. These thoughts swirled in her mind, but she couldn't voice them for fear of hurting him further.
She didn't want to wound an already bloodied person.
"By the way, Noah, where are we? I was surprised because this isn't the room I fell asleep in."
"...The place you slept in yesterday is where the regular members stay. Executives all live in this building. Since it's a place that must be kept secret, we moved you here while you slept."
"Oh! I didn't know, so I was startled! I thought I'd been kidnapped! Haha!"
Trying to lighten the mood, Lian laughed heartily. But Noah's spirits sank even further.
'So, he thought he was kidnapped, and that's why he leaned over the terrace?'
Noah's mind flashed with images of horrific experiments. Realizing why Lian had leaned over the terrace, she understood that he hadn't been okay at all.
Lian always said he healed quickly and that he was fine. That he wasn't in pain or suffering.
Noah had always believed his bright smiles. But it wasn't true. It had never been true.
Inside, he was already rotten to the core, ready to collapse.
"Noah, the floor is cold. Let's go inside."
Despite everything, he always extended his hand first for others. Unaware of how anxious those around him were, he hid his wounds from everyone.
Noah bit the inside of her cheek, stood up abruptly, and refused to take his hand.
She would be someone he could rely on, not someone who relied on him. The scared girl who only cried no longer existed.
Her eyes sparkled with determination.
***
'She must be really angry...'
Feeling awkward, I wiped my hand on my pants and rolled my eyes. Noah's eyes were fierce, and it seemed she was very angry.
'Ugh, I need to be more careful next time.'
It's better not to wander around someone else's house recklessly. With that thought, I headed back into the room.
Soon after, Lily, Jess, and Iris came to see me. Iris quickly nestled beside me, as if it were her designated seat.
Jess sat down next to my leg, resting her face on my knee and purring. As I petted Jess's head, the meal was set on the table.
"Oh, if you'd told me, I would have gone to the dining room."
"It's more comfortable to eat in the room."
Lily swallowed her words, 'Wouldn't it be better to eat in the room from now on? There's no need to go out anyway,' and smiled.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 83
Lian Took Care of the Trash, So Rest Assured!
***
Jess and Iris, who had been waiting for Lian to wake up, joined him for a meal. Lily and Noah left to give the three of them some privacy.
As soon as she stepped out of the room, Noah spoke with a stern face.
"I need to discuss something. Do you have time?"
"Yes, of course."
The two headed to a nearby meeting room. The meeting rooms were enchanted with soundproofing magic, making them perfect for serious conversations. As soon as they entered, Noah began to speak.
"I think we need to change Lian's room."
"Huh? Why? Did my brother say something about the room?"
Lily asked with wide eyes. Noah shook her head slightly and, after hesitating for a moment, spoke in a low, somber voice.
"...When I got to the room, Lian... was about to throw himself off the terrace railing."
"What?!"
"If I hadn't stopped him, Lian would have..."
Tears welled up, threatening to choke her. Hearing Noah's suppressed voice, Lily's face turned pale.
"Why? He can live safely with everyone now!"
"He thought he was kidnapped and tried to jump."
"Does that even make sense? Even if he thought he was kidnapped..."
Noah rubbed her face with her hands and sat down in a meeting room chair.
"His excuse was that he was used to bungee jumping."
"Bungee jumping? What's that?"
"...It's a game where you tie a rope to your body and jump from a high place."
"What?!"
Lily screamed for the umpteenth time.
"He said he was forced to do it at first... It was scary at first but then he got used to it. He almost jumped, thinking he had a rope tied to him..."
"Ah, ugh...!"
Emotions overwhelming her, Lily couldn't speak properly. Stomping her feet like a rabbit, Lily's eyes flashed with determination.
"Get rid of all the windows."
Noah's eyes widened at Lily's firm words.
"But that's too—"
"My brother is a patient. A mentally wounded patient. Patients need appropriate protective measures for treatment. Removing the windows isn't suppressing his freedom; it's for his treatment."
In running the organization, having patients was inevitable. Cardishian was a city where all sorts of races mingled. There were even demons and intelligent monsters.
Accordingly, the injuries of the wounded were diverse. Some had parasites covered in toxic mucus embedded in their wounds, while others had their minds broken by black magic.
Depending on the wound, the response also varied, often involving forceful suppression. Remembering such scenes, Noah listened to Lily's words.
"Once he realizes he's no longer in danger, he'll gradually get better. He'll stop risking his life recklessly to cling to a happy life. We can put the windows back once he's recovered."
This isn't suppression or abuse! It's all for Lian's benefit! Plus, it will significantly reduce his anxiety!
"Is that... true?"
"Of course!"
Noah was completely persuaded by Lily's words.
The next day, while Lian slept, the terraces and windows disappeared. Even the windows in all the areas he could roam in.
Though they spent quite a bit of money installing ventilation magic, Noah had no regrets.
***
"Hello."
"Hello! Nice to meet you!"
"Welcome!"
Not all of Nest's executives were people Lian knew.
There were quite a few he didn't recognize. Some were missing an arm or an eye, all bearing visible or invisible scars. Most appeared to be around Noah's age, but some seemed older.
They were all people who had been saved by Noah and swore loyalty to her. Hence, many showed blind loyalty.
Normally, Noah would have looked on with satisfaction as the executives greeted Lian, but today was different.
'There's a traitor among them.'
Someone among the executives had been in contact with the now-defunct Vian's boss. Noah scrutinized the executives, her face betraying nothing.
'...I can't tell who it could be.'
She bit her lip secretly. Betrayal was a constant shadow in running the organization. She had always lived on high alert.
But that was only for ordinary members or dealings with other organizations. She had never imagined, nor wanted to imagine, that one of her close aides would betray her.
The position of an executive in Nest was reserved only for those truly trustworthy.
'I need to find the traitor. Only then can everyone be safe.'
Now that Lian had returned, she needed to be even more resolute.
While Noah was steeling herself, Lian was busy introducing Iris and Jess to the new people.
"Haha, nice to meet you."
It's hard to spit on a smiling face! Lian wanted to get on good terms with the executives by smiling as brightly as possible.
But there was someone who wasn't pleased with Lian.
'Is he the boss's lover? He's quite handsome.'
It was Jeolmi, one of the executives. A man with a skinny, 190cm-tall frame, Jeolmi was the traitor who had been leaking information to Vian.
Jeolmi had been captured during a visit to a known associate and was mistaken for a slave. His loyal actions afterward earned him a promotion to executive.
Because the Nest organization attracted a lot of attention from various places, selling information was quite profitable. Leviathan had been able to obtain information about Noah and the executives because Jeolmi had sold it.
Jeolmi was aware that his tail was being stepped on. He planned to catch a big fish and then escape.
'This information will sell for a high price.'
The boss's 'weakness' always fetched a high price. Especially information about a lover or someone precious.
'If I find out his strength, I'll escape.'
If Lian was a strong fighter, his value as a weakness would diminish. So it was necessary to investigate his strength and any vulnerabilities.
Jeolmi approached Lian, who was smiling among the executives, with a friendly smile.
"Hello—"
Squish.
Just as he was about to speak, Jeolmi felt a strange sensation under his foot and widened his eyes.
Slip!
Suddenly, his view spun, and a familiar ceiling came into sight.
"What the—"
Time seemed to slow as his body began to fall. Jeolmi's eyes widened as he saw a banana peel flying away. At the same time,
Smack!
The back of his head collided harshly with the edge of the meeting room table.
"Ugh..."
He foamed at the mouth and rolled his eyes back as he fainted. As he crumpled to the floor,
Thud.
The banana peel landed neatly on his face. It was a scene straight out of a comedy.
'Is this... the gag filter at work?'
Lian's face hardened as he observed the familiar scene of the fallen man.
'Did this man try to threaten me?'
While Lian was pondering this with a stiff face, the executives began to check on Jeolmi, looking bewildered.
'Did I do something wrong?'
If someone hated him enough to want to 'threaten' him, there must have been a reason. As Lian pondered with a face full of worries, Iris tugged at his hand.
"Brother, are you okay?"
"Oh, yes."
Lian forced a smile and nodded. But his face didn't look okay at all. Noticing Lian's troubled expression, Julianna approached Noah and informed her.
[I think Lian's quite shocked. Reassure him that it's nothing serious.]
At those words, Noah's gaze turned to Lian. As Julianna had said, Lian's expression seemed gloomy. Both the terrace incident and Lily's words came to mind.
'She said mental stability is crucial...'
Noah quickly approached Lian to check on him. Lian, hesitating as if he had something to say, looked at her.
"If you feel uncomfortable, please tell me anytime. We're friends, aren't we?"
"Ah."
Lian looked touched by her words and gestured for her to come closer. When she leaned in, he whispered.
"Actually—"
Flinch. The warmth of his breath against her ear made her shiver. Her ear turned hot, but Lian seemed unaware and continued.
"I feel like... that guy who fell doesn't like me."
"...!"
"Um, it might sound strange, but I can just tell instinctively. Do you think I did something wrong?"
At Lian's words, Noah's gaze immediately turned towards Jeolmi. Her eyes filled with clear 'suspicion.'
End of Chapter
Chapter 84
Chapter 84
And the World Collapsed?
***
Noah stared at Jeolmi being moved to the infirmary before following him out of the meeting room.
"Wait, I'm going to check on Jeolmi's condition. Everyone, continue introducing yourselves."
After Noah left, the people in the meeting room finished their introductions and dispersed to their various tasks.
'Now that I think about it, Pia isn't here?'
As I walked through a hallway without windows, I thought about Pia's absence, and 'that scene' came to mind.
'Ugh... I'm embarrassed just thinking about it. I need to apologize to her the next time we meet. Could she be avoiding me because of that incident?'
While I was pondering Pia's mishap in the hallway, the subject of my concerns, Pia, was in a dark room with all the lights off.
"Lian, Lord Lian has returned. He really came back."
She knelt on the floor with her hands clasped as if in prayer, mumbling in a voice filled with rapture.
Her eyes glittered dangerously.
"Ah, finally, my salvation..."
Due to past traumas and the cruel magic of the dark sorcerer, Pia's shattered mind had latched onto the existence of 'Lian,' leading her to have blind devotion towards him.
Feelings that went beyond the usual bounds of affection or love.
'Worship'
'Devotion'
'Reverence'
Lian had become a god-like figure to Pia. Her faith, verging on madness, was directly influencing Lian.
The mark on Lian's left hand, the one he barely remembered, began to glow faintly, etching geometric patterns like roots spreading. The change was slow but definite.
However, Lian had yet to notice this.
"Lian, Lord Lian..."
As Pia's fanaticism deepened, it was only a matter of time before the issue would come to light. For now, though, it remained hidden, meaning no one could stop her growing obsession.
Thus, the seed of a 'religion' was planted without Lian's knowledge.
***
'Wow, a traitor!'
After spending a calm, almost too peaceful day, it was revealed the next day that the man who slipped on the banana peel was indeed a traitor.
Nest was in an uproar. The revelation that a traitor had occupied a highly trusted executive position was shocking.
A thorough purge began within the organization.
While it wasn't difficult to weed out ordinary members, finding traitors among the executives was a challenging task.
I was roped into helping with the traitor hunt due to my intuitive discovery. Fortunately, no more traitors were found among the executives.
'This isn't foolproof.'
Since it only activated when someone tried to threaten me, there could still be hidden traitors. Noah said it was sufficient, but I still felt uneasy.
'If it's a threat that could collapse the organization, the power should activate then.'
Pushing aside my anxiety with thoughts of the hellish Leviathan, I focused on the present.
Once the traitor issue was resolved, a peaceful routine awaited me. Although everyone seemed busy coming and going, no one returned injured.
'If I ever need to go to a shrine, I'll get some holy water first.'
While I was rolling around in the arena, the kids had sustained various small and large injuries. Some had lost fingers, and others had injuries that caused them to limp for life.
Luckily, these weren't irreversible injuries, so with the miracle power of holy water, they could be restored. I started saving money for that day.
...Honestly, I didn't have much to spend money on since I rarely left the headquarters building.
Although I could go out, I needed to take at least 10 members of the organization with me to get permission.
Dragging around 10 Nest members who had secured the western region was uncomfortable for me, so I stayed within the headquarters.
In short... I was bored!
'Grr... The knight to pick up Iris hasn't arrived in Cardishian yet.'
Even though I wanted to shout and leave Cardishian, Nest was steadily settling in. This might be the safest situation. My boredom was evidence of that.
Jess was away for similar education with kids her age, and Iris was learning swordsmanship from Noah.
There was no one to play with!
'Isn't there something to do... hmm?'
Lying on the sofa, staring blankly around the room, something shiny caught my eye. I got up from the sofa and approached the sparkling object. It was a piece of black gemstone lying on the floor.
"Oh? This is..."
It was a fragment of the gemstone I had seen in the underground storage of the Nest dining hall.
'I thought it was in my bag?'
Picking up the gemstone and turning it around in my hand,
Ouch.
"Ack."
My finger got cut on the gemstone's edge, and blood began to ooze out. As my blood touched the gemstone,
"...Huh?"
My vision blurred, and my ears felt muffled. Just as I felt my body sway, my vision went black.
***
"Ugh..."
Holding my throbbing head, I opened my eyes.
"Where am I..."
Surrounded by thick white mist and a pitch-black ground of unknown composition, I found myself lying down in an unrecognizable place.
I stumbled up and looked around, but the fog obscured everything.
"Noah? Iris? Jess?"
I called out their names, but there was no response.
'Did the gemstone transport me?'
Scratching the back of my head, I thought.
'Hmm, first of all... Gargandoa.'
As I muttered internally, crimson blood gushed from the mark on my hand, and with a brilliant impact, the demonic sword was summoned.
[Where is the enemy!?]
'Oh, there's no enemy, but it seemed like a dangerous place, so I called you.'
[Dangerous place, huh... Sounds like my kind of place!]
The sword rambled on about how a dangerous place meant terrifying foes, but I only half-listened as I began to move forward.
***
Someone was quietly watching Lian. The figure, like a mass of pitch-black darkness, spoke in a thin female voice.
"Kehehe, foolish Asterias. Who would have thought you'd lose your only messenger like this."
Asterias, the god of the dark fantasy world and the white-eyed finch coexisting with the god of the gag world. The black mass believed Lian to be the last remaining messenger of the collapsing world.
This assumption was due to the divine mark on Lian's left hand. The mark, left by a god from a shrine, had inadvertently attracted an outer deity, who naturally assumed Lian was a saint or divine messenger.
"Walk and walk through the infinite mist until you eventually go mad. Kuheheh!"
Imagining Lian driving his sword through his own neck brought such ecstasy that the figure trembled.
Thus, a day passed.
"...As expected of a divine messenger. Others would've gone mad long ago."
Seeing Lian's sanity intact after a day, the figure gave a small sigh of admiration.
And another day passed.
"Hmm, if he had such strong mental fortitude, I should've taken him. Tch, what a waste."
Watching Lian walk the same space for two days, the figure was greatly impressed.
And another day passed.
"Could he be a dragon? Is he a polymorphed dragon? No, no. A dragon wouldn't be carrying a demonic sword..."
After three days of watching Lian walk the same space, the figure began to deny reality.
And another day passed.
"What is he? Why hasn't he gone mad yet? Why? How come?"
Confused by the unbelievable reality, the figure felt disoriented.
And another day passed.
"...."
Watching the same scene endlessly repeat, the figure stared blankly, unable to speak.
Another day passed.
"...? ...? ...?"
Countless hooks appeared in the figure's mind. It began to refer to Lian as 'something' rather than human.
And yet another day passed.
"...Huh?"
Staring blankly at Lian, the figure finally felt its vision shatter and realized its own existence was distorting.
The grave of mist, meant to break a sentient being's mind, had never held anyone for this long. Normally, no sentient being could last a day without going mad.
"Gah, no..."
Being a sentient entity itself, the figure was also susceptible to having its mind broken, as evidenced now.
It desperately tried to close the space to escape this hellish place, but it couldn't.
"Why...?"
Only then did it realize that control over this space had passed to someone else.
"Oh."
The figure realized that a T-rex, a bipedal elephant, and a flyer-distributing lady couldn't exist in this misty grave.
From the moment Lian entered this space, the misty grave had started to be eroded by the gag filter, becoming Lian's world.
Because of this, even the bizarre entities (like the flyer-distributing lady) seemed like they had always been part of the misty grave. The world itself had twisted.
"No, no!"
Feeling a sense of crisis, the figure flew towards Lian. Lian looked up at it.
The ominously dark mass had transformed into a meteor, crashing to the ground.
Boom!
And the world collapsed? It was a perfect gag-world ending.
And Lian woke up from his dream.
***
"...It's been a while since I had a gag dream... Ahem."
Lifting my heavy eyelids, I muttered, feeling a sharp pain in my throat. Coughing, I looked around to find myself on a bed.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 85
Health Advocate
'Did the kids move me?'
The last memory I had was rolling on the floor, so someone must have found me and moved me to the bed.
'Ugh... I need to drink some water.'
My legs felt heavy as I swung them off the side of the bed, sitting on the edge.
"Yawn... Ahem!"
Yawning made my throat sting, so I quickly closed my mouth. Just as I was about to get up and find some water,
Click.
The tightly closed door opened gently, and Iris, with a somber expression, entered the room.
"Oh, ahem... Iris—"
Instinctively clutching my throat, I managed to utter her name. Iris, who had been looking down, snapped her head up to look at me.
"Ah...!"
With a short gasp, Iris dashed to my side in the blink of an eye with incredible speed.
"Brother!"
"Ugh!"
Iris hugged me so tightly that I fell backward, my body collapsing onto the bed with Iris in my arms.
"Brother, Brother..."
"Huff..."
I wanted to comfort her, but her slender arms were squeezing my waist so tightly that I could barely breathe. I weakly patted her back.
"Su...rrender..."
Iris seemed to understand and quickly let go, startled.
"Bro—...ther."
Her voice echoed in my ears, and my vision darkened.
'Wait, am I fainting right now?'
That was my last thought before I lost consciousness.
***
I regained consciousness at some point later, as if waking from a dream.
"Ugh..."
"Lian!"
"Brother!"
"Everyone, be quiet! Brother is a patient!"
The buzzing around me made me slowly open my eyes to see a bunch of worried faces.
"Ahem, wa...ter..."
My throat was so dry that I could barely speak. Someone supported my shoulders and back, propping me up halfway, while another person brought a cup to my lips.
Gulp, gulp.
"Ah! That's better!"
With my thirst quenched, my mind cleared, and I felt some strength return to my weak body.
Growl...
Now, if I could just fill my grumbling stomach, I'd be back to my old self.
"Ah, I'm hungry."
I muttered reflexively. Noah jumped up and ran out of the room. I saw red hair peeking through the open door.
"Master...? Master...?"
Jess's voice came from outside, hesitating to come in. I muttered with a dazed expression.
"Why is Jess... out there?"
"I told her not to come in because she'd probably rush in and hug you if she knew you were awake."
Still feeling groggy, I mumbled what I was thinking, and Lily answered.
"Can we let her in? She looks so pitiful."
"No, we can't. You've been unconscious for a whole week. You haven't had a proper meal, so your body is very weak. If Jess rushes in, it won't end with you just fainting."
"A week...? Me?"
I murmured blankly, and someone hurriedly came into the room. It was Nero and Noah.
"Brother! You're awake!"
Nero quickly approached the bed and checked my condition, while Noah brought a tray over to the bed.
"Whine..."
I could hear Jess whining outside the door. I looked at Lily and spoke.
"I'm fine. Can you please let her in?"
"You're not fine at all!"
Suddenly, a shout startled me. Turning my head, I saw Noah staring at me with a furrowed brow. She handed the tray to Nero and came closer, starting to speak rapidly.
"Do you know what you looked like when we found you? You were lying on the floor, completely unresponsive no matter how much we tried to wake you! A day passed, then two... Do you know how anxious we were, thinking you might leave us for good..."
Tears welled up in Noah's eyes as she spoke, and my body froze in place. She bit her lip, looking down, and asked in a trembling voice.
"Why didn't you tell us?"
"Tell you what?"
"That you weren't feeling well enough to the point of fainting... Why didn't you say anything?"
Sweat trickled down my face as I rolled my eyes.
'It's not that. I just picked up a gemstone from the floor and fainted while examining it.'
I couldn't bring myself to say it, fearing they'd think of me as someone who picks up random things and ends up in the hospital for it. Imagining their concerned eyes turning cold with disappointment made my body freeze.
I didn't know my brother was like that.
At your age, picking up random things from the ground...
You made us worry for nothing. What a waste of time.
I imagined myself bathed in a spotlight, sinking to my knees like a tragic heroine as I cried, "Kids, I'm sorry! Don't go!" and the kids leaving with cold expressions.
With that image clear in my mind, it was even harder to speak.
"Uh, uh... That is..."
Desperately searching for a plausible excuse, I rolled my eyes.
"Lian!"
"Oh my...!"
"...?"
Noah seemed flustered, and Lily, who had been watching quietly, came closer to examine my face.
"Why are you sweating so much..."
"Oh."
I had been sweating profusely, trying to avoid being shunned by the kids, soaking my clothes and the bed.
"Sorry, I made a mess of the bed and my clothes."
"What are you talking about now!"
I apologized for dirtying the bed, causing Lily to scold me with a stern face. I began to look around nervously like a guilty puppy.
"It's not about the dirty clothes—no, this isn't the time for that!"
Lily quickly left the room, running off somewhere. I blinked and looked in the direction she had gone. Nero placed the tray on the bedside table and spoke.
"Lily has been studying healing, so she went to get some medical tools."
"Ah. But I'm not sick. Really, I think I'll be fine once I eat something."
I was being completely honest, but all I received were stern looks in return. Nero spoke firmly with a look reminiscent of Lily.
"Let's get you examined first, then you can eat. We don't know if you're in a condition to eat yet."
Given his clear logic, I had no choice but to slump back onto the bed limply.
'If I just eat, I'll feel all better...'
As I sulked and thought this, I felt someone gently take my right hand. Turning my gaze, I saw Iris holding my fingertip with a sorrowful expression.
Her tentative touch tickled my fingers, and when I grabbed her hand, she looked startled and stared at me with wide eyes. I smiled as gently as I could, trying to reassure her.
"Sniff..."
"Huh?"
Tears started to well up in Iris's eyes. I tried to sit up and hug her, but a firm hand pushed me back onto the bed.
"Stay still."
"Yes..."
Noah's eyes gleamed as she spoke in a low, firm voice. Her charisma made me shrink back and quietly place my hands on my chest. After some time,
"Master!"
Jess and Lily entered the room. Jess seemed to have gotten the message to be gentle and approached cautiously. It was adorable.
'What's all that stuff...?
My gaze shifted from the cute Jess to the items Lily had brought in.
"While raiding various places in the organization, we found some good stuff."
Lily said as she laid out the unfamiliar items on the bed and pulled the blanket off me. She then boldly lifted my shirt.
"Ahhh!"
"...?"
A feminine scream erupted unexpectedly. Noah had retreated with her face flushed, covering her face with both hands.
"Master... Are you very sick? Should I lick it to make it better?"
Jess sniffed and stuck out her tongue with a sorrowful face. Lily pushed her away, saying that wasn't a good idea, and picked up an object the size of a grown man's fist.
She twisted the round object, revealing that it was just a case. Inside, there was something resembling a medical bandage. Lily slapped it onto my solar plexus.
She took out three more bands, sticking one on my forehead and one on each calf. Then she tinkered with some other tools.
'She looks like a mad scientist.'
Watching Lily move reminded me of the world of scientists with strange mechanisms, where things would flash and clatter until a microwave would ding and something would be completed.
After some time, a square machine began spitting out what looked like a receipt.
'It'll say I'm healthy, right?'
Aside from being hungry, there was nothing wrong with me, so it should say I'm in perfect health.
"...Why?"
That should be the case, but Lily's face had gone pale as she read the results.
End of Chapter.
Chapter 86
Chapter 86
It's My Master!
[Error, unable to measure]
[Detailed error contents]
[Error 0291]
[Error 98821]
[Error 0031]
[Error 7876]
.
.
.
The paper Lily was holding was filled with messages indicating that the measurement couldn't be taken and endless error codes. Lily couldn't hide her trembling gaze as she thought.
'The highest-grade magical tool used by other organization leaders can't measure him?'
There were only two possible scenarios in this case.
First, the magical tool was broken and couldn't provide accurate readings.
Second, for some reason, even the highest-grade magical tool couldn't measure Lian's physical condition.
Of the two, the former was the more plausible explanation. Lily immediately removed the bands from Lian's body.
Nero, who had been checking the results with her, quickly lifted his shirt to reveal his solar plexus and said,
"I was the last one to be measured, so let me try."
If the tool was completely broken, the results would be drastically different from the last measurement.
Lily placed the band on Nero's body, and after a short while, the results came out.
"...It's not broken."
"Oh."
That meant there was nothing wrong with the magical tool. Noah, who had been holding her breath, spoke in a low voice.
"We need to find a better magical tool. Or a capable healer."
"Yes, that's the only way to get an accurate measurement."
A better magical tool than the highest-grade ones would likely be found in the kingdom's treasure vault. It was almost impossible to find one, or at best, it would take a long time.
Noah bit her lip as she thought.
'If it can't be measured by the highest-grade magical tool... just how bad is his condition? No, maybe it's not about being in bad condition, but a side effect. A side effect of the experiments.'
Recalling the cruel experiments Lian had been subjected to, Noah clenched her fists tightly, her body trembling.
"Uh, I'm really hungry. Can we eat now?"
Lian's words broke the tense atmosphere in the room. Since there was nothing else they could do at the moment, they prepared the meal they had brought for Lian.
Lian had suddenly collapsed and hadn't woken up for a week. But they had no idea why. This uncertainty weighed heavily on those who cherished Lian.
Though Lian was smiling and talking right in front of them, it felt like he might crumble and disappear at any moment. Amidst this precarious atmosphere, Lian thought,
'Phew, finally feeling alive again.'
Feeling vitality return to his body, Lian considered the situation to be no big deal.
...At least until the next day when he was half-confined.
***
"Noah, is there anything I can help with?"
"Don't worry about me and just rest."
Since the day I had that gag dream, I could no longer have time to myself. It might sound strange, but...
To put it simply, whether I was in my room or wandering outside, someone had to be by my side at all times.
And if no one was there?
...I couldn't leave the room.
'This isn't confinement... right? No, it can't be. Hahaha!'
I laughed inwardly at the ridiculous thought.
'Once they see that I'm healthy, everyone will go back to their tasks!'
A week passed like that.
...I was still unable to go anywhere alone. At this point, I realized something was off.
"Isn't there anyone with some free time?"
"Uh... Nero said he'd be back as soon as possible. We can switch when he gets here."
"I'm healthy now, I can be alone."
As a newly established organization, Nest was extremely busy. So, it was difficult for an executive to stay by my side.
In such cases, the least busy person would quickly finish their tasks and return, or they would postpone their work and rush over.
Every time, I declared, "I'm healthy," but no one listened. Sigh...
"Master! Master! I made this!"
While I was feeling down, Jess came running in with something in her hands. It was a craft made of colored paper stuck onto regular paper.
"Oh, well done."
"Hehe.."
When I praised her, she lowered her head and wagged her ears. When I raised my hand, her ears drooped even more, and her tail wagged furiously.
Feeling playful, I considered not petting her and withdrawing my hand, but she was just too cute, so I ended up patting her.
Swish, swish!
Her tail wagged so vigorously it seemed like it might lift her off the ground.
"By the way... who teaches Jess?"
Lily, who had been keeping me company until Nero returned, answered my question.
"Kids Jess's age attend classes in the annex a bit away from the main residence."
"Really? Then why have I never seen the kids?"
"There's a recognition-blocking magic circle between the main building and the annex where the kids live, so they can't come to the main building. Jess and Iris have passes that allow them to cross over."
"Oh..."
As I admired this, Jess tilted her head up and looked at me with sparkling eyes. When I patted her chin, she purred.
Though Jess didn't seem to be a feline based on her tail, she would purr like a cat when her chin or head was patted. It was adorable.
"Can I go visit?"
"Um..."
Lily pondered for a moment before nodding.
"There's nothing dangerous, so if you want to, go ahead."
While we were talking, Nero arrived.
"Sorry I'm late!"
"It's fine, you're not late."
Once Nero arrived, Lily quickly said her goodbyes and left. She was very busy.
"Phew... So, Brother, what do you want to do today? Want to play chess with me?"
"Actually, I'd like to visit the annex where the kids stay."
"The annex?"
"Yes, Lily said it was okay."
Emphasizing that I had permission, Nero nodded.
"If Lily said it's okay, then it should be fine!"
Nero smiled and looked over at Jess.
"Plus, we need to take this runaway student back."
"Huh? Runaway?"
"Yes, it's class time right now."
When I looked at Jess, she glanced at me with the guilty look of a puppy that had caused trouble. Despite feeling a bit ridiculous, I couldn't help but ruffle her hair affectionately.
"You little rascal, what were you thinking skipping class?"
"Hehe, I wanted to show this to Master!"
"Next time, wait until class is over before you come running. Got it?"
"Yes!"
Holding Jess's hand, I headed towards the annex with Nero.
'Now that I think about it, this is my first time outside the main building.'
Just like I had seen from the terrace, the main building was surrounded by a forest. Nero led us along a path through the forest that showed traces of human activity.
After walking for a while, a thick fog surrounded us, making it hard to see more than a few steps ahead.
"Oh, right. Brother, here."
Nero handed me a round, flat object he seemed to have just remembered. It was a wooden token engraved with a magic circle.
"You need this to pass through freely. I have a spare, so you can use this one."
"Ah, thanks."
I put the token in my pocket and continued walking. After about 20 minutes, the fog cleared, revealing a vast clearing.
In the spacious clearing stood a single-story building. It was larger than I had expected.
"The kids are so young that we built it as a single story to prevent injuries."
"That's a good idea, they could fall from a second floor."
Entering the building, we heard children's voices repeating after a teacher.
"So, what do we say in this situation?"
Feeling nostalgic at the sound of the gentle question, I smiled inwardly.
"If you don't want your fingers broken, you'd better speak properly! That's what you should say!"
"That's right!"
"...?"
"Then, in this situation?"
"Stare for 30 seconds, grip your sword handle! If there's no reaction, walk away! Always be prepared for an attack when showing your back!"
"...??"
The content of the lively voices didn't match their cheerful tone.
"Cardishian is so dangerous that this kind of education is necessary."
Nero's wry smile made me nod.
'The education I received was only possible in a safe world.'
For a brief moment, I wondered, 'Is it really safe...?' but compared to the dark fantasy world, it was indeed safer, so I dismissed the thought.
"There's only one class. Iris and Jess both attend it. Since Jess needs to join the class, I'll knock."
Knock, knock.
Nero knocked, and the teacher's voice abruptly stopped.
"One moment!"
Someone quickly ran over and opened the door.
"Oh! Jess!"
A middle-aged woman with long hair tied high smiled, her eyes forming crescents, then her expression turned stern.
"Is it okay to run out without permission?"
"No..."
"You won't do it again, right?"
"No..."
Jess looked up at the teacher with a sorrowful face, and her stern expression melted instantly. Jess was that cute.
Jess, who had been hanging her head, suddenly looked up with shining eyes. Her fingertip pointed at me.
"Teacher, this is my Master!"
"....!?"
End of Chapter.
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Housewife Descends
Until now, I've always been around people who roughly understood the situation between Jess and me, so I had never imagined a scenario like this.
In an instant, I had become the cruel master of a cute and innocent beastman, trembling all over as I waved my hands.
"N-No, it's not like that...!"
"Oh! So this is the master Jess always talks about?"
"Yes!"
"...?"
Unable to follow the situation, I froze with my hands raised. Jess's teacher whispered with a smile.
"Some beastmen refer to their guardians as 'master.'"
"Oh, I see..."
Only then did I relax with a sigh of relief. The teacher gave a light laugh and said,
"Would you like to watch the class?"
"Oh, may I?"
"Of course."
With that, Nero and I entered the classroom. As the teacher introduced us, I waved my hand slightly at Iris, who had wide eyes. Iris's cheeks turned a faint pink.
'Iris and Jess seem to be the oldest here.'
The age range was quite varied, but most of the children were much younger than Jess. Most of them looked like they were in lower elementary school.
Considering that Iris seemed like a middle schooler and Jess an upper elementary schooler, there was quite a gap in age.
'Come to think of it, I don't know the kids' exact ages.'
Given that they were slaves for years, knowing their ages would be even stranger.
'Noah and I are probably the same age, and Iris is a year or two younger than me.'
I could be sure of this because it was briefly mentioned in the original story. While I didn't remember the exact details, I recalled reading that the trashy Lian and Noah in the original story were the same age.
'I wish there was something like a status window to confirm details like their ages.'
While I was lost in such thoughts, the introductions for Nero and me were finished. Nero and I pulled chairs to the back of the classroom and watched the children's lesson.
The children kept turning around, unable to focus on the lesson. They soon started participating enthusiastically, especially after Jess was praised by the teacher and ran over to get her head patted.
After that, as if it were a new rule, the children, upon receiving praise, approached me hesitantly, asking to be patted.
These young children, raised without parents, seemed starved for affection. As I patted them lavishly, Iris gave me a strangely cold look.
Instinctively sensing danger, I whispered to Iris, who had come to be patted, that she was my only sibling. Her cold gaze immediately warmed.
'Ugh... I know this isn't good for Iris...'
Despite knowing, I couldn't stop because my instincts told me that leaving things as they were would lead to big trouble.
Eventually, the noisy class ended, and it was lunchtime. Following the teacher, we headed to the kitchen.
"Huh? Do you prepare the meals all by yourself, teacher?"
"Yes, even though there's a magic circle, we can't bring in regular members carelessly."
She knew well that the annex and the main building were close and required a pass to come and go.
As she said, bringing in regular members carelessly could lead to information about the executives' residences leaking out. However, assigning a reliable executive as a cook wasn't feasible, as there wasn't a single idle executive.
So she had no choice but to prepare three meals for what looked like over 20 children all by herself. While also teaching classes!
"I'll help you."
"What?! No, no! I can't ask a guest to do this."
"Come on, it'll be faster if we do it together."
Laughing, I entered the kitchen, where Nero seemed to be receiving a communication through a crystal communication device.
"Brother, I'm really sorry, but I have to go somewhere for a bit."
"That's fine. I'll eat lunch here and return to the main building with Jess and Iris."
"Okay, if anything happens, tell the teacher so she can contact me."
"Got it."
Communication crystals were quite valuable, so there was only one in the annex. I didn't have one because I never left the main building. Moreover, with executives who always had communication crystals around me, I never felt the need for one.
After Nero left, I rolled up my sleeves and said,
"Alright, let's get started."
A professional housewife had descended into the kitchen.
***
"Delicious!"
"Yum!"
"Mmm..."
I watched the children eat their meals with satisfaction.
"Where did these ingredients come from?"
The teacher looked puzzled at some unfamiliar spices and ingredients but soon smiled brightly and ate happily after tasting the food.
"Master, eat this!"
Jess, with her mouth full, brought over some food she thought was delicious and piled it on my plate.
"I'm fine, you eat up."
"Swallow... It's so good! Master is the best!"
"The best! Master!"
"Master!"
My face, which had been smiling pleasantly at the children mimicking Jess, turned pale.
Children calling me "Master" in unison! It was a situation where the police wouldn't be out of place appearing from another dimension to arrest me. I quickly waved my hands.
"Don't call me that! Just call me uncle—no, call me brother."
Realizing the age gap made "uncle" awkward, I corrected myself. The children obediently started calling me brother or oppa.
Some of the kids proudly showed their chubby tummies, saying they had already learned the terms for brother and oppa.
After the cheerful lunch, Jess and Iris prepared to return to the main building with me. The other children stayed in the annex to eat, sleep, and live, so only Jess and Iris left the building.
"Brother, can't you stay?"
"Don't go!"
"Waah!"
"Sniff!"
Some kids threw tantrums, and others burst into tears. Because they had grown up too quickly, slightly more mature kids scolded the crying ones, saying, "Don't cry!"
Since survival in dangerous situations required not crying, the teacher didn't intervene.
"I'll come back tomorrow, so stop crying."
"Really?"
"Really. I'll come with Jess and Iris tomorrow."
The children's faces brightened. Though they still looked a bit sad, they seemed satisfied just knowing they'd see me again.
Since that day, I visited the annex daily. Although they were children, being in a place full of people allowed me to persuade Noah that I no longer needed someone constantly by my side.
Noah, after contemplating for a while, visited the annex and nodded in agreement.
I finally gained my freedom!
Every morning, I headed to the annex with Jess and Iris to help with the teacher's lessons and meal preparations.
I thought of various lessons that seemed beneficial for the children's education, and so the joyful days passed by...
Three years went by.
***
'...? Oh? It's been three years already?'
When you do the same thing every day, you sometimes wonder how time flew by so quickly. That's exactly how I felt.
'But this seems too fast, doesn't it?'
As I pondered, I caught sight of my reflection in a mirror.
A face that was decent enough (considering the others, I'd say average?), white hair kept at shoulder length, and limbs that had definitely grown past 17 years old.
'At least I'm tall now.'
Though my face still had a youthful look, my height had shot up, making me look less like a child. It felt like changing into clothes that fit just right.
As I inspected my changed appearance over the past three years,
Knock, knock.
A somewhat heavy knock echoed. There was only one person who knocked with such force.
"Come in, Jess."
Creak!
"Master!"
Despite having grown up and become proficient in speaking, Jess still called me "Master!" Honestly, I'd be a bit sad if she stopped.
Thud!
Jess, who ran up to me, hugged me tightly. She had grown so much that she was now nearly 170 cm tall. If I had grown any slower... I would have had to look up at her.
"Brother."
From the open door, Iris walked in with a soft smile. Iris was slightly smaller than Jess. Since Jess was a beastman, she was naturally taller.
After lightly patting Jess, who clung to my waist and wouldn't let go, I gently pushed her away.
"Jess, you're grown up now, so you shouldn't just hug people like this, okay?"
"Sniff..."
Seeing her drooping ears made me want to take back my words, but I held firm. While it might have been okay when she was younger, it was important to teach her not to hug people carelessly now that she was going through puberty.
"But it's Master..."
Though she understood not to touch or hug others carelessly, she couldn't comprehend why that applied to me.
"Haha..."
Iris, who had come closer, suddenly hugged my waist.
"Hugging family is okay, right?"
"R-Right?"
Since she wasn't wrong, I nodded despite my shaking voice, and Iris smiled in satisfaction. Jess then puffed her cheeks and shouted.
"I want to be family too!"
"No, Brother is my brother. Jess, your hair is red."
"Then I'll marry him!"
A heavy silence fell at the unexpected words.
End of Chapter.
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Jess's Plan to Create a Tribe!
"Ma-marriage? Jess, where did you learn to say that?"
Jess, hearing my words, struck a pose with her hands on her hips and grinned. Her ears perked up, and her tail, which reached down to her calves, wagged.
"The teacher said that to be with someone you love for life, you have to get married! That way, you can become family!"
"Well... that's true."
"I love Master, and Master said he loves me, so if we get married, we can be a family! So let's get married!"
"But that kind of love is... ouch, ouch!"
As I was about to explain the meaning of marriage to Jess, I felt a crushing pressure on my waist. Gasping for breath, I turned to look at Iris, who was glaring at Jess with a very dangerous expression.
"Iris, I surrender, I surrender!"
"...!"
Since three years ago, after I collapsed, saying "I surrender" had become a trigger for Iris to calm down. I felt a bit guilty for causing her trauma, but I was also relieved to have a way to defuse such situations.
Slowly, Iris's hand, which had been gripping my waist, released, and she sulkily grabbed the hem of my clothes.
Iris's level of physical contact indicated her mood. Holding onto the hem of my clothes meant she was very, very unhappy.
"Master! Marriage! Marriage! And let's have a hundred babies? No, let's have a hundred kids!"
"Wh-where did you learn to say that?"
Awakening my Confucian spirit, I shouted anxiously, and Jess tilted her head curiously.
"The teacher said that if you get married, you can have babies! Let's have a hundred babies and make a tribe!"
Upon hearing that, my strength drained away. Given her quick physical growth typical of beastmen, she had the body of an adult woman despite her youthful face, which made her statements about having babies and getting married seem more serious than they were.
'She's still a child.'
It's like a kid saying, "I want to be an astronaut when I grow up! I want to be a dinosaur when I grow up! I want to be Lian when I grow up!"
"...?"
Something seemed off in the middle, but anyway, Jess's statements about marriage and babies were no different from the thoughtless things kids say.
'I should correct any major misunderstandings and let her learn the rest gradually.'
With that in mind, I began explaining to Jess in terms she could understand. I told her that having a hundred babies would cause someone to die of old age before it happened, and that there's a special kind of love needed for marriage.
"But..."
Jess's tail curled up, and her ears drooped as she made a pitiful face.
'Ugh! I must be firm for the sake of education!'
Ignoring the expression that made me want to grant her every wish, I firmly shook my head.
"Ch."
"...?"
I heard a sound I wasn't supposed to hear from Jess's direction. Reflexively, I turned my head to look at Jess, but she still wore a dejected expression.
'Did I... mishear?'
There was no way the saddened Jess could have clicked her tongue, so I must have misheard. Yes, that must be it.
"Let's go eat breakfast now. If we're any later, we might miss it."
"Okay."
"Got it."
This time, I didn't soothe the sulking Iris separately. When it came to issues of marriage and physical contact, I needed to be firm.
'Since she's only ever had me to rely on since she was young... she's a bit anxious about separation.'
For Iris's healthy independence, I needed to gradually create some distance. Since Iris was about to enter puberty, she would likely distance herself naturally without me having to push her away.
'What if she says I'm smelly and refuses to be in the same space?'
Suddenly, my shoulders felt heavy. Feeling downcast, I headed to the dining hall. Nero, who was eating there, asked if anything had happened upon seeing my sullen face along with Jess and Iris, but nothing significant occurred.
***
In the eastern outskirts of Cardishian, a black fog the size of a fist was wavering as if about to disperse.
[Ugh... How did I end up like this...]
'It,' which had barely survived after attempting a mental attack on Lian and almost being obliterated in retaliation, was hanging on by a thread. But that was all it could manage.
Most of the powerful abilities it possessed had vanished, and its body was now weaker than that of a mere human it used to consider insignificant. Staying in such a state could lead to its complete eradication.
[Ugh... Blech! Damn it...]
It vomited a rainbow-colored substance onto the ground, trembling.
[Asterias... Did he stake his existence to pass on the greatest power? Otherwise, it doesn't make sense—ugh...]
After vomiting rainbow-colored bile again, it staggered and collapsed onto some weeds.
[Damn... I can't recover my strength if I keep vomiting...]
The reason it hadn't been able to leave Cardishian for the past three years was entirely due to Lian's power lingering in its body. Whenever it seemed to recover, it would vomit, and the cycle would repeat.
Because of this, it had no choice but to remain hidden in Cardishian in its weakened state.
[If those black sorcerers find me, who knows what they'll do...]
Previously, black sorcerers couldn't harm it. But now, in its drastically weakened state and having suffered a mental attack from Lian, it could easily be captured if it made a wrong move.
[Someday, I'll kill you for sure.]
Gnashing its metaphorical teeth, it made a hissing sound, only to vomit more rainbow bile. As it stared intently at the unusually sparkling bile,
"Aah!"
A sudden scream echoed, and a man it had never seen before tumbled through the weeds where it lay.
"I-I don't know! I really don't know!"
"I'll check that myself."
"D-Don't come near me!"
The man, trembling, tried to crawl away, but the robed figure moved faster. The robed man quickly approached and grabbed the fallen man's head.
"Gah... Grrr..."
The sound of intermittent gasps was heard as the man being held rolled his eyes back and fainted, his tongue lolling out.
"Tch, this one’s memories are useless too."
The fainted man was tossed to the ground, and the robed man dusted off his hands and turned to leave. At that moment, 'it' flew out from its hiding place in the weeds.
[Hey!]
"Huh?"
Startled by the familiar presence, the robed man raised an eyebrow and looked back.
"And who are you?"
[Squeak! I am the great one's servant, 'Hamulina'!]
"Huh? Really? Why are you so tiny now?"
[You rude... Hmph, never mind. I have important information, so take me with you.]
Though the robed man mocked it, he had no intention of ignoring it. 'It' was not just any creature but a servant and part of 'the great one.' The robed man decided to take it back to his quarters.
***
Room 1008 in an inn.
The robed man casually threw his robe onto the bed. His vivid sky-blue hair and fierce orange eyes immediately stood out.
With such a noticeable appearance, the man looked no older than 16 or 17 at most.
"So, what is it you want to say? Is it a command from the great one?"
The boyish man grinned, revealing shark-like teeth. Hovering beside him, Hamul spoke in a deep voice.
[In some ways, this is even more important than a direct command from the great one.]
"Oh! Great, tell me quickly! I'll take care of it, whatever it is!"
Hamul smiled inwardly, satisfied with the arrogance in the man's words.
[‘As one of the Four Heavenly Kings should.’]
One of the Four Heavenly Kings had died to the now-deceased hero. Naturally, this left a vacant position, which was filled by the man before him, 'Potensian.'
[‘Heh, even if the champion chosen by Asterias has strong willpower, his body is still that of a frail human. It should be easy to defeat him.’]
Hamul sneered and began recounting the story about Lian. When he mentioned that the champion chosen by Asterias to oppose the great one was here, Potensian couldn't hide his excitement.
"A champion?"
[Yes, your task is simple: brutally kill him!]
"Heh, there's nothing I do better."
Potensian liked what he heard, grinning and showing his sharp teeth.
"So, where is this so-called champion?"
Hamul began to reveal the information he knew, explaining that Lian was part of an organization called 'Nest' and that their hidden headquarters was protected by illusion and recognition-blocking magic, making it difficult to find. When Hamul finished speaking, Potensian chuckled.
"Hmm. So this Nest organization has taken over the western region?"
[...? Yes, although it's unclear if their hidden headquarters is actually located there, they have taken control of the area.]
Recalling the chatter among humans, Hamul affirmed Potensian's question. Potensian then laughed again.
"It seems the reason I was sent to Cardishian has something to do with that organization."
[Now that you mention it, why are you here?]
Hamul, whose mind had been filled only with thoughts of revenge against Lian, suddenly wondered.
"To investigate the great curse incident that occurred on a city-wide scale."
[A great curse on a city-wide scale?]
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 89
He'll Only Come to His Senses If He Brings Another Woman
"Debi... what was it again? We got a report that a city-scale great curse was activated in the region taken over by those guys."
[Such a large-scale curse?]
"They say it takes someone like the Demon King to activate a curse of that magnitude."
[...! Are you saying such a powerful entity is hiding around here?!]
"Well, we don't know if they're still around. It happened three years ago."
At the mention of three years ago, Hamulina fell silent.
[‘No way...’]
Hamulina recalled the time three years ago when he had to flee after suffering a critical wound in an attempt to mentally attack Lian.
[‘No, no. From what I observed, that guy was only borrowing the power of the cursed sword, his real body didn't have any power.’]
Though it felt unsettling, he forced himself to dismiss any connection between Lian and the great curse.
"The organization that took over that area was most hostile to the western region. So, the 'Nest' organization is most likely involved in this."
Hamulina and Potensian had the same goal. As Hamulina's desire for revenge grew stronger, he pushed aside his uneasy feelings.
[Alright, then let's go kill him right away!]
"No. Now's not the time for hunting."
Potensian's eyes gleamed.
"Leave everything to me. I'll make sure to kill that so-called champion."
Seeing the madness in Potensian's eyes, Hamulina could only agree silently.
***
Unlike the other Four Heavenly Kings, Potensian was younger and more impulsive, giving him the image of a reckless brat.
However, he didn't gamble his way into the position of a Four Heavenly King. When it came to hunting, he always displayed a rational side.
"It's all, all the work of that Nest bastard!"
Listening to Hamulina's story, Potensian didn't rush straight into Nest. Instead, he found Atan, the former boss of the Leviathan organization, and made him spill all the information he had.
"That bastard has been playing us like pawns on his palm from the beginning!"
Atan, who was now a shadow of his former self, spat blood as he screamed with bloodshot eyes. His once-dignified appearance was now reduced to rags, and he was heavily drunk.
Even in such a state, he couldn't hide his 'hatred.' Considering his organization had been obliterated because of Lian, his intense anger was understandable.
"Who the hell is that guy?"
Potensian threw a question like kindling into Atan's rage, finding his fury rather amusing. Atan then exploded, pouring out information.
"The real boss of the Nest organization! The mastermind who controls everything in Cardishian like a toy! The Slaughterer Lian!"
Potensian's grin deepened at the intriguing title.
"What did he do to earn the name 'mastermind'?"
"That...”
People often deflect their problems onto others to manage excessive stress. What about Atan, who had faced immense stress from his organization's collapse?
He had, of course, experienced overwhelming stress and blamed all his problems on someone else. Since he had a clear target for his resentment, he attributed all his misfortunes to Lian.
"They say the collapse of the eastern mine was also the work of the Slaughterer Lian?"
"Exactly! That bastard knew I was there from the start! When I talk about this, idiots call it paranoia or make other ridiculous claims... but considering what Nest gained after the incident, they wouldn't say such nonsense!"
With Noah as the core of its 'strength,' Nest had taken control of the deserted eastern lands.
It was natural for Nest, which quickly absorbed the western region, to eye the eastern lands next. As Nest expanded its influence, it was only natural for it to affect various regions.
Atan, who had been hiding his identity and operating in the east, inevitably got caught up in Nest's activities.
Seeing all his misfortunes as Lian's doing, Atan vented to Potensian about how evil and manipulative Lian was.
'Seems like he's more dangerous than I thought.'
Potensian licked his lips in thought.
'There's nothing more entertaining than bringing down someone who thinks they're the smartest.'
After organizing the information obtained from Atan in his mind, Potensian left the drunken and sobbing Atan behind and exited the tavern.
[Are you sure you don't need to kill him?]
"If what he says is true, Lian knows that the boss of Leviathan is still alive. Killing him recklessly could draw unwanted attention."
Contrary to his appearance, Potensian's rational attitude impressed Hamulina.
['With this guy, we might really be able to take down that bastard!']
Remembering the humiliation he suffered from Lian, Hamulina laughed arrogantly.
[Ugh!]
And vomited rainbow-colored bile onto the ground.
***
Three years might seem like a long time. If those years were filled with minor incidents but overall peaceful, they'd feel even longer.
As peace stretches, love is bound to blossom.
"How long are you going to keep hiding it, sister?"
"Well, but..."
The boss of Nest, Noah, was blushing furiously, avoiding Lily's gaze.
"What if he thinks it's unpleasant?"
"You've been saying that for two years now, you know?"
"But still..."
As Noah fidgeted and made excuses, Julianna, who was lounging (floating, but it looked like lounging) on the sofa reading a romance novel, spoke up.
[He'll only come to his senses if he brings another woman, so just leave him be. Tsk tsk.]
" ...!"
Julianna's words made Noah's eyes widen and start to tremble with anxiety. Since Lily couldn't hear Julianna, she assumed Noah's reaction was due to her own words.
"The organization has settled down now. No one will say anything even if the boss of Nest is a woman, right?"
"I know that, but..."
"And it's incredibly uncomfortable!"
"Hmm..."
Noah had also grown in the last three years. With the onset of puberty, her once-flat chest had developed curves.
The problem was that her size was larger than that of an average woman. The plan to confess to Lian that she was a girl kept getting delayed, and before she knew it, three years had passed.
Finding out that the friend you thought was a guy was actually a girl - she feared that revelation might lead to disgust, so she kept her chest tightly bound.
Even using a magical device to suppress her chest, she managed to keep Lian from finding out she was a girl, but it was still unbearably uncomfortable.
Lily pointed out this fact. ...Of course, she was pointing out more than just that.
"Why hide such a great weapon? Don't you read romance novels? When the male lead realizes the friend he thought was just a buddy has a feminine side, he can't help but fall for her! Haven't you seen that?"
"Lily, fiction and reality are different."
"They're not different! There's nothing wrong with you, Noah! You have great assets! You're beautiful! And you're capable!"
"L-Lily..."
As Noah blushed and buried her face in her desk, Lily clicked her tongue.
"If you keep this up, another woman will snatch Lian away. That gullible brother will probably give her his heart and soul."
"...!"
"Even though he mostly stays between the main building and the annex, he sometimes goes to the outer main building, right? When you give him lunch, those girls you run into are drooling over him. They're after him."
"...!!"
Each of Lily's words felt like a boulder dropping on Noah's head. Watching Noah's reaction, Lily continued in a firm voice.
"So, sister, even now—"
Before she could finish her sentence,
Boom!
The building shook like an earthquake, and a loud explosion echoed. Noah, who had been slumped over like melted marshmallows, jumped to her feet. Lily also turned towards the sound with a grim expression.
"An attack?"
"How did they find this place..."
They weren't in the outer main building but in the real main building where the executives' quarters were located. This meant someone had discovered the location of the real main building and launched an attack.
Without a word, both of them rushed out of the study.
At that moment, in the annex,
"Aaah!"
"Kyah!"
The recognition-blocking magic didn't block the sound of the explosion. The children, clutching their heads, sat down, trembling.
"It seems we need to evacuate immediately."
"Y-Yes!"
The teacher, who had been dazed, snapped back to reality at Lian's words and began to organize the children.
"Come on! Everyone, this way!"
Although they had grown used to a peaceful life, the children who had experienced horrors were more composed than ordinary kids and followed the teacher's instructions calmly.
"Teacher, please lead the children from the front. I'll follow from behind."
"Yes!"
Though the teacher was older, Lian was much stronger, so she led the children out of the annex without complaint.
"Iris, there might be an attack from the front, so please go with the teacher."
"Okay."
"Jess, watch out for any children who might get ensnared by magic."
"Okay!"
After giving instructions to the two, Lian watched from the back as the children evacuated the annex. A portal was prepared outside the annex for such emergencies.
The children began to follow the teacher and Iris towards the portal in a line. Lian stood at the back door, watching them leave.
'Wait... one is missing.'
Counting the children one by one, Lian's face hardened as he looked inside the annex. There was still a child inside the annex!
Without a moment's hesitation, Lian dashed back into the annex.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 90
Attacking in the Middle of a Speech! How Cowardly!
The child was trembling in a bathroom stall. Lian hurriedly gathered the child and rushed outside. At that moment,
Boom!
Another loud explosion echoed.
"Just keep running straight! You'll meet the others up ahead!"
"But I'm scared!"
Despite the tears streaming down the child's face, they began running forward as fast as they could. Too terrified to look around, they sprinted towards the group that had gone ahead. Lian, ensuring the child was safe, turned to face the forest shrouded in recognition-blocking magic.
Boom!
Listening to the sound once more, he stepped into the forest.
‘The explosions have been coming from the main building since earlier. Most of the kids are there due to the internal meeting today. I have to save them!’
Summoning the cursed sword in his mind, the back of his hand glowed a dark red. As a drop of blood fell from his hand to the ground, a red circle with a diameter of about 2 meters formed around him.
Rising from the circle, blood engulfed Lian, flowing downward. Once the blood had fully receded, Lian stood in a much more ornate uniform, holding the cursed sword.
The cursed sword exuded a dangerous red aura.
[I've waited so long for this day... Ah, it has been such a long wait.]
For three years, the cursed sword had to endure a mundane life, moving back and forth between the annex and the main building, unable to enjoy its hobby of stylishly defeating enemies and earning respect.
It was thankful to have Lian’s blood; otherwise, the cursed sword would have gone berserk, seeking a new contract holder.
Now, finally able to express its long-restrained desires, the cursed sword had dressed up extravagantly.
‘...Why is it so flashy?’
Lian's face twisted in discomfort as the cursed sword's dramatic appearance reminded him of a protagonist from a tokusatsu show or a magical girl’s transformation sequence.
[No! It's not enough! It needs to be both plain and flashy, simple yet dynamic! It's missing that feeling!]
Lian gave up trying to understand the cursed sword's grandiose talk and forced a stylish smile.
Boom!
"...! Now's not the time for this!"
Snapping back to reality at the sound of another explosion, Lian started sprinting towards the main building. Pushing off the ground lightly, his body shot forward at an incredible speed.
Leap!
"Whoa?!"
Caught off guard by the unexpected speed, he lost his balance but managed to grab a sturdy tree to prevent a fall.
"What, what is this?"
[Heh heh heh. This is all thanks to the incredible abilities of this body, Gargandoa!]
Boasting proudly, the cursed sword explained that the elegant uniform provided various buffs beyond its function as clothing.
Only after hearing that did Lian realize his senses were heightened several times over.
‘Ugh... It's going to take some time to get used to this.’
Realizing he might roll across the ground if he moved without thinking, Lian lightly jumped in place and practiced moving forward and backward cautiously.
After repeating this a few times, he got somewhat used to the strength. Knowing time was of the essence, he immediately dashed into the forest.
Shhh.
A thick white fog began to settle around him. Holding a passage token allowed him to move straight ahead without getting lost.
With enhanced reflexes, he easily dodged trees that seemed to rush at him and made his way through the forest. When he was about halfway across,
"...!"
[Incoming!]
Understanding the cursed sword's abrupt words, Lian stopped in his tracks. Someone was approaching through the thick white fog.
[Bloodthirst... it's an enemy!]
The cursed sword vibrated with excitement. The fog parted slightly, revealing a figure with striking sky-blue hair. The man with fierce eyes looked Lian up and down.
"Are you the boss?"
"Excuse me?"
Lian, caught off guard by the unexpected question, responded in a dazed voice. The man tossed and caught a passage token in his hand repeatedly as he spoke.
"The mastermind who destroyed the Leviathan organization and toyed with the underworld as if it were in the palm of his hand."
"...?"
"The Slaughterer Lian, who even brought down the arena of the Four Heavenly Kings?"
"...??"
Having spent the past three years moving only between the annex and the main building and rarely going out, Lian couldn't comprehend what the man was saying. Just as he was about to explain the misunderstanding, he remembered the information about the Leviathan organization.
‘Come to think of it, maybe I... did destroy them because of a gag filter...? But aside from that, all this information is wrong! Me, playing with the underworld? A mastermind?’
The absurd rumors made him chuckle.
‘Someone must have framed me or spread strange rumors.’
As confusion gave way to clarity, Lian’s mind settled. He was about to voice his thoughts when Potensian acted first.
"Well, it's not really important."
Potensian scratched his chin with a finger, revealing sharp teeth as he grinned. Then, he lowered his body and extended his right hand to the side.
Schwing.
Water surged from his palm like a wave, forming an aquamarine-colored spear.
[Hey! That's copyright infringement!]
The cursed sword growled, using modern terms it had picked up from Lian's blood.
[Hey! Even among cursed swords, there's a code of honor!]
Hearing the cursed sword get angry over something odd made Lian feel more relaxed.
‘Hmm, come to think of it, do I really need to be tense?’
Recalling the incident with the destruction of the Leviathan organization, any lingering tension dissipated. Potensian's expression hardened as he noticed Lian's relaxed demeanor.
"Heh, I'll wipe that dumb look off your face!"
[Partner! We can't lose either! Let's say a cool line—]
Before the cursed sword could finish its sentence, Potensian lunged at Lian, slashing diagonally across his chest. Thanks to the buffs, Lian's reflexes were heightened, and he parried the attack with a diagonal slash of his own.
Potensian was pushed back two steps by the unexpected strength.
[How rude! Attacking without letting your opponent finish their line!]
The cursed sword was furious, emitting a fearsome aura as Lian's body moved on its own. Lian didn’t resist the sword's movements.
As Lian assumed a proper stance, Potensian burst into laughter.
"Haha! Come on, let's fight for real!"
Potensian charged with a fierce look.
***
Gargandoa had slain thousands, perhaps tens of thousands—maybe even more. The more blood Gargandoa absorbed, the stronger he became, to the point where only the Dragon Lord could stop him.
Gargandoa had found an endless supply partner in Lian. The quality of the blood didn't diminish despite the continuous supply. For over three years, he received vast quantities daily.
Having consumed blood equivalent to hundreds or thousands of people each day, Gargandoa had grown so powerful that even the Dragon Lord would be no match.
"Huff, cough... Damn it!"
It was no surprise Potensian was rolling on the ground in a mess.
‘The gap is too wide.’
Potensian, coughing up blood, looked up at Lian. Unlike his own disheveled state, Lian stood tall and unscathed, underscoring the stark difference in their abilities.
Grind.
Potensian gritted his teeth, using his spear to push himself up.
‘Am I supposed to fall here? Me, who is destined to be a king?’
Potensian aimed to rise above the Four Heavenly Kings and serve the Demon King. Faced with the humiliating prospect of dying at a human's hand, he couldn't suppress his rage.
The whites of his eyes began to turn a dark red.
"Huff, huff... There's no way I’ll fall here!"
As his words, filled with rage, continued, his aura began to change. A dark red energy stormed around him. The cursed sword clicked its tongue, looking at Potensian.
[He’s going berserk. Foolish idiot.]
"Berserk?"
[It means his rage blinds him and his power goes berserk. He can use twice as much power, but... his mind and body will be completely ruined.]
Recognizing the familiar trope, Lian quickly grasped the situation.
"Isn't that dangerous?"
[Even if he gets stronger, a bug is still a bug.]
The cursed sword’s arrogant words reassured Lian. He should have realized then: the cursed sword's comment was a 'trope.'
"I'll kill you all!"
Roar!
Dark red energy erupted from Potensian's body like a storm, causing his form to change grotesquely.
Demonic wings sprouted from his back, the skin below his eyes split to reveal two more eyes, and his forehead also split open, revealing a massive eye.
The swirling wind was so strong it dispersed the fog completely. The powerful demonic energy shattered the illusion magic array.
Narrowing his eyes, Lian looked up at Potensian.
"Oh."
An aquamarine-colored spear, silently flying, shimmered below his sternum. Too late, he realized.
Splurt!
In slow motion, the spear pierced his abdomen, protruding from his back. Staggering, Lian coughed up blood as Potensian burst into laughter.
"Hahaha! Don’t blame me—"
It’s your fault for being weak!
Before he could finish, Lian spoke in a calm voice.
“Cough, cough... Seriously... you ruined my clothes.”
"...!?"
Pulling the spear handle nonchalantly, it came out easily. Potensian's overconfident face turned pale.
"Im-impossible..."
In the world of gags, residents could split into a hundred pieces and still be alive the next day.
End of Chapter.
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Do Not Delve Deeply into the Mental World of a Gag Resident
Schlorp.
Blood flowed from the hole in Lian's clothes, covering the tear as if it were patching the fabric. The blood shimmered briefly before turning black, transforming into a cloth-like material.
Even the visible traces of the attack vanished. Without the blood at the corners of his mouth, it looked as if he had dodged the attack entirely.
"Ha, haha... My attack didn't have any effect?"
Potensian, his face deathly pale, let out a hollow laugh, holding his face with fingers that had turned black at the tips.
"This can't be... Something must be wrong!"
Potensian's voice quivered, as if he were either sobbing or screaming in despair.
Just as Lian thought about making the first move, the cursed sword spoke urgently.
[Just because he stole our line doesn't mean we should do the same!]
The cursed sword spouted a line about not stooping to the enemy's level, something that seemed vaguely familiar, and repeated it twice more, pleased with itself.
As Lian listened to this chatter, Potensian, who had been floating in the air, called out in a low voice.
"Hamulina."
The moment Potensian uttered Hamulina's name, Hamulina emerged swiftly from his pocket.
[Are you sure you won't regret this?]
Though Hamulina was reduced to a mere fragment, he was still part of 'Him.' He already knew what Potensian wanted.
"I'd rather die as part of 'Him' than perish as a failure."
[Heehee, good choice!]
A chilling voice echoed as Hamulina, who seemed ready to disperse at any moment, began to swell like dry cotton soaking up water. He grew large enough to easily engulf Potensian.
Hamulina's form was like a sinister black mist or a strange flow of air. As he faced the now massive Hamulina, Potensian spoke, blood streaming from his nose and eyes.
"Ah... God!"
Crunch!
Those were Potensian's last words.
Crack, squelch!
"Um, is it okay to just leave that be?"
[Heh, attacking someone while they're transforming is the act of someone who doesn't understand 'romance.']
Lian thought the cursed sword's words sounded like the arrogance of the strong but didn't bother to point it out.
Potensian's blood spattered like rain, and the sound of something being devoured echoed ominously. Within less than a minute, Potensian vanished without a trace.
The black mist floating in the sky began to convulse wildly.
[Aaaah.]
The sinister movement of the black mist accompanied by a strange voice, which sounded neither male nor female.
It was an eerie voice, difficult to describe precisely.
[Your servant offers a sacrifice!]
In a voice filled with ecstasy, Potensian's tone was clear. At the same time, the black mist coalesced, forming a perfect shape.
‘Looks like a villain who’s awakened through corruption.’
Though he looked like Potensian, his clothes and aura had a corrupted feel.
[Ugh... Partner, should we try something like that too?]
‘What?’
[Never mind. To mimic that, we'd need to prepare a stage for corruption first—]
Ignoring the cursed sword’s mumbling, Lian watched Potensian, who raised his hands to the sky.
‘Did he take too many hits and lose his mind?’
Creak, as if he heard that sound, Potensian’s face slowly turned toward Lian.
His face was... even more monstrous than before. Eyes on his chin, lips on his cheeks, and a tongue protruding from where his eyes should be. Only his nose remained in the correct place.
[I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer. I offer.]
A screeching noise, like nails on a chalkboard, echoed like thunder, and Potensian suddenly vanished from sight.
"...!"
Like when the spear stabbed his abdomen, by the time he realized, Potensian was right in front of him.
Chrrk!
A long vertical line appeared on Potensian's face, splitting open horizontally. Dozens of eyes focused on Lian through the gap.
‘That,’ which could only be described as a monstrosity, lunged at Lian.
"Whoa?!"
It was as if a black hole in Lian's head sucked Hamulina into his body. Startled, Lian stepped back, groping his head.
"What, what was that?"
Feeling his head to check if a hole had formed, all he felt was his soft hair.
"Hey, Gargandoa, do I look different?"
[Hmm, nothing seems different. What was that attack? An attempt at a grand exit?]
"I guess..."
That was the only explanation for the bizarre situation.
"Ah! That’s not important right now! Noah and the kids... huh?"
As he spoke, Lian noticed his vision blurring.
"Why is everything...?"
Thunk.
He thrust the cursed sword into the ground to keep from collapsing, but he felt like he could fall over at any moment.
[Why, why is this happening? Partner!]
The cursed sword shouted urgently, fearing Lian might die like in the arena, but Lian couldn’t respond due to the chaos in his mind.
Thud, thud.
At that moment, urgent footsteps approached Lian.
"Lian!"
Noah, having barely sliced through the monsters Potensian had unleashed, sprinted towards Lian to save him. Seeing Lian in her sight, she screamed his name.
Thud.
Before Noah's voice even reached him, Lian collapsed.
***
At that time, inside Lian's mind, Hamulina.
[What’s this?]
Hamul was bewildered by the unexpected scene.
[Why is it completely empty?]
He hadn’t attacked Lian to make a 'cool exit' as the cursed sword suggested. Rather, the opposite.
By offering Potensian, a high-quality sacrifice, Hamulina had borrowed immense power from 'Him.'
No matter how strong Lian's mind was, it should have been like a firefly before the sun when faced with 'His' power.
Hamul planned to return the humiliation Lian had given him by destroying Lian’s mind, shattering his soul, and offering it to 'Him.'
But—what should have been there was missing.
[Could it be he’s not human? A sophisticated golem?]
The mental world that should exist in a human was empty and filled only with darkness. As Hamul peered into the darkness, he shivered.
It was eerie.
The thought flashed through Hamul’s mind. He chuckled and shook his head. For him, who borrowed 'His' power, to feel eerie looking at a human's empty mind was absurd.
[Is some of Potensian's mind left?]
While grinding Potensian into pieces to offer to 'Him,' some of his fragments might have stayed in Hamul's body.
[Ha, if it’s come to this, I'll have to blow him up from the inside.]
Using 'His' power, Hamul could influence Lian's body as well as his mind. He began to draw out great power, black and sticky energy gathering in his hand.
The mere sight of it would drive anyone mad. The terrible energy glowed softly at Hamul's fingertips.
For reasons unknown, the surroundings turned gray.
Boom, crash!
As the energy left Hamul's fingertips, a part of the black space lit up as if a torch had been thrown into a bottomless pit.
Since there was nothing in Lian's mental world, he intended to break through the mental barrier and attack his body. Hamul laughed arrogantly.
[Hehe, I wonder what his comrades' faces will look like when I blow up his body and escape?]
Excited at the thought of devouring Lian’s despair-stricken comrades, Hamul shivered slightly.
[Once I get out, I’ll trap his soul and show him every bit of their slaughter—]
Just as Hamul mumbled about trapping Lian’s soul to show him his comrades' brutal deaths,
Whoosh.
The fearsome attack that had been shooting forward like a storm was snuffed out like a candle before a gale when it encountered 'something.'
[...?]
Hamul looked up at ▉.
▉ stared back at Hamul.
[Ah.]
The moment Hamul recognized ▉, everything was swallowed up. The body provided by 'Him' and even his mind that transcended dimensions—everything.
Only ▉ remained in the black mental world.
***
Pop! Boing!
"Do better, you damned birdbrain!"
The god of the gag world stomped on the white-eyed bird’s head with a foot clad in stockings while holding a game controller. The bird squawked loudly.
"Animal abuse, ouch!"
Seemingly having forgotten his divine duties, or having become a literal birdbrain, the god of the dark fantasy world dropped his game controller and cried tears like glass beads while screaming.
"Agh! I died... urk!"
The god of the gag world, annoyed at the game over screen, couldn’t stop a sudden burp.
"Uh? What was that? I haven’t eaten anything though, meow?"
Smacking his lips at the unfamiliar taste, he tilted his head and grabbed the white-eyed bird trying to crawl away.
"Whatever! Next round, right away, meow!"
"Please spare meow.."
End of Chapter.
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You've Been Captured by Allies
"Waaaah!"
The loud cry jolted me awake.
'This is...'
I looked down at the chaotic room with a translucent body. I instinctively recognized it as a scene from the past.
"Waaaah!"
I saw myself crying loudly in a crib in the corner of the living room. The house was a mess. Clothes were strewn across the living room sofa, and black smoke was billowing from the kitchen connected to the living room.
"Oh no! Baby!"
Late, my mom came running from the kitchen.
"Ack!"
Thud!
She tripped over the clothes scattered on the floor and tumbled to the ground, rubbing the back of her head with a silly smile.
"Waaaah!"
In the meantime, baby me continued crying.
'I was in total panic back then.'
I could smell something burning, hear my mom's occasional screams, the sound of a drill, and some unknown noise like "Kweeeek" (which came from my mom's cooking).
'It was hard to adjust at first, but now it's a fond memory.'
For someone who had lived in a normal world, the gag world was completely alien. It felt like a world inhabited only by madmen.
Now I can talk about it casually, but I struggled through it until middle school, even wanting to die at times. But the gag world was a place where you couldn't die at will.
To survive, I had to accept the bizarre world.
'If I had accepted it earlier, it would have been easier.'
Once I decided to accept it, everything became normal as if by magic. To be precise, I accepted everything as a matter of course.
People's lives being used like toys, horrific events occurring frequently.
Of course, unlike the original Gag Residents, I lived aware of the gag world's 'oddities.' Without that awareness, I wouldn't have been able to adapt to the dark fantasy world.
'But why am I dreaming this?'
As I watched myself crying, a song started playing from somewhere.
Jjang ~ Jjajjang~ Jjajjajjang ~
The sound, mimicking a guitar, grew louder. My gaze turned toward where the sound was coming from.
Jjakang ~ Jjakangjjakangjjajjang!
The sound came from the TV on the living room wall. On its white screen, a silhouette no bigger than a finger danced. It looked like a person filmed from a great distance.
'Huh? It's getting bigger?'
The silhouette, which was as small as a pinky finger, began to get closer. As it did, the song grew louder.
'Wait a minute, that...!'
As the silhouette got close enough to make out the face, I understood why I was having this dream.
Jjakang ~ Jjagyakang!
The figure wore a maid outfit that you’d see in a maid café, with perky cat ears and tail, and gloves resembling cat paws. It moved as if it were a cat, punching the air with a clenched fist.
If the god of the gag world showed up, nothing happening around would be surprising.
Jjajjajjang! Jjajjjajjang!
The god of the gag world grew larger on the screen. Predictably, he stepped out of the screen and into the living room, striking a peculiar dance pose.
"Ah! It’s burning!"
Despite the gag world god's antics, Mom ran into the kitchen, which was in chaos.
"Hmph, I have arrived."
After the dance performance ended, the god of the gag world flipped back his black hair and mimicked some strange lady.
"Ooh..."
Baby me stopped crying at the sudden appearance of the god. The god of the gag world approached my crib and looked down at me.
"Hmph, hmph. So this is how you’re born."
The god tried to imitate a cool voice while looking down at me. Watching from the air, I wanted to shout at him.
'I don't remember this at all!'
Memories can distort with age, but there’s no way I'd forget the appearance of a god.
"I like you, so I’ll make a contract with you."
With a chuckle, he showed me the back of his hand, which bore a geometric magic circle that looked like a one-time tattoo sticker.
'Isn't that a line from 'Contractor of the Girl'?'
Seeing a deity quoting famous anime lines to a newborn made me involuntarily sneer.
'What are you planning to do with an infant reincarnator?'
As I thought that,
Splat.
The palm he held out split open.
Splat! Gush!
Blood poured out and naturally flowed into baby me's mouth.
'What are you doing to a baby?!'
I wanted to shout at the god committing this absurd act, but as an observer, I couldn’t convey anything.
"Cough!"
As baby me coughed and cried from the sudden influx of blood, the god made a perplexed face. He had a face I wanted to hit ten times.
"Hmm, ahem. I shall bestow mercy upon you!"
The god spouted another familiar line and snapped his fingers. A baby bottle appeared in the air. He filled it with his blood and gave it to baby me.
Suckle, suckle!
I don't know what it tasted like, but baby me started sucking the blood with a dazed look.
"Hohoho! Our contract is complete!"
Seeing the god laughing in such a nonsensical way made me want to smack his forehead.
'What did you feed me? No, more importantly, how could you feed that to a baby...'
"Of course, it's fine ~"
Gasp. Before I could finish my thought, the god’s gaze locked onto me.
"Now wake up, meow!"
As soon as I heard those words, my vision stretched like taffy. Before long, everything turned black.
***
"Ah..."
I opened my eyes to see a familiar ceiling. It was my windowless room where I had stayed for three years.
'I had a strange dream... Like the god feeding me his blood like some pervert.'
I couldn’t tell if it was a typical nightmare from the gag world, a good dream because I drank the god’s blood, or a bad dream because a god appeared.
'It’s just a silly dream.'
Thinking that, I sat up. No one was in the room.
'How long was I asleep?'
As I moved to the side,
Clank.
"...?"
I heard an odd metallic sound. It came from under the blanket. Lifting the blanket, I saw shackles around my ankles.
"What..? Am I captured by the enemy?"
But this was clearly my room, and I was lying on a soft bed. Just as countless thoughts filled my mind,
Bang!
The door burst open with a loud noise. Startled, I turned to see Noah, her face pale.
"L-Lian..."
Noah called my name in a broken voice and rushed toward me. She didn’t slow down as she got close and hugged me tightly.
Thud!
"Oof!"
"Lian, Lian..."
Normally, when a same-gender friend rushes at me like this, I’d push them away instinctively, but strangely, I couldn’t do that with Noah. Maybe it’s because of her off-the-charts appearance? Or is it the ingrained psyche of a commoner?
For some reason, my body froze instinctively.
"Oppa!"
"Master!"
While I was lost in thought, others began to appear.
"I'm glad everyone is safe..."
Muttering in relief, I felt Noah's arms tighten around my shoulders.
Grind.
‘Huh..? Did I just hear grinding teeth?’
Before I could ponder it further, my shoulders were pushed back. Noah’s eyes were red, and her brow furrowed deeply.
***
"You...! Do you know how terrible you looked when you collapsed? You almost died! You had a hole in your stomach, bleeding profusely as you were dying!"
Noah’s voice, mixed with sobs, was filled with resentment, anger, guilt, and worry.
"You almost died! Shouldn't you at least ask if your body is okay?"
When Noah found Lian, he had passed out for some specific reason, causing the cursed sword to unsummon itself. This exposed the wounds his clothes had covered, and blood poured out.
When Noah hugged him, the ground was already soaked with blood. Even plugging the wound with her hands couldn’t stop the blood.
"No, no..."
Her lips, blue as if thrown into a snowy mountain, trembled as she pressed her hands against the wound, but the blood wouldn't stop. She tried using her and Lian's clothes to bandage the wound, but the bleeding was too profuse; the clothes just turned red.
Holding onto Lian, trembling, Noah began to make her way back to the base, clinging to the hope that Lian’s breath hadn’t fully stopped.
Walking the path paved with Lian's blood, Noah's breath grew ragged.
Like a fish forcibly dragged onto land, she felt as if she could stop breathing any moment. Her vision turned yellow and swayed. The smell of blood numbed her nose, and there was a sweet taste at the back of her throat.
Compared to the weights she usually trained with, Lian was light as a feather, yet it felt as if she were carrying a mountain.
A human can't survive after losing this much blood.
The common sense etched in her mind told her that the end of this path was nothing but despair.
Noah's memory after reaching the base was vague. The smell of blood, screams, and cries.
Amidst the haziness, she heard only Lian’s faint breathing.
He’s going to die. You know it.
As the setting sun and darkness gradually swallowed Noah, those words echoed in her mind. But a miracle happened. Thanks to magical tools and potions, Lian's wounds healed quickly, and his breathing stabilized.
Yet no one felt relieved.
What if he suddenly dies today? What if he suddenly stops breathing tomorrow?
Everyone who cared for him, including Noah, stayed awake through the night, eyes open. Three days passed before Lian finally opened his eyes.
As soon as the magical tools set up in the room activated, Noah dashed to Lian's room. Seeing Lian sitting up and looking at her, tears welled up.
"I'm glad everyone is safe..."
Those words, the first Lian spoke upon waking, were enough to make Noah furious.
End of Chapter.
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How to Confuse a Gag Resident!
Lian doesn't care about his own body.
This wasn't just Noah's thought. Everyone who cherished him agreed on this sentiment.
Noah was the only one who knew in detail about the cruel experiments Lian had endured in Mia the dark sorcerer's lab. The other kids didn't know the specifics but agreed that Lian had a strong self-sacrificial side.
Lian often disregarded his own well-being even in daily life.
He once thrust his hand into boiling water just to measure its temperature. He often ignored injuries he sustained while cooking.
Even when he got hurt while playing with the kids, he would keep quiet until someone found out.
He always smiled brightly, but it looked as if his insides were rotting away. Yet, everyone managed to get through three years with smiles because Lian was their big brother, older sibling, and father figure.
Because he was their brother, their older sibling, their father, their family.
So, they thought it would be okay.
But then, Lian came back with a gaping wound in his stomach. His face was deathly pale, his breaths were shallow, and his body grew cold.
Like a child shocked by seeing their parent's tears for the first time, the kids were deeply shaken.
They finally realized that their "adult" and precious "family" could die.
As Lian remained unconscious for a long time, their anxiety continued to grow, and eventually...
Clank.
Noah shackling Lian's ankle went unopposed.
***
"Sigh..."
I lay sprawled on the bed, letting out a long sigh.
'I fought with Noah...'
Honestly, I'm not sure if you'd call it a fight. More like... I got scolded.
'She seemed really angry... What should I do?'
I wasn't mad at Noah. I just felt bad that I made her, who’s always rational, that angry and worried. But in a way, it felt nice too.
'Still, it feels kind of nice to be worried about.'
If Noah heard this, she might crack my skull, but it couldn't be helped.
In the gag world, it's hard to get people to worry about you unless something significant happens. It felt a bit exciting to think that someone might care about me.
‘She might cut me beautifully with a sword, so I should never say this.’
After clearing away useless thoughts, I started thinking about how to make up with Noah.
***
In the dark room where all the lights were off, Noah curled up, with her forehead resting on her knees. She had removed the magical tools and bandages pressing against her chest, so her chest pressed against her thighs.
[Why are you acting like a cave dweller again?]
Julianna flew in and spoke to Noah. Noah looked at her with dull eyes, a blanket over her head.
"Master. Am I doing well?"
[Why? Because you couldn't protect Lian?]
Noah clamped her mouth shut at Julianna's direct hit.
[It was inevitable. If you had left the main building to run to the annex, most of those in the main building would have been massacred.]
"But... In the end, I couldn't protect him."
[He's alive. You can protect him now.]
“This isn't the first time!”
Noah unintentionally raised her voice and then trembled at her own reaction.
"...Sorry for yelling."
[No, it's better to speak your mind rather than holding it in.]
Julianna sat beside Noah and nodded.
[Speak freely. Don't keep it buried like someone we know.]
Julianna was referring to Lian. Her point was for Noah not to hide her feelings and suffer in silence like Lian, who always hid his pain and struggles.
Noah ultimately opened up.
"Until now, I tried to get stronger to protect everyone, to protect Lian."
[Yes, you’ve worked hard and done well.]
"But... at crucial moments, I could never help him. Every time he was in danger, I..."
[As I said many times, it was unavoidable.]
"But if I had defeated the monsters faster, I could have rushed to protect Lian."
Following that thought, a flood of "what ifs" came to mind.
What if I had noticed the enemy sooner?
What if I had kept Lian in the main building?
What if I had hidden the main building better?
.
.
Even though she knew such thoughts were self-destructive and unhelpful, she couldn’t stop them.
Julianna thought Noah's face, filled with despair and tears, resembled self-harm.
She was repeatedly injuring herself mentally for failing to protect him, as if punishing herself.
[Then there's only one solution.]
"What?"
Noah turned her head quickly to Julianna, who had unexpectedly mentioned a solution.
[You said it yourself. If you had defeated the monsters quicker, you could have reached Lian in time.]
Julianna floated in the air, looking down at her.
[Then the solution is simple. You need to become even stronger.]
"Even stronger?"
[Yes.]
"But..."
Noah bit her lip and lowered her head. She had hit a growth wall two years ago and had been stuck ever since. Telling her to "just get stronger" provided no comfort and only deepened her despair.
[You're stuck, right?]
"...!"
[There's a way.]
"A way?"
[Yes.]
Julianna looked down at Noah seriously and continued.
[But it involves risking your life.]
"I don't mind."
Flap!
Noah threw aside her blanket and flashed her eyes.
"As long as I can become stronger."
And protect Lian.
[...Alright.]
Julianna placed the book to which she was bound in front of Noah.
Schlorp.
[If you overcome the trials I faced, you will become stronger. But... you might die.]
A bright light began to fill the room from the book.
[No matter how much time passes inside, almost no time will pass outside. So don't rush and proceed step by step.]
At Julianna's concerned words, Noah smiled.
"Thank you, Master."
[Just come back safely.]
Engulfed in the brilliant light, Noah staggered before collapsing onto the bed. Only her consciousness had transferred to the trial.
[Noah, you must keep moving forward.]
The moment despair shackled her feet and stopped her, Noah would build a wall herself, get trapped there, and wander endlessly until she collapsed.
Julianna had seen countless such geniuses in the past.
[Break free from the shackles that hold you back and soar higher... then...]
Julianna smirked slyly and muttered.
[I'll teach you how to keep that man worrying you tied firmly by your side.]
She hummed a tune and said.
[When would be a good time for the ceremony?]
***
At the moment Noah entered the trial.
Clank.
"What should I do?"
Lian fiddled with the shackle on his ankle. Although his ankle was shackled, no one was in the room. With magical tools semi-monitoring Lian, there was no need to stick around.
The main reason was that everyone was busy cleaning up the aftermath of the chaos at the base. Jess and Iris were taking care of the kids at Lian's request.
They would probably come by in about three hours. Lian wanted to meet Noah and apologize before then. He wanted to run out immediately, but the shackle around his ankle prevented him from doing anything.
"I need to get this off if I want to go apologize..."
Lian imagined cutting off his ankle with a "snap!" and reattaching it, but the thought of a blood-soaked bed and ending up with two shackles stopped him.
There were many other bizarre solutions, but he decided against them, fearing it would cause a commotion.
'What should I do? Should I wait for Noah to come?'
As he rolled around on the bed, the clanking noise grew louder.
Knock, knock.
At that moment, someone came to Lian's room.
"Come in!"
He shouted excitedly.
Creak...
The door slowly opened, and someone in a deeply pressed robe walked in slowly.
Tap.
‘...Who is it?’
For a moment, Lian wondered if it was an enemy because the person exuded an aura of suspicion.
"Ah..."
A slightly raspy but high-pitched female voice came.
"Lian-nim!"
"...?!"
Too surprised to speak, Lian was stunned.
Thud!
The suspicious person dashed to Lian's bedside.
Flap, the hood of the robe flipped back from the momentum.
"Huh? Pia?"
"Ah, Lian-nim!"
Lian looked at Pia, who knelt beside his bed, with a bewildered expression. Pia didn’t stop there; she leaned forward and prostrated herself in a traditional Japanese dogeza style.
"...?"
Pia managed to confuse even a Gag Resident!
End of Chapter.
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Lian Has Been Enhanced!
Clank.
I swung my legs out of bed and hurriedly grabbed Pia by the shoulders to lift her up.
"Pia, what's wrong? Are you hurt?"
"Sniff, sniff..."
Pia looked up at me with a dazed expression, her face flushed red as if she were under some kind of spell. I gently shook her shoulders and asked again.
"Did an enemy get in? Were you affected by dark magic... This isn't good. I need to call someone else."
"Yes, I'll go call them."
Pia listened to my words in a daze and suddenly stood up, running out of the room. It all happened so quickly that I couldn't stop her.
"Hey!? Wait, Pia! Don't go alone, let's go together!"
I belatedly jumped off the bed and ran toward the door after Pia.
Clank!
"Ah..."
The chain attached to my ankle went taut right at the door. The length was longer than I expected, but it didn't seem like I could leave the room.
'If Pia has been affected by magic, this could be dangerous. I should probably cut off my ankle and remove the shackle.'
Resolving to do so, I summoned Gargandoa. Unlike usual, the cursed sword appeared with minimal impact and spoke in an urgent voice.
[Partner! Are you alright?!]
'Yeah, I'm alright.'
[What on earth happened for me to be unsummoned? You fainting shouldn't have caused an unsummoning...]
As the cursed sword mumbled to itself and fell into thought, I headed towards the bathroom. It would be easier to clean up any blood there.
Click.
[Those guys who disappeared then must have done something. It's likely dark magic or...]
Ignoring the cursed sword's mumbling, I opened the bathroom door and went inside. The chain attached to the shackle was long enough to easily enter the bathroom, but the door wouldn’t close.
I grabbed a folding chair from the side, set it up inside the bathroom, and sat down. I lifted the leg with the shackle and picked up the cursed sword.
[We need to prepare properly since this could happen again... Huh? Partner, what's that shackle?]
'The kids put it on me because they were worried. It's uncomfortable, so I'm trying to take it off.'
[Hmph, a cursed sword like me can cut through such a piece of metal in no time.]
A bolt of inspiration struck me.
'...Wait a minute, I could just break the shackle instead of cutting off my ankle, right?'
Shouting 'Eureka!' inside, I spoke to the cursed sword.
"Would you like to cut it yourself then?"
[Alright! Watch my skills!]
Sching.
Taking control of my body, the cursed sword moved gracefully. The elegant gestures, more focused on style than practicality, brushed past the shackle on my ankle.
Thud.
The neatly sliced shackle clattered to the floor. I gaped at the surreal sight and said,
"That's amazing."
[Heh heh heh... Praise my greatness more!]
Clapping my hands like I was praising a puppy, I shouted "Well done, well done." The cursed sword vibrated with excitement.
After throwing the broken shackle into the trash, I rotated my ankle. Though the shackle had been relatively light, it was still made of metal, so my ankle was slightly swollen.
It hurt mildly with each step, but not enough to make me collapse. I sprayed cold water on my ankle with the showerhead before leaving the bathroom.
'Let's follow Pia now.'
I headed straight for the door. Just as I approached the entrance,
"Lian oppa wants you?"
"Yes, he asked me to bring you."
"...!"
I could clearly hear Lily and Pia talking outside the door. My proximity to the door was evident. My gaze dropped to my ankle.
‘If they see the shackle is off, they'll definitely put it back on!’
Without looking back, I dashed to the bed and dove under the covers. Just as I tucked myself in,
Knock, knock.
I heard a knock on the door. Quickly unsummoning the cursed sword in my hand, I spoke up.
"Who is it?"
"It's Lily. Can I come in, oppa?"
"Yeah, come in."
At my permission, the door opened, and Pia and Lily entered the room.
"Oppa, are you hurt?!"
Lily hurried to the bedside, thinking I was in pain because I was under the covers. I slowly pulled down the blanket and said,
"No, I'm not hurt. I was just lying down because the blanket is cozy."
"Really? Are you sure you're not hurt?"
"Really, I'm fine."
I raised both hands to show her as I sat up, and Lily sighed in relief and said,
"That's a relief. If you ever feel pain, you have to tell us right away, okay?"
I nodded earnestly, and Lily's worried expression relaxed.
"So why did you call me?"
"Oh, well..."
Just as I was about to say that Pia seemed strange, I noticed a stain on Lily’s sleeve.
"Lily, what's that on your clothes..."
"Huh? Oh..."
Following my gaze, Lily looked at her sleeve. A red stain was spreading on her beige shirt. She twisted her body awkwardly and said,
"Oh, it's nothing. I must have gotten something on it earlier."
"Really?"
"Of course—"
Before Lily could finish,
"That's a lie."
"Huh?"
"What?"
Pia, who had been standing quietly, suddenly stepped forward and grabbed Lily's wrist. She pulled up Lily's sleeve to reveal the stain.
"Ah! Sister?!"
"It's not something that got on her; it's blood from a wound."
Pia looked at me with a 'Did I do well?' expression, showing me the blood-soaked gauze. Lily hurriedly pushed Pia away and pulled her sleeve back down.
"It's really nothing. I just scratched it on something sharp..."
Lily trailed off and bit her lip. Watching her, I thought,
'In the dark fantasy world, severe wounds can be fatal. She's not a Gag Resident.'
Realizing this, Lily looked like someone with an incurable disease.
"I should be the one lying down, not you! Come here, lie down!"
"Uh? Uh, uh?"
I pulled Lily to the bed and laid her down. In contrast, I got off the bed and covered her with the blanket up to her neck. Lily looked up at me in confusion. Fortunately, she didn’t seem to notice that the shackle was missing from my ankle.
"I'll go get a doctor... I mean, a healer."
"But I am a healer...?"
"Isn't there someone else?"
"There is, but..."
Lily looked around nervously. Then Pia, standing nearby, stepped forward and spoke.
"Ah, as expected, Lian-nim..."
"Huh?"
"You can't ignore someone in pain..."
Pia mumbled something unintelligible and suddenly knelt in front of me.
"I will also follow your will."
"Uh, sister, why are you doing this?"
"Lily, doesn't Pia seem strange to you? Could she be under a spell?"
Seeing Pia in worse condition than Lily, I quickly asked, and Lily nodded and tried to get out of bed. I stopped her with a raised hand and said,
"I think both of you should lie down. Lily, can you help Pia lie down?"
"I'm fine, oppa. Let's just have Pia lie down."
"What are you talking about! You're bleeding from your arm!"
Lily stared at me with a troubled expression, lips tightly shut. Her half-open eyes seemed to have a lot to say. Instinctively avoiding her gaze, I said,
"Let’s get Pia to lie down first."
As I bent down and grabbed Pia’s shoulders,
Flash!
The back of my left hand began to glow brightly.
"Huh?"
A white light with a golden hue illuminated the room, pushing away all the darkness. The bright light was dazzling but not painful to the eyes. I stared at the back of my glowing hand in a daze.
"Oh! God!"
I was so stunned that I couldn't even register what Pia was saying. The light gradually dimmed as time passed.
Silence fell over the room.
"What, what is this?"
"Gasp..."
As I murmured, staring at the back of my left hand, I heard a gasp beside me. Lily, who had gotten out of bed, was now staring at my glowing hand. Pia was bowing her head to the floor, muttering something.
In the midst of the chaos, I couldn’t even help Pia up; I was too focused on the emblem etched on my hand. A geometric pattern with a feather design at its center extended its beautiful tendrils like a plant’s stem.
The white tendrils extended from the back of my hand to my wrist, making it look like a white plant had taken root in my hand.
'This looks like... the mark left by the god of the dark fantasy world?'
As I stared blankly at the divine-looking pattern, unknown information flooded my mind.
"Ah."
I gasped softly and stood up, looking at Lily. She seemed too stunned to speak, her lips moving silently.
I approached her and reached out toward her injured arm.
'This is definitely how you use it.'
With that certainty, I focused my consciousness on the back of my left hand.
Flash!
The serene golden light that had subsided began to radiate again. The warm, comforting energy that made me think of a gentle embrace washed over Lily's arm.
Instantly, her wound vanished without a trace.
End of Chapter.
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A New God? A New Follower
***
Lily hastily removed the gauze from her arm. As her smooth arm was revealed, her face turned to one of shock.
"What... What is this?"
Lily ran her palm over where the wound had been. She felt nothing but smooth skin. It was as if the wound had been a dream.
'Wow, now I can attack and heal at the same time? This is totally... an overpowered ability, isn't it?'
Lian looked at his left hand and smiled contentedly.
'Ah! With this ability...!'
His gaze shifted from his hand to Pia, who was lying flat on the floor.
'Maybe Pia's condition will improve too?'
Lian moved his left hand over Pia's head. He concentrated his energy into his hand.
Flash!
Bright light burst from his hand once more. This time, the white light began to flow endlessly into Pia's body. He had no way of knowing how much power was needed to break her out of her current state.
"Ahhh!"
Pia let out a strange moan and began to tremble. Soon, her posture crumbled, and she collapsed onto the floor, twitching.
'Is this okay...?'
Though he had doubts, she wasn't screaming in pain, so he pushed more divine power into her. Pia's body twitched and she panted. After some time had passed,
Flash!
Pia's left hand began to shine brightly. The same white vine-like pattern that was on Lian's hand appeared on her hand.
However, it wasn't large enough to cover her entire hand.
"Huh? Is this contagious?"
Lian muttered in confusion as he retracted his divine power. The light on Pia's hand also began to fade.
"Haa... haa..."
Pia lay on the floor, trembling as if she'd been electrocuted, her face dazed.
"Pia, are you okay?"
Lian cautiously extended his hand toward Pia, asking. Pia's eyes slowly moved towards Lian. Heavy emotions flickered in her gaze.
"Ah..."
Pia let out a small, emotional voice and clumsily got herself up. She knelt again, clasping her hands and bowing her head.
She looked exactly like a worshipper in prayer.
"Thank you for choosing me. I will spread Lian-nim's will and glory far and wide."
Lian didn't know how to respond to her mysterious words, so he turned to Lily for help.
"Lily, do you know why Pia is acting like this?"
As he awkwardly laughed and looked at Lily, she grabbed his shoulder.
Lily's face was a mix of worry and confusion. Since she was studying healing, she quickly realized how absurd and dangerous the situation was.
There are countless dark sorcerers in the Demon King’s land, and the magic they use always requires a price fitting the power it grants.
Though Lian's power didn't seem like dark magic, it was hard to believe such power could be used without any cost.
"Oppa, are you hurt anywhere? Are you okay?"
"Huh? Yeah, I'm fine."
It was only natural for Lily to urgently check Lian's condition. But Lian couldn't understand why she was so frantic, so he rolled his eyes in confusion.
Lily thoroughly checked him over, like a grandmother inspecting her grandchild. Only after confirming there were no wounds or abnormalities did she sigh in relief.
"Ha... Are you sure you're okay? No headaches? You didn't use your lifespan to heal, did you?"
"Umm, I'm not exactly sure, but it doesn't seem like that kind of power."
Just as one doesn't need to learn how to breathe, Lian instinctively knew how to use this power. He had also realized its cost but chose not to mention it.
'If they find out, they might not let me use it.'
The new ability allowed him to easily heal any wound but took the injury onto his own body to do so. Over time, the wounds would naturally disappear.
This overlapped with his original gag filter's functions. As a result, the healing speed was even faster.
Lian had transferred Lily's wound to his own body. Lily didn't notice because Lian could choose the location of the wound.
He had chosen his upper thigh, a place Lily was unlikely to check. The inner side was hidden by underwear and pockets, so the blood was slower to show. But it was only a matter of time before it was discovered.
If left alone, his pants would eventually stain red.
"Shouldn't we take care of Pia first? She's been acting strange for a while..."
"Ah!"
Lily remembered Pia's condition after hearing Lian's words. She reached out to Pia, and Lian sighed in relief.
'I need to get out of here for now.'
Thinking this, he began to slowly back away. Lily helped Pia to her feet and asked, "Are you okay, sister?" but Pia only mumbled incoherently, her expression dazed.
"Lily, I really need to use the bathroom. Can you look after Pia and put her on the bed?"
"Leave it to me."
Thanks to Lily's consideration, Lian could hide the wound on his thigh. The bathroom and restroom were side by side, with a storage cabinet right in front of them. The cabinet held spare clothes and towels.
Lian grabbed a towel, pants, and underwear and sneaked into the bathroom.
Click.
Closing the door carefully, he pulled off his pants, revealing a blood-soaked thigh.
"Wow... This really is a cheat ability."
He marveled at his thigh, where the wound had already healed, leaving only the bloodstains. Though it might be a terrifying ability for a resident of the dark fantasy world, for a Gag Resident like Lian, it was just a broken power.
'If I attack with Gargandoa and heal my allies with this power... hmm, it could be quite useful!'
He smiled in satisfaction and began to hand wash the bloodstained clothes. Bloodstains usually come off best in cold water, so he had to use icy water.
Thankfully, since it hadn’t been long since the blood had soaked in, scrubbing in cold water removed the blood completely. He washed his thigh thoroughly and even used soap to prevent any smell.
After drying off with the towel and putting on the fresh underwear and pants, he placed the wet clothes in the laundry basket outside the bathroom and turned towards the room.
Lily was checking on Pia, who was lying on the bed. Pia still seemed out of it. Concerned, Lian approached the bed, and Lily wore a puzzled expression.
"How is Pia?"
"Hmm... She looks fine on the surface. There's no sign of magic."
Lily said as she looked down at the magical tool in her hand. It was one of the tools she had used to check Lian's health.
"I think I need to check with other magical tools."
"I hope it’s nothing serious."
"By the way... Where is the shackle that was on your ankle?"
"Oh."
Lian had half-forgotten about the shackle due to his newfound power. As he hesitated and stepped back, Lily laughed awkwardly.
"I heard from Iris that you're strong, but I didn't think you were strong enough to break a shackle."
"Haha... Should I put it back on?"
Lian asked cautiously, trying to gauge her reaction, and Lily sighed softly.
"...The situation outside is so chaotic that I want to keep you locked up if I could."
Lily looked down, meeting Lian's pitiful gaze.
"But that would be selfish of us."
"Huh? Selfish?"
Lian had thought of being shackled in the room as a form of half-punishment, so he didn't understand Lily's use of the term 'selfish.'
Lily sighed deeply, almost reaching her limit with her innocent older brother.
'If we let him go, he’ll probably just get scammed somewhere...'
Though Lian was more like a walking disaster, to Lily, he seemed like a naive, innocent person.
"I won't make you wear the shackle again, so don't worry, oppa."
"Phew... Thank you!"
Lily swallowed the words, 'But if Noah finds out, you'll probably be shackled again,' and smiled back at the relieved Lian.
Afterward, Lily brought other magical tools to examine Pia’s condition, and Lian started helping the kids at the main building.
At first, they were flustered and tried to send him back to his room, but seeing him heal one injured person after another, they had no choice but to leave him be. More precisely, they figured that Noah would eventually drag him back.
By the time the sun was setting, Pia got up from the bed, fully recovered.
"Are you really okay, sister?"
"Ah, yes. I'm sorry. I was just so excited to see Lian-nim."
"Lian-nim...? Are you talking about Lian oppa?"
Pia did not answer Lily's question but smiled happily as she looked at the pattern on the back of her hand. Seeing that she seemed physically fine, Lily felt relieved.
'Now I need to find out what that pattern on her hand means...'
Buzz.
Lily, who was glancing at Pia's hand, heard the vibration of the communication device and pulled it from her pocket.
'I'm too busy to deal with this now. Since there doesn’t seem to be any immediate issues, I’ll deal with the urgent matters first.'
Lily hurried out of the room with Pia to handle the backlog of work. Pia began to help with the main building tasks to follow Lian's will.
Once an eventful day had passed and it was time for dinner, a commotion broke out in the dining hall.
End of Chapter.
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***
Ten minutes before the commotion broke out.
As Lian’s prepared meal was being deliciously set out in the dining hall, hungry hyenas began gathering without needing to be called.
Usually, everyone had to gather before starting the meal, so those busy elsewhere received urgent calls and hurried down to the dining hall. By the time Lian put the last dish on the table, most of the main building’s officers were seated.
"When is the boss coming?"
"I'm starving."
Even if other officers were absent, the meal couldn’t start until the boss did. The officers swallowed their dry saliva and began asking about the boss’s whereabouts.
What began as a light question soon escalated in volume. No one had seen Noah all day.
The growing commotion spilled out of the dining hall, spreading confusion. As time passed, the officers grew increasingly pale.
Given that the headquarters had been attacked recently, the sudden absence of the boss had a different significance.
Lian, who was also waiting anxiously for Noah, kept looking towards the dining hall entrance. Soon, some officers abruptly left their seats to start searching for Noah in earnest.
As the dining hall was half-emptied, a white book flew in from outside.
"Ah..! Julianna!"
Due to the urgency of the situation, Lian called Julianna without caring about the attention it drew. The officers, who had been restlessly fidgeting, turned their gazes towards him.
Since Noah had informed them about Julianna in advance, the officers didn’t find Lian’s actions strange.
Flap.
The book opened before Lian, and Julianna appeared from within. Because the book wasn’t transparent, others could see it unfold but couldn’t see Julianna.
[ I thought they’d start looking for Noah soon... and I was right. ]
Julianna crossed her arms as she surveyed the chaotic dining hall. Lian spoke urgently.
"Julianna, do you know where Noah is?"
[ Yes, I do. ]
Julianna lightly waved her hand, creating a white globe in mid-air. The large globe, nearly as big as Lian's upper body, floated towards him.
"Huh?"
Inside, Lian saw Noah holding a sword in a lush forest, facing charging monsters. As he stared at the scene in shock, the white globe dissipated like smoke.
[ As you can see, Noah is fine. She’s just temporarily moved to another space for training. ]
"Ah, so she’s safe?"
[ You could say that. ]
"When will she return?"
[ At the earliest, tomorrow... at the latest, within a week? ]
As Lian and Julianna continued their conversation, the officers quieted down, realizing Lian had found out the boss’s current location.
"Phew... thank goodness."
As Lian sighed in relief, his expression relaxing, the officers rushed towards him.
"Hey! Where’s Noah right now?"
"Is she safe?"
"Where did she go that takes up to a week to return? Is it far?"
Overwhelmed by the flood of questions, Lian stepped back, raising his hands.
"Hold on, I can’t understand if you all talk at once. Let me tell you what I know first."
Lian calmed the excited crowd and explained that Noah had moved to a training space and would return within a week.
"Oh, so that’s it?"
"She should've told us beforehand..."
"The boss has her moments."
Thanks to Noah's past of driving the officers hard, they easily believed she had left without notice for training. It wasn’t the first time she’d done so.
With the atmosphere calming down, the long-awaited meal began. Those who had rushed out to search for Noah returned belatedly and started eating in a hurry.
Lian watched the officers like a grandmother watching her grandchildren, feeling content as he continued his meal.
***
Two days passed after Julianna told Lian that Noah had left for training. During that time, I finished treating the officers and started treating the people in the external main building.
Although the main attack was on the main building, the external main building had also faced several small-scale attacks. The external main building’s defenses were much weaker compared to the main building, so while no one died, many were seriously injured.
Lian wore thick clothes around his abdomen and chose dark-toned outfits to treat a large number of people. He even meticulously packed spare clothes.
Bloodstained clothes were sent to the laundry along with other patients’ clothes, so no one realized that Lian had to transfer the injuries to his own body to heal them.
After spending the entire day healing the severely injured at the infirmary, Lian felt an inexplicable fatigue.
'Ugh... my head is throbbing.'
It felt off to conclude he had overused his power. His gaze fell on a groaning, suffering patient.
'That black stain...'
At the end of his gaze were unknown marks blackening the area around the patient's wound. Not every patient had them, but about one in ten had a stain around their wound.
It seemed to be a type of curse. It disappeared cleanly whenever he used his healing power, so he hadn’t paid it much mind.
He started worrying about the black stains after treating three consecutive patients with them. His head swam, and his vision wavered as if he were seasick.
At first, he dismissed it as fatigue, but the frequency of the nausea increased over time.
Given the situation, the most suspicious thing was naturally the ominous black marks.
'Could something be going wrong when I transfer the wound to my body?'
That was the only thought that came to mind. It was unsettling, but he couldn’t ignore patients with the black stains.
'My head hurts, but it’s only temporary...'
The pain would vanish as soon as he moved to the next patient. It was bothersome, but not enough to neglect the injured.
As another day passed and almost all patients from the external main building were healed,
[ - ]
An unknown voice began to hum in Lian’s ears. It was muffled as if heard underwater, but he felt he might understand it if he listened closely.
'What’s that sound?'
Lian often found himself zoning out, focused on the strange noise.
"Magician, please rest if you’re tired."
"Yes, you’ve overexerted yourself."
Those who had been treated by Lian thought of him as a magician. Healing wounds with a touch resembled the healing magic commonly used by magicians.
Lian smiled lightly at their concerned gazes and told them it was nothing.
'Maybe I’m just sleep-deprived. Now that there are fewer patients, I’ll sleep in tomorrow.'
Lian told Lily he planned to sleep in and would likely be late to work.
"Then take the whole day off and rest, oppa. There are no more urgent patients, thanks to you."
"But..."
"Want me to put the shackle back on?"
"N-No, it's fine..."
Lily’s sweet voice and pretty smile belied her threatening words, making Lian shrink back.
Sent back to his room earlier than usual, Lian felt fatigue wash over him like a wave.
'...I am tired. I should wash up and sleep well.'
With dazed eyes, Lian mechanically washed up and crawled into bed.
[ -- ]
As his mind grew foggy, the incomprehensible words rang louder in his ears. He heard drum-like sounds, and possibly a woman's scream.
Lian, blinking slowly, soon fell into a deep sleep.
***
Thud, thud, thud.
Somewhere, there was the sound of drums beating.
Thud, boom, boom.
No, it’s different. It was a sound like a living being’s heartbeat, echoing like thunder in his ears.
Lian slowly opened his eyes. He was bare, feeling as if his soul were laid bare.
'Where... am I?'
Lian looked around in a daze, as if waking from a long sleep. Surrounding him was what seemed to be outer space. Or at least, it looked that way.
Lian looked down at his body. It was familiar—his own body, completely bare. Strangely, he felt neither shame nor discomfort. It was simply his body.
Lian, losing interest in his body, turned his gaze to what resembled outer space.
It only resembled outer space because there were few stars. Only occasional stars twinkled in the vast darkness.
As he stared blankly into the space, something began to appear at the edge of his vision.
[ - ]
'Ah, that sound again.'
The incomprehensible sound clung to his ears again.
[ -- ]
[ - ]
[ -- - ]
Lian furrowed his brow in thought.
'What are they saying?'
At the moment Lian genuinely wanted to understand the strange words ringing in his ears,
[ Child. ]
"...!"
[ Listen to my words. ]
A chilling yet reverent voice echoed in Lian's mind.
End of Chapter.
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"Huhuuuaaaat!"
[ Child. ]
"...!"
[ Listen to my words. ]
A chilling, reverent voice pierced Lian's mind.
"Ugh..."
As he acknowledged the voice, he felt his entire body contort. There was no pain, which made it even more unsettling. It felt like his body was turning to jelly or twisting like a pretzel.
At the same time, an overwhelming fear, as if he had been thrown into the middle of the universe, began to strangle him.
Nausea, unlike any seasickness, scrambled his thoughts.
'This is unbearable.'
No sooner had he thought that,
[ Wha... What's happening?! ]
The ominous voice that had filled him with discomfort suddenly deflated with a sound like a balloon losing air.
[ Wh-What is this?! ]
The previously imposing and terrifying voice became ridiculously cute and adorable, calming Lian's mind.
Lian opened his eyes and looked towards the source of the sound. A tiny, cute creature the size of a human head was floating in the air.
With a round face, a stubby body, and eyes like chocolate balls, it looked like it had the mouth of an otter.
'Uh... a magical girl mascot?'
The creature, resembling the mascots that accompany magical girls, appeared flustered in front of him. Lifting its chubby cheeks with its tiny hands, it spoke.
[ How has the great me ended up like this! ]
Despite its angry huffing, it still looked adorable. Lian sighed, reached out quickly, and grabbed it. Its cute face squished like a dumpling under his rough grasp.
[ Ueet? ]
The mascot-like creature let out a deflated sound, apparently not expecting to be caught so roughly. Lian, squeezing the creature like dough, spoke.
"Did you bring me here?"
[ U-Umm, s-some... ]
With its face squished, the creature's words came out garbled. Even so, Lian didn't stop.
'These mascot-like creatures need to be properly subdued if you want them to listen.'
Yes, in the gag world, there are even... magical girls! Magical girls in the gag world could be adult men, middle-aged men, grandmothers—anyone, regardless of age or gender.
The problem is that those who became magical girls hadn’t wanted it.
Mascot-like beings formed black companies, using their cute appearance to trick people into signing fraudulent contracts. Simply put, magical girls were victims, and mascots were con artists preying on the gullible.
Lian had encountered mascot fraudsters several times.
He once saw a thug smoking in an isolated place, bullying his subordinates with a heavy voice, suddenly approach a pretty woman with a cute voice, saying, "Do you want to be a magical girl? Let's protect the world together!"
If his appearance had been thug-like, the pretty woman would have fled. But the mascot's cute exterior easily disarmed her.
Lian immediately rushed over and kicked the fawning ferret mascot. Though the pretty woman was shocked and worried about the scammer, Lian showed her a wanted poster he had taken down from a pole, explaining the dangerous scam. She thanked him, startled.
From that day, Lian was targeted by the crazy ferret mascot.
The ferret mascot, who held a high rank, began to chase Lian, wanting to turn him into a cute and charming magical girl for his own use.
Bribery, threats, kidnappings, and more.
After enduring numerous dangers, Lian discovered the mascots' weakness. They were vulnerable to violent physical contact. Patting their backs vigorously or kneading them like dough made them melt and curl their tails.
Since then, whenever Lian encountered a mascot, he would subdue them with rough handling before engaging in conversation.
This was why he started squeezing the creature before him.
[ Hnng... N-Noah, huu... ]
The creature let out a cute breathy sound, gradually going limp. Its round eyes half-closed, and its otter mouth slackened.
Lian finally stopped and spoke.
"Why did you bring me here? Where is this place? And who are you?"
Listing his questions, the limp creature suddenly regained its round shape. The chocolate-ball-like eyes, topped with eyebrows, formed a proud expression.
[ Hmph, why should I tell you that? ]
Kicking its stubby legs in mock defiance, the creature pouted. Lian steeled himself.
'I didn't want to use that technique...'
Just as Lian was about to make a decision, the creature looked directly into his eyes.
[ 'I couldn't find a trace of Hamulina in this human, and I can still sense the presence of that foolish god. I tried to probe his mind, but... how did I end up like this?' ]
The creature was someone akin to Hamulina's superior. They perceived time very slowly, so they hadn't questioned her three-year absence.
However, her complete disappearance was different. They were loyal servants of 'that one,' unable to die or be killed casually.
For Hamulina to disappear as if erased by a rubber, it was only natural for her superior to be shaken.
[ 'Even though my body is in this state, I still possess the powers granted by 'that one.' I don't know how I ended up like this, but I can figure it out by probing his mind!' ]
The creature, looking confident, peered deeply into Lian's eyes, a gateway to his soul. With its high rank, just facing one's soul would drive them mad.
If that happened, Lian would naturally fall under its control and help it abandon this ridiculous form. It would also learn all about Lian’s powers.
[ 'Heh heh, now... show me your soul.' ]
The chocolate-ball eyes sparkled as the creature stared beyond Lian’s eyes. And then—
[ ...? ]
Nothing could be seen.
[ 'This can't be right.' ]
To see one’s soul, first, one must observe the mental world connecting body and soul. However, this connection, the 'mental world,' was pitch-black and empty.
[ 'Am I unable to observe a mere human's mental world?' ]
Its pride wounded, the creature activated its powers more intensely. As its eyes adjusted to the darkness, it began to see something.
[ 'Heh, as expected, a mere human’s mental world is—' ]
Feeling smug, it discovered a ▉ in the darkness.
▉ looked at it...
"Tickle, tickle."
[ Ah! Hahaha! ]
As Lian mercilessly tickled the soft body, the creature’s power was canceled, saving it from the jaws of death.
Unaware, Lian continued to subdue the mascot with his hands.
The relief of escaping near-death was quickly replaced by unbearable ticklishness. The creature squirmed, tears streaming down its face.
"Will you talk now? Or not?"
[ Hih! Stop! Stop! Hahaha! ]
Despite its tears and flailing hands, Lian knew it wasn’t the right time to stop.
When the creature’s breath seemed to hitch, Lian finally stopped the relentless tickling.
[ Hii... Hii... ]
The creature lay limp in Lian's hands, panting. As it slowly regained composure, it rolled its eyes and began to sweat.
Lian thought the mascot was now ready to talk, but the creature was terrified of the ▉ glimpsed in Lian's mental world.
[ 'What was that? It felt like facing 'that one.' ]
Unconsciously recalling forbidden thoughts, the creature lightly shook its head.
[ 'No wonder Hamulina vanished. It must be because of that monstrous thing.' ]
As the creature trembled in fear, Lian asked again with a cheerful expression.
"I’ll ask again. Where are we? Who are you? Why did you bring me here?"
[ Well, actually... ]
End of Chapter.
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She began to reveal what she knew, one fact at a time. Lian piled up his questions, getting answers to his curiosities.
To summarize the long conversation:
Who are you?
- I am a loyal servant of 'that one' and a god from another world.
Where is this place?
- This is my mental space. It’s a place where I can manifest my powers strongly. Only your mind was brought here, similar to a dream state.
Why did you bring me here?
- ... A colleague disappeared, and the trail ended here, so I wanted to investigate.
Which colleague?
- Hamulina. But now, I don't care anymore.
What was Hamulina's purpose in approaching me?
At the last question, the creature—no, the god from another world—hesitated, sweating profusely under Lian's intense stare, before spilling unnecessary details.
Gods from another world are those whose worlds were destroyed or who were expelled and thrown into the gaps between dimensions.
There are many types of these gods; some are good, and some are evil by human standards.
She was a god from another world but not of a high rank. Therefore, she served 'that one' as a servant.
The gods of this world made a foolish mistake, weakening the dimensional walls. Since a god's power strengthens by possessing a world, 'that one' decided to conquer this world.
Other gods from another world also exist and are in a competitive relationship.
Thus, as a servant of 'that one,' she considers gods from another world who do not serve 'that one' as enemies.
More antagonistic than those gods, however, are the gods of the Dark Fantasy world.
Even though this world had been ruined, it was still the world of a Dark Fantasy god. If he were to step in, things could get complicated.
Lian, possessing the power of a Dark Fantasy god, naturally became a target for all invading gods from another world.
Fortunately, the only gods from another world who had discovered Lian were her and Hamulina. As long as no other gods found him, the threat was minimal.
She hesitated briefly before revealing the real problem.
"The real problem?"
[ Since Hamulina was a loyal servant of 'that one,' she must have passed information about you to 'that one.' ]
"What? Does that mean..."
[ 'That one' will make a move. ]
Although she purposely didn’t reveal that 'that one' was a key figure in the Demon Lord's army, Lian had already figured it out.
After all, he knew that Potensian, who had worked with Hamulina, was one of the Four Heavenly Kings.
'At first, I didn’t recognize him because he looked different...'
In the original work, Potensian looked more like a merman than a human. It wasn’t until later, when he had more leisure, that he noticed Potensian's weapon and distinctive speech pattern matched those of the Four Heavenly Kings in the original.
'In conclusion, the Demon Lord's army will be targeting me.'
The situation was more severe than he had anticipated. While the Demon Lord's army itself didn’t scare him, Lian had seen regions crumble after opposing him.
His concern was for others.
'...Others might get caught up in this.'
No matter how much power Noah held in Cardishian, they were still in the Demon Lord’s territory. Danger could come from anywhere at any time.
'If I escape alone... No, I can’t guarantee they will only target me.'
Noah, Iris, and Jess, who would eventually join the Hero’s party, were all part of Nest. Even if they didn’t show their Heroic traits now, they would eventually shine like needles in a bag.
When that time came, they would inevitably catch the Demon Lord’s army’s attention, leading them to either join the army or be killed. Even if they survived, they wouldn’t remain unscathed.
'I haven’t found the Duke’s knight yet, but...'
Lian made a firm decision with a resolute face.
'We need to escape from Cardishian, no, from the Demon Lord’s territory with everyone.'
As his thoughts settled, his narrowed vision widened again. The mascot-like god from another world glanced nervously at Lian.
'Considering it wanted to target me and it’s a god from another world, I should deal with it here. But... I have no means to do so.'
Lian looked down at his hand. The mark was there, but calling for Gargandoa yielded nothing.
It seemed this space was unique in some way.
'Grr, I need to leave and start planning our escape from the Demon Lord’s territory as soon as possible.'
Unable to come up with a satisfactory answer after some thought, Lian addressed the god from another world with a 'whatever!' attitude.
"How do I get out of here?"
[ You can go that way. ]
The god pointed with its stubby arm. There was something dark and swirling, resembling a portal to another place.
[ Entering there should wake you up. ]
"...Why are you telling me so readily?"
[ Ugh! It’s your fault I ended up like this! If I weren’t in this form, I would have banished you myself...! ]
As the god fumed again, Lian instinctively started shaking it up and down. The god’s eyes spun from the shaking.
After letting go of the dazed god, Lian moved toward the portal. As he thought about heading there, his body moved on its own.
[ Huuh... ]
"Then I’ll be going. Try to live kindly if possible."
With those words, Lian hurriedly threw himself into the portal. Since mental worlds often had different time flows from reality, he was in a rush.
As Lian disappeared beyond the portal, the god, floating limply in the dark space, suddenly burst into laughter.
[ Keh heh! Foolish human! ]
As Lian vanished, the god gradually regained its original form. If a human saw the god with their own eyes, they would gouge them out due to its otherworldly form.
The cute voice of a child morphed into a bizarre mix of female and male, young and old voices.
The god, feeling its body reverting to normal, looked towards the portal.
[ Heh, I’ll savor this. ]
The portal Lian jumped into wasn’t a portal to reality. There was no such portal to reality. To return to reality, Lian would have had to kill the god. That’s the kind of space this was.
With a light gesture from the god, the portal vanished. Lian, now inside the god, couldn’t escape.
[ Despair in the infinite darkness and crumble, becoming my nourishment. ]
The god’s interior was an endless darkness that would drive one to madness and eventually shatter their soul.
Most humans couldn’t endure it for even a second, but the god clearly felt Lian’s presence inside.
[ So, what despair will you feed me? ]
As the god drooled in anticipation of the impending feast,
Pooof!
[ Huh? ]
Her stomach tore open, and something popped out. She looked at what could be called her stomach. There was a ▉.
▉ began to move.
▉ tore her belly apart.
▉ began to rip her to pieces.
Gulp.
▉ devoured her.
***
"Hunyangnyang, nyangnyang punch..."
On a soft bed, a 170cm dakikuma was lying. In the middle, the god of the gag world, wearing pajamas and a bunny-eared sleep mask, was sleep talking.
"Nyangnyang... delicious... hic..."
She let out a small burp while sleep talking. Still asleep, she didn’t notice.
***
Chirp, chirp.
"Ah."
Lian’s eyes snapped open as he woke. Sitting up abruptly, he saw the sun rising outside.
"How long have I... ahem, ahem. How long have I been asleep?"
His head felt fuzzy, but unlike when he had slept for a week, he felt refreshed. This time, it didn’t seem he had slept too long. Fortunately.
After staring blankly out the window, he shook his head vigorously.
'Now’s not the time. I need to start preparing to leave this land.'
Filled with determination, Lian jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom. After a thorough wash, he went straight to the desk in his room. Sitting down, he spread out some paper and picked up a pen.
'Considering it's been three years since I arrived here, it wouldn’t be strange if the knight has reached Cardishian by now.'
Lian had often asked Noah to check for the knight’s presence. Knowing his name and appearance, asking Noah to investigate wasn’t difficult.
The results were always the same—'Not found.'
Realizing that searching blindly could result in missing the knight, Lian used his knowledge of the original story to predict when the knight would arrive. This year was that time.
'Since it’s about time for the knight to arrive, I need to investigate whether the knight has reached Cardishian, and select who will leave with me. I also need to prepare food and supplies accordingly.'
Lian didn’t plan to take all the members of the organization out of the Demon Lord's territory. While the officers might come, many ordinary members viewed criminal activity lightly.
Growing up in a land with no moral standards made this more pronounced. He needed to filter out those who didn’t want to leave the Demon Lord’s territory.
'And...'
Lian methodically organized his plans. As if the world were cheering him on,
"Hyung! Noah has returned!"
Just in time, Noah returned from her trial.
End of Chapter.
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"Haa, haa..."
Noah panted heavily, swallowing dryly. Her throat felt like it was cracking, and a bitter taste rose from the back of her mouth.
Suppressing her nausea, Noah raised her sword.
Kreeer!
A monster with a long beak, wings that spanned over 6 meters when spread, and the size of a three-story building charged at Noah with bloodshot eyes.
Kreeer!
Kyaaak!
There were three such monsters. Gritting her teeth, Noah swung her sword. The only fortunate thing was that the monsters had no intelligence, making it easier to target their vital points.
But even that had its limits now.
'How long has it been?'
Noah tried to focus her blurry vision as she counted the time she had been here. It had been over a week at the very least.
'When will this fight end?'
In the endlessly sprawling blue forest, monsters charged at her from all directions without a moment's rest. Since falling into this place, Noah had been swinging her sword endlessly.
Yet, the monsters kept coming.
In the face of this seemingly endless trial, Noah felt a profound despair and determination. But such thoughts didn’t last long.
In this place where monsters continuously surged, pondering was a luxury. Noah swung her sword madly for survival and learned how to stay alive.
Throwing herself into the fray to become a pillar for others, the wall that had been blocking her shattered instantly.
'More, more, more! I can become stronger!'
Beyond her limits, Noah unleashed her long-repressed desire for growth. Her eyes shone fiercely, and her mere presence could make some monsters faint. Just then,
"Die!"
"...!"
A group of humans attacked Noah. With dirty clothes, unkempt beards, and eyes glinting with greed, their shabby appearance contrasted with the decent swords and leather armor they carried.
Despite their ragged looks, they were strong enough to shock Noah. Each attack was sharp, and any mistake left her with more wounds.
As small cuts healed naturally and her vision cleared, she began to see human vital points.
She instinctively learned how to cut down enemies faster and more efficiently.
Thus, Noah grew another step.
Every time Noah adapted to the attacking enemies and situations, the forest would shake, releasing new foes. After cutting down all the enemies, Noah always showed significant growth.
"Huff, huff..."
Thunk!
With her blood-soaked sword plunged into the ground, Noah panted heavily. She felt like she could collapse and pass out at any moment. Her legs trembled, and her head felt hot.
Swoooosh -..
At some point, the sky had turned gloomy and began pouring rain endlessly. She felt the sticky blood washing off her body.
Maybe because she had just cut down dozens of people and monsters?
Apart from the sound of pouring rain and her own breath, there were no other sounds. Watching the water drip from her head, Noah recalled past memories.
Noah and Nero. Though they were siblings, they couldn’t stay together for long due to the nature of the slave market.
Nero had black hair and black eyes, while Noah had brown hair and green eyes.
Though siblings, Noah resembled their father, and Nero their mother, making them not look related. Their appearances were so different that it was hard to find similarities unless one looked closely.
If they had looked alike, they would have been sold together, but Noah and Nero looked so different that they were often sold apart unless they insisted otherwise.
Every time that happened, Noah would desperately cling to Nero to avoid being separated.
"Get off, you little brat!"
Even when an enraged slaver stomped on and kicked her, Noah clung to Nero with all her might.
In this cruel world, Nero was the only one Noah had to protect. That fact was her sole support, so she didn’t yield to any violence.
Noah and Nero were both attractive, making them valuable commodities. Unless they wanted to kill her, they had to keep Noah and Nero together.
Noah, spitting blood from her throat, with her entire body a mess of wounds, guarded Nero with fierce determination, like a mother protecting her offspring.
It was her only reason to live in this dreadful world.
"Haa, haa..."
Noah thought. Nothing had changed from then to now.
Just like back then, she rolled in the dirt and forced her battered body to stand.
'Why am I doing this?'
Why can’t I stop these painful, arduous, tormenting actions? Why do I keep going? Wouldn’t it be better to just—
Noah blinked slowly. She vaguely heard monster sounds approaching from the distance.
Noah wanted to die. At the same time, she wanted to live. She needed a reason to live, and that reason was Nero. When Nero was safe, that reason became Lian.
Protecting someone was the 'right thing.' Becoming stronger to protect someone was the 'right thing.' So Noah believed she was on the 'right path.'
Noah let out a self-deprecating laugh.
'Is this what they call a life-flashing-before-your-eyes moment?'
She thought challenging the trial was ultimately her own selfishness. Wasn't she just throwing herself into it, intoxicated with being 'the one protecting Lian like a protagonist from a novel?'
Swoosh, thud, splat.
As she watched the raindrops hit the ground with blurry vision, the monster's cries drew closer. Yet, she couldn’t move a finger.
'Is it right to die like this?'
In the endlessly repeating battle, Noah genuinely wanted to rest, or so she thought.
Krrreeek! Kehak!
Her powerless eyes scanned the empty air, only to meet imminent death. A repulsive fishy smell hit her nostrils. Facing death, Noah recalled something entirely different from her previous memories.
Blood soaking the ground, her first encounter with 'horrific experiments.' Even Noah, who had grown up facing all kinds of brutality, was plunged into fear by the true death that flashed before her.
Simultaneously, Noah remembered.
[ I’m fine. ]
The lips that said they were fine with a casual smile, always busy protecting others without even knowing she was in pain.
Just as Noah had clung to life, keeping her loved ones close, wasn’t Lian doing the same?
Wasn't Lian's sacrifice no different from her selfishness, holding onto the excuse of 'sacrifice' to endure this harsh world?
The thought that Lian’s sacrifice was no different from her selfishness melted into her mind like raindrops.
Grit.
Noah gritted her teeth and swung her sword. Her stance was a mess, and her body creaked, but she didn’t stop. As she moved, the myriad voices in her head quieted.
Swoosh -.
The muted sound of rain began to reach her ears again. Noah, not stopping her sword swings, cut through the thoughts that had been consuming her mind.
'Was protecting Nero my selfishness? Sure, it might be.'
The world was too cruel to endure solely with love for family. Sometimes, death seemed like a relief.
So even if her past self clung to Nero out of selfishness, she couldn’t deny it.
But—
"Roar!"
As a monster, seemingly melted into goo, approached, dissolving trees in its path, Noah exhaled lightly and sprang off the ground. The rain made the ground muddy and her body heavy.
'His sacrifice...'
Noah thought of Lian’s gentle smile that could warm her like sunlight.
'Isn’t selfishness.'
The thing that had been gnawing at her mind began to burn with strong will and denial.
[Kreeeek!]
Something screamed in her mind, and something small, no larger than a pinky finger, that had been attached to her nape, crumbled and fell to the ground.
"Haaa!"
Noah, unaware that something had fallen from her body, swung her sword diagonally. The sword she wielded gleamed pale like a lake under the moonlight.
In that moment, she surpassed her final limit. And then, she awoke from a deep sleep.
***
Clatter, clatter, clatter! Splash!
"Be careful with the fire there!"
"Move aside for a moment!"
The kitchen, which should have been quiet at this hour, was bustling. A party was being prepared to celebrate the boss of the organization reaching a new level. Lian, too, tried to roll up his sleeves and join in, but Lily stopped him.
"Oppa, stay with Noah oppa for a while."
"Huh? Why?"
"It's a surprise party for Noah oppa! Noah oppa is quick to catch on, so if any of us go, he’ll probably find out. So, you go and keep him busy!"
"Uh, I’m not good at this stuff!"
Lily pushed Lian’s back as she spoke.
"Just ask him about his training and buy us some time! We’ll prepare quickly!"
And so, Lian was kicked out of the kitchen. Scratching the back of his head, he headed towards Noah's room.
'Though the situation is urgent, we can't leave immediately. Let's celebrate with ease. Oh, and I should subtly mention we need to leave this place.'
What if Noah didn’t want to leave?
With such thoughts, Lian headed to Noah’s room. Perhaps because he was distracted, he arrived quickly.
Knock, knock.
"Noah, are you in?"
[ Come in! ]
A familiar voice called from beyond the door. It was Julianna’s voice, tinged with laughter. Lian quickly opened the door and entered.
"Huh? Where's Noah?"
Inside, only Julianna was sitting on the bed, reading a book. When Lian asked, Julianna grinned.
[ Ah, she went to wash up since she got pretty dirty during the trial. ]
Lian glanced toward the bathroom. As she said, he could hear the sound of water from that direction.
End of Chapter.
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How to Defeat a Gag Resident!
"Umm..."
Lian sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. Normally, he would have said he’d come back later and left, but today he had a mission: "Keep Noah occupied for the surprise party!"
Because of that, he couldn’t help but look towards the bathroom with an awkward expression.
'Since she's showering, maybe I can buy some time until the party preparations are done?'
If she had just started showering, she would naturally take her time, giving him a chance to return to the kitchen. Considering the time to dry her hair and change clothes, heading back to the kitchen seemed like a better option.
As Lian was busy calculating his chances, the sound of running water from the bathroom abruptly stopped.
[ Looks like she’s coming out soon. ]
"Ah..."
Lian let out a disappointed sigh but quickly shrugged it off.
'Anyway, I needed to tell her we should leave Cardishian. Let’s think of it positively.'
With that thought, he looked away from the bathroom. Even among friends, it would be awkward to stare at someone coming out half-naked.
Lian’s gaze shifted to Julianna.
"Uh, Julianna? Since Noah seems to be done, shouldn’t we give her some privacy?"
[ Ah! Yes, you’re right. ]
Julianna chuckled and stood up. At that moment, Noah's voice came from the bathroom.
"Julianna, we're out of towels. Can you bring one?"
"What...?!"
Noah’s nonchalant request made Lian freeze like a stone. His eyes darted between the bathroom and Julianna.
'Are they... in that kind of relationship?!'
Seeing Lian's shocked expression, Julianna sighed softly.
[ Sure, I'll bring it right away. ]
"Whoa...!"
Lian, too surprised, stumbled back and pressed himself against the door. His face flushed, and his eyes darted around wildly.
'Wait, how big is their age difference?'
As Lian was calculating the age difference with steam practically coming out of his ears, something flew into his chest. Instinctively, he caught it before it hit the ground. It was a dry towel.
"Huh? Why are you giving this to me?"
[ Would it be appropriate for me to take it in as a woman? ]
"But Noah specifically asked you..."
[ That's because I was the only one in the room. If you leave it by the door, she would have taken it in. But now that you’re here, it's not necessary. ]
Julianna shrugged and returned to reading her book. Lian looked down at the towel with a perplexed expression.
The heat in his face gradually faded, and he let out a long sigh of relief.
'Phew, thank goodness. No matter how you look at it, a hundred-year age difference would be weird.'
Lian didn’t know the exact age difference between Julianna and Noah, but he guessed it was at least a hundred years.
Relieved that his friend wasn’t in a relationship with someone a hundred years older and a ghost, Lian neatly folded the towel and headed towards the bathroom.
Click.
An impatient Noah slightly opened the bathroom door.
"Julianna?"
At Noah's urging, Lian quickly approached the bathroom door. The door was made of frosted glass, giving a mosaic-like view of the inside. Lian looked at the silhouette behind the opaque door and thought,
'Was Noah always this petite?'
The hazy view made her look smaller, with narrower shoulders and a thinner waist than usual. Lian frowned slightly.
'Maybe I’ve been seeing Noah as too much of an adult.'
Although Lian always tried to take care of the kids, he relied heavily on Noah, who was a central figure for everyone.
Just like a child realizing their father’s back is smaller than they thought, Lian felt sentimental as he looked at Noah’s hunched silhouette through the frosted door.
'What does it mean to be a good friend! I’ll try harder to be someone she can rely on during tough times!'
With that resolve, Lian grabbed the slightly open door. Despite his recent thoughts about being a good friend, he felt a playful urge and pulled the door open forcefully.
Lian smiled mischievously as he opened the door wide.
"Here’s your to— uh!"
"What, what?"
The organization's boss and the one who couldn’t be defeated even by gods from another world, Lian, was knocked back, bleeding from his nose. Noah, not understanding what happened, looked down at Lian with a bewildered expression.
"What, what... what? L-Lian?"
A broken Noah stuttered as she began to back away. A pool of blood started to form around Lian's fallen body.
Her face, which had been flushed with embarrassment and confusion, began to change to one of concern.
"L-Lian? Are you okay?!"
If it were an ordinary person, they wouldn’t have survived the excessive bleeding that soaked the floor. Noah, throwing her embarrassment aside, hurriedly approached Lian.
"Lian! Lian! Julianna! It's Lian!"
[ Hmm... ]
Julianna's gaze trembled as she flew towards Lian and Noah.
['I didn’t expect things to turn out like this...']
She had envisioned a scene like, "Uh, what? Noah, what is this?!", "Ahh! What are you doing?!" but not a murder scene. Julianna, with a skeptical look, spoke to Noah.
[ Did you stab him thinking he was a pervert? ]
"No, of course not!"
Noah, extremely flustered, began to tremble and even showed tears. The overlapping confusion made it impossible to calm herself.
"Ugh..."
"...! Lian! Are you conscious?!"
"Ugh, why am I— ugh!"
Splat!
The moment Lian opened his eyes and saw the white skin, he bled profusely and passed out again. Although the white steam covered Noah’s body, the close proximity revealed too much to Lian.
"What do I do?!"
[ How about putting on some clothes first? ]
"Huh?!"
Realizing her state at Julianna’s words, Noah blushed as red as the blood on the floor, covering her upper body with her arms. Her eyes darted around in confusion, torn between wanting to help Lian and covering herself.
Julianna sighed softly.
[ I’ll take Lian to the bed, so you go wash off the blood and get dressed. ]
Julianna pushed the confused Noah into the bathroom and levitated Lian to the bed, wiping his face with the towel he had brought.
[ Does this guy have some kind of illness? Why is he suddenly bleeding like this... ]
At first, she thought he had a nosebleed because of extreme excitement from seeing a lewd scene. She had read similar scenarios in novels. But the amount of blood was too much for that.
It seemed more plausible that he had a hidden illness that erupted after seeing the shocking scene of Noah.
After roughly cleaning Lian's face, Julianna removed his shirt, soaked with blood.
[ Huh? ]
Julianna looked at Lian's upper body in surprise. His well-built body and fair skin seemed out of place.
[ Why are there no scars? ]
Julianna clearly remembered Noah mentioning that Lian had undergone horrific experiments, leaving severe scars on his body. She had even seen the scars herself. But the body before her looked untouched by hardship.
[ This doesn’t make sense. ]
Julianna began to feel around Lian's body, thinking there must be some trace somewhere.
Clunk!
Noah, worried about Lian, quickly washed off the blood and roughly opened the bathroom door.
"Julianna, is Lian okay—?"
Noah's eyes widened and she trembled violently at the sight. Lian, half-naked, and Julianna touching him.
Noah felt something snap in her mind.
[ Ah, Noah, are you done washing? More importantly, I found something weird—wait, hold on? Noah? What, why are you holding a sword? ]
Soon after, a loud 'smack!' echoed from Noah's room. But except for Noah and Lian, no one could hear it.
After some time, the misunderstanding between Julianna and Noah was finally cleared up. Noah, with a stern look, spoke to Julianna.
"Even so, you shouldn’t touch someone else's body without permission."
[ That's too mean... sniff. ]
Julianna rubbed her aching head and whimpered. Ignoring her, Noah quickly dressed and used a magical artifact.
Her body became more robust, her shoulders broader. Her previously large chest turned into a modest bump, which she then tightly bandaged, making it completely flat.
The shirt that had cried, "Save me..." now fit snugly and comfortably.
As soon as Noah was dressed, she approached Lian.
"Lian..."
With a worried look, Noah gazed down at Lian. Julianna, rubbing her head, voiced her thought.
[ Something’s really strange. ]
End of Chapter.
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White and... Soft...
Noah's eyes turned to Julianna.
[ Do you think it makes sense for someone to bleed this much all of a sudden? Even if he saw something highly stimulating—... mmph! ]
Noah, blushing furiously, clamped her hand over Julianna's mouth. It took some time for Noah to calm down and for Julianna to continue speaking.
[ Ahem, anyway, what I’m saying is! This guy is definitely hiding something else! Whether it’s an illness, a wound...! Ah! Look at this. ]
Julianna pointed to Lian's upper body, and Noah's face turned bright red. Her gaze wavered, unable to focus, making Julianna click her tongue.
[ It’s not like it's your first time seeing a man's body, so why are you acting like this? ]
As Julianna said, it wasn’t Noah’s first time seeing a man's body. Living in disguise as a man, she had unintentionally seen men casually taking off their shirts.
"How is this the same as back then...!"
Even as she said that, Noah couldn’t understand why she was so flustered. She was worried about Lian, yet her face remained hot. Julianna, seeing Noah’s reaction, smirked like a cat but then continued with a serious expression.
[ You’re too embarrassed to look closely, huh. ]
Julianna pointed with her index finger to Lian's sternum.
[ All the scars that were here are gone. Completely. ]
"..!"
Noah's eyes, which had been darting around, settled on Lian's upper body. As Julianna said, Lian’s torso displayed only sexy lean muscles, with no scars to be found.
"How is this...?"
[ You didn’t hear anything about the scars disappearing, right? ]
"No, I didn’t..."
Julianna let out a small sigh before continuing.
[ Ha, I can't believe he’s still hiding things from us. ]
Julianna's sigh and lament pricked Noah's heart like an arrow. No matter how much she struggled to protect him, Lian was always busy hiding his wounds.
Noah shook her head slightly to clear the sinking feeling. She no longer intended to remain trapped in despair like before.
'If he's hiding, I’ll just have to find out.'
Why did Lian keep secrets about himself?
Noah believed it was due to 'trust' and 'faith.' If Lian saw her as someone he could rely on, he would have willingly shared his wounds and pain.
That didn’t mean Lian didn’t trust Noah. Lian's faith and trust were different from an equal relationship.
'It's like the trust and faith a parent has while caring for a child...'
Just as a parent doesn’t want to share their hardships with their child, wanting to show only the good things, Lian also kept his wounds hidden.
Noah, looking at Lian's peacefully sleeping face, made a firm resolve within herself.
'This time, I’ll protect him.'
As Noah solidified her resolve.
Knock, knock, creak!
With a knock, the door opened. Noah immediately recognized who had come in.
"Hyung, are you in...?"
Nero, who had entered without hesitation because they were siblings, froze at the scene before him.
Noah, who was about to scold Nero for barging in, was instead flustered by Nero's frozen state as if under a spell.
"Nero, what’s the matter...?”
"I'm sorry."
"What..?"
Bang!
Before Noah could react, Nero slammed the door shut and left. Standing awkwardly with her hand raised, Noah looked at the door, while Julianna covered her mouth and giggled mischievously.
Noah, still not understanding the situation, stared blankly at the door. From outside, Nero’s voice could be heard.
"Lily! Hyung, no, Nuna finally took down Lian hyung!"
"What, wha, what..?!"
Startled, Noah turned to look at Lian. Finally realizing the situation, she saw Lian lying on the bed, shirtless, with her disheveled state from hastily getting dressed.
Only now did Noah realize how easily such a misunderstanding could occur.
"Wait! Nero, wait!"
Her face flushed bright red, Noah flailed and climbed off the bed.
Thud!
"Ouch..!"
In her haste, she tumbled to the floor. Groaning softly, Noah ran to the door and opened it, but Nero was already gone.
She wanted to run out and drag Nero back immediately, but she couldn’t leave Lian unattended. Noah quickly turned to Julianna.
"Julianna! I’ll get Lily, so please take care of Lian!"
Julianna immediately understood that Noah's command also included 'deal with Nero.'
"Nero!!"
Slam.
As Noah dashed out of the room, leaving Julianna alone, she waved lightly and looked back at Lian.
[ Sigh... It’s going to take a long time before we see grandchildren. ]
Julianna pouted but dutifully stayed by Lian's side as Noah had asked.
***
"Where am I?"
I was floating in a strangely white and pink world.
"That’s..."
At the edge of my vision was a large peach, like something out of a fairy tale.
"It's pretty."
My thoughts flowed freely as if I were in a daze. The pale pink peach floated by like it was drifting in water.
"Huh..?"
One peach became two, then they gradually increased. It felt like I was swimming through a river of peaches. I naturally reached out to touch one.
"Soft..."
It felt squishy, like a child's toy. I squeezed it, tilting my head.
"Is it not a peach?"
As I mumbled absentmindedly, I looked closely at the peach. Yes, it wasn’t a peach—
I woke up from the dream.
***
"Ah."
Lian woke up with a short gasp. He recalled the scene he had seen in his dream with a dazed expression. It was a heaven-like hell.
'I thought I was going to be crushed...'
The peaches that had surrounded him started pressing down on him like waves, as if to crush him.
'I survived because they were soft.'
If the peaches had been hard, he would have been crushed to death. As he thought that and blinked blankly, he gradually realized his surroundings.
"This place..."
Lian slowly began to piece together his last memories.
'I remember... I came to Noah's room on Lily's request to keep her occupied, and then...'
As he groped through the darkness of his memory, he suddenly recalled 'that memory' and sat up abruptly, covering his mouth with his hand. More precisely, he covered his nose.
Had he been even a second late, he would have had another severe nosebleed. Lian, his face flushed red, looked around aimlessly.
"Oppa! Don’t move suddenly!"
Lily, who had just arrived to check on Lian, grabbed his arm with a worried expression. Seeing Lian covering his mouth as if to stem something, she paled.
"Oppa, are you okay? Do you feel like coughing up blood again?"
"...?"
Lian, still reeling from 'that memory,' regained his senses at Lily's words. He glanced up to see Nero, Noah, and Lily looking at him with worried eyes.
'What happened?'
Lian's gaze flickered to Nero, whose cheeks were swollen. His hair was a mess as if he had been in a scuffle somewhere.
He wanted to ask Nero what had happened, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak. It was because Noah was standing next to Nero.
'Ugh... I can’t even look at her.'
The gag filter had worked properly, with dense steam obscuring Lian’s vision. The problem was that Lian and Noah had been too close.
Lian had seen what he shouldn’t have and had panicked.
For someone who had lived in a gag world with its own censorship, it was a shockingly stimulating event.
Why beat around the bush? For the first time, Lian recognized Noah as a 'woman' and was rendered speechless. He was like a man blessed by a unicorn’s love.
'What? I feel like I just heard something incredibly unpleasant?'
Lian felt a strange irritation as if he had been insulted by someone and tilted his head, only to be brought back to reality by Lily’s cautious touch.
The atmosphere had been heavy while Lian was lost in thought. The shift in his focus helped calm the potential for another nosebleed, and he raised his hands to show he was fine.
"Guys, I—"
"Are you really in a lot of pain?"
"Ugh..!"
Before he could finish, Noah approached, filling his vision. Because she was dressed as a man, Lian didn’t get a nosebleed, but he did choke.
"Cough, cough!"
"Oppa!"
"Lian..!!"
"Hyung!"
Voices filled with concern echoed around him as Lian coughed violently as if he were about to vomit blood. His flushed face seemed to be from the coughing, though it was actually due to his earlier thoughts.
Keeping his head down, Lian raised a hand and spoke in a restrained voice.
"I-I'm fine. Really, truly... ugh, cough, cough..!"
Unable to bring himself to look at Noah directly, Lian kept his hand over his mouth and didn’t lift his head.
He had no idea how his actions appeared to everyone else.
End of Chapter.
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Deepening Misunderstandings
Lian’s eyes trembled as he thought.
'Ugh, what do I do now?'
Although the coughing had stopped, he still couldn’t bring himself to lift his head, so he pretended to cough softly. His eyes rolled around desperately, searching for an escape route.
'I have to get out of here quickly. Otherwise, I might die embarrassingly, bleeding from my nose!'
The sight of a beautiful woman’s body was enough to send a man blessed by a unicorn’s love to heaven.
Scenes of people collapsing with happy faces while bleeding from their noses and their souls leaving their bodies were common occurrences in the gag world.
Lian thought about 'that scene' in his head and felt his nose tingle.
'I might really die...!'
Lian’s body began to tremble uncontrollably with the fear of death he had never felt before.
In the gag world, his trembling might have elicited a simple response like, "Hey, Lian, why are you shaking like that?" But to the people here, it looked entirely different.
"O-Oppa!"
"Damn it! Is it a curse?"
Lian’s body, shaking like a drill, didn’t look normal to anyone.
Seeing Lian shake as if he were having a seizure, Lily and Nero grabbed him tightly.
In cases of sudden seizures, people often strangle themselves or injure themselves by flailing uncontrolled punches. Thus, Nero and Lily held Lian down firmly.
Lian, who was merely trembling with anxiety, was easily subdued. The problem was that not only Lily and Nero were holding him down, but Noah was also there.
"Lian, are you okay?"
"Huh..."
When Noah suddenly approached and pressed down on his shoulder, his trembling stopped completely. Lian instinctively looked up and got trapped in her beautiful green eyes.
'Huh, huh... she smells good.'
Whether it was because she had just showered or because Noah’s natural scent was pleasant, she smelled like flowers.
Sweat started to form on Lian’s face, intensifying the serious atmosphere.
"This won’t do! We need to lie him down first!"
Lily’s resolute voice was quickly answered by Nero. In an instant, Lian was laid down on the bed and covered with a blanket. Here, Lian faced a new problem.
'Huff, ah...! Noah’s scent is too strong!'
Because he was lying on Noah’s bed, her scent enveloped him. He bit his lip to stop himself from sniffing the intoxicating smell.
Was it because of his desperate will?
His lips started to bleed.
"Lily! Hyung is bleeding...!"
"Wait a minute, I’ll do something with this new magical device..."
The three of them thought Lian was spitting blood again and panicked.
"I’ll go get another healer right now!"
"Ah, that new person, Mukan?! Yes, she might know the cause!"
Mukan had been the one who, during an attack by the Four Heavenly Kings, had worked tirelessly to heal as many people as possible despite the monstrous onslaught.
Thanks to her noble efforts, many lives were saved.
Although Mukan had been working almost like a slave in another organization, she was a very experienced healer, and she might be able to accurately diagnose Lian's condition.
Noah dashed out to bring Mukan, and Lily tried to use a magical device she had never seen before to diagnose Lian. At that moment.
Thunk!
"Huh?"
"Hyung?"
Lian suddenly sat up in bed and jumped out before anyone could stop him.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa?"
"L-Lian hyung! Where are you going in that condition?!"
Nero, coming to his senses quicker, chased after Lian, but by the time he got outside, Lian was already gone.
"Huh? Huh? Hyung? Where are you? Hyung?"
True to his nature as a gag world resident who could run so fast it looked like teleportation, Lian had disappeared almost instantly.
Not long after, Noah returned, practically carrying Mukan, but Lian was already gone.
***
The main building had many empty rooms due to the lack of sufficient executives despite its size. Lian found himself in one of the rarely frequented rooms, resting his forehead against the wall.
From the surrounding chairs and tables, it seemed to be a storage room. The place was poorly maintained and covered in a light layer of dust.
Lian, overwhelmed by mental shock, didn’t notice his surroundings.
"Ugh..."
He let out a small groan and then,
Thud!
He banged his forehead against the wall. The impact was weaker than a hand clap, barely causing any pain. But just the act of banging his head repeatedly helped drive away the demons trying to occupy his mind.
Thud! Thud! Thud!
After a few more bangs, his forehead turned red. A small trickle of blood dripped from the lightly scraped skin, running down his face.
Just like how a punch to the face leaves a black eye, Lian’s forehead bashing caused a drop of blood to trickle down his face like a work of art.
This was one of the many rules of the gag world, which was why Lian didn’t pay much attention to it.
What mattered to Lian was the state of chaos in his mind. To visualize it,
'Breasts! Breasts! Breasts!'
Mini Lians were cheering with signs in his head, occasionally hearing, 'Who do you think you are, a priest?!' His long-suppressed instincts were rioting.
From dirty thoughts about 'that scene' to fantasies of marrying Noah and living happily ever after with children, Lian clutched his head, overwhelmed.
"Ugh..."
After a while, Lian squatted on the floor. The head-banging seemed to have worked, and his rationality returned somewhat.
The mini Lians that had been protesting in his head were now being dragged off to prison.
"Haa..."
Finally, Lian was able to think calmly. The question he had pushed aside surfaced again.
He recalled 'that scene' he had seen just before collapsing and Noah’s appearance when he woke up.
'If that scene were true, Noah’s usual appearance wouldn’t make sense.'
No matter how much you bandage or conceal, you couldn’t hide something that big. Thinking about this made his ears and cheeks burn, but he continued his thoughts steadfastly.
'It makes more sense to think that the scene I saw was a dream.'
However, Lian knew very well that it wasn’t a dream. The moment he saw 'that scene,' it was like someone had stretched time like taffy, engraving every millisecond into his mind.
'Ugh... it doesn’t make sense as cross-dressing, but it doesn’t seem like a dream either.'
Questions and doubts intertwined. Groaning, Lian stood up and said.
"I'll just ask directly!"
Perhaps it was because he had locked up the mini Lians blinded by instinct? Lian felt confident he could face Noah and talk to her.
"Alright, first I’ll get out of this room... ah."
As he turned to leave, he noticed his disheveled state. In all the chaos, he hadn’t realized his shirt was half undone and he wasn’t wearing his shoes properly.
Nero had changed Lian into a comfortable shirt, and Lily had taken off his shoes and socks to make him more comfortable while he was unconscious. Lian, looking at his dirt-stained feet, glanced around.
He started looking for something to wear as shoes.
'Gosh, I can’t see anything. I’d better get back to Noah’s room quickly.'
With that conclusion, he headed toward the door.
Thunk!
"Wha?!"
As he moved toward the door, his shoulder bumped into the edge of a chair sticking out.
Creak...
The stacked chairs wobbled and then began to topple over. Lian fled from the falling chairs with a pale face.
Crash! Bang, rumble!
The old chairs broke apart noisily. Lian coughed repeatedly as dust rose thickly around him, his eyes stinging from the dust.
"Ugh... I’m going to get scolded."
Muttering, Lian stood up.
Tap-tap!
At that moment, urgent footsteps were heard from outside. Someone had come running at the sound of the commotion. Lian, thinking he needed to get out of the dusty room, hurriedly ran to the door.
As he rushed forward through the tangled furniture, he stubbed his toe on the leg of a table.
Crunch!
"Ugh...!"
The blinding pain made Lian tremble all over.
"Cough..."
Shortly after, he coughed up blood. It was a critical injury. Even though he had only stubbed his toe, the pain flooded his entire body as if he had been hit everywhere.
Lian curled up forward and sat on the floor. As the blood from his mouth stained the floor, he hastily covered his mouth with his hand.
'Ugh, cleaning up blood is such a hassle!'
While Lian, thinking of summoning the Demon Sword to help, clutched his throbbing toe.
Bang!
The door burst open.
"Lian!"
The person who ran into the storage room with a pale face was Noah. The moment Lian made eye contact with Noah, he realized that he wouldn’t be able to have a proper conversation today.
Lian’s gaze immediately dropped to the floor, his face flushing red. He couldn’t help but recall 'that scene.'
As he tried to slowly back away, Noah quickly approached and grabbed Lian's shoulder.
End of Chapter.
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Lian Collapses Again...
Startled, Lian met Noah's eyes and ended up in her embrace.
"Huh..? Huh..?"
Lian began to stammer like a broken machine. Noah, holding him tightly, was panting heavily.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
Noah's heart pounded as if it would explode. It felt like she was finally able to breathe after being suffocated.
"No, no, Noah..?"
Lian, in a daze, called out to Noah with his eyes tightly shut. His hands flailed in the air, unable to embrace her. Just as his trembling fingers were about to reach her back, Noah pulled away roughly.
Holding his shoulders again, Noah scrutinized Lian's face.
The first thing she noticed was his reddened eyes and the blood trickling from his mouth, making it look like he had been crying.
'You always...'
Thinking of how Lian must have swallowed his pain without anyone knowing, a mix of anger and sadness welled up inside Noah.
"Stop! Please, stop it now! How long... are you going to keep sacrificing yourself?"
"No... that..."
"And what about me, who became stronger to protect you?"
Seeing Noah on the verge of tears, Lian quickly tried to understand her words.
'What? What did I do wrong?'
Just meeting Noah's eyes made his head spin. After some effort, Lian realized why Noah was angry.
'Ah! It must be because of the blood!'
For a moment, he wondered if she was angry because the floor was dirty, but he quickly dismissed that thought. It didn’t match her words about 'protecting you' or 'sacrifice.'
"Ah! You were worried because I was bleeding!"
Fortunately, this time he got the right answer. The next problem was explaining it.
"It may look bad, but it’s nothing. This is just from hitting the corner..."
"You're saying it's nothing after spitting blood like that?"
Noah’s eyes flashed dangerously at Lian’s words. Her gaze shifted to the blood-soaked floor.
Lian’s eyes rolled as he thought.
'How do I explain this?'
To explain in detail, he would have to start by saying he came from the gag world.
Apart from the fact that there was too much to explain, he wasn’t sure if Noah would accept the fact that he was not from this world.
Humans naturally reject things that are different from them. Even if Noah and the others accepted him now, a sense of distance would eventually develop.
In the worst case, they might feel disgusted and try to distance themselves.
Lian thought hard to come up with a plausible explanation.
"Um... you might not remember, but I once told you years ago that my body heals easily, and I feel much less pain than normal people. This is the same thing."
"...!"
Noah’s face was filled with shock. Lian, thinking his excuse was convincing, continued.
"It’s like how our mouths water when we’re about to eat. It’s something similar to that. You don’t need to worry so much! I won’t suddenly die or anything... ah..."
As his words trailed off, Lian thought he might actually die if he encountered 'that scene' again. But Noah, who knew nothing about this, interpreted his words as 'I might die, but I want to keep it a secret.'
While Noah paused to gather her thoughts, Lian spoke first.
"Noah... I have something I’m curious about."
Lian’s eyes began to waver as he struggled to keep his gaze from drifting downward. His eyes, glancing down quickly, saw that her chest was as flat as before.
"Um, are you... uh... a woman?"
"Ah."
Noah’s mind, already in chaos with worry for Lian, went blank as she realized her secret had been discovered.
"Was I mistaken...?"
"..."
Noah’s mind raced with various thoughts. Should she play dumb and say she didn’t know what he was talking about, or should she tell the truth?
Faced with these two paths, Noah hesitated.
'What’s important right now isn’t that.'
What was important was Lian’s health, not her gender. It was a truth she would have to reveal eventually, so Noah nodded slightly, lowering her head.
"Th-then... ugh..."
"...! Lian!"
Realizing that what he saw was real, Lian spewed blood from his mouth and nose and fainted.
Had Lian fainted a moment later, the mini Lians blinded by desire might have escaped and said something embarrassing like, "How many kids do you want?" But thanks to his quick escape, he avoided such an embarrassment.
"No..."
Noah, with a dazed look on her face, hugged the collapsed Lian. Her body trembled like a leaf.
Suddenly!
Noah picked Lian up and started running down the hallway.
Her awakened body sped through the corridors at an incredible speed. She stopped in front of a door labeled 'Infirmary.'
Mukan had been waiting there in case anyone found Lian while they were searching the main building.
Bang!
Noah burst through the door, almost breaking it. Mukan, who was chewing on something like cud, looked at Noah.
"M-Mukan...! Lian!"
Noah looked like she was about to burst into tears. Mukan immediately stood up and pointed to the bed.
"Lay him there."
At Mukan's instruction, Noah hastily brought Lian to the bed. Mukan, rubbing her dark-circled eyes, watched as Noah gently laid Lian down as if he were a fragile object.
'They say he has a lover; it seems to be true.'
Whether the boss had a lover or not wasn’t important to Mukan. She approached Lian with a blank expression.
'Seeing the dried blood around his mouth, it looks like there might be something wrong with his organs. And... hmm?'
As she examined Lian from top to bottom, Mukan furrowed her brows at something she noticed. Noah, who was standing nearby with a worried expression, couldn’t hold back.
"What’s his condition? Is it serious?"
"Serious or not, this is... sigh..."
Mukan looked down at Lian with a very annoyed expression. Noah, her face pale, urged her.
"What is it? Is there something seriously wrong?"
"Here."
Reluctantly, Mukan pointed to Lian’s forehead. It was slightly swollen from repeatedly hitting the wall. Only then did Noah notice the wound on his forehead.
Mukan, chewing on a now-down-to-the-finger-length piece of cud, continued.
"This is a self-inflicted wound."
"What...?"
"In simple terms, he hurt himself."
At Mukan’s casual words, Noah froze. The unexpected statement left her mind white with shock.
Mukan ignored her boss, who was rendered speechless, and continued to examine Lian more closely. Before long, her expression turned strange.
'What is this?'
Mukan, who had been treated as a healer in the harsh land of Cardishian, had a special ability that allowed her to sense how to treat someone just by observing them, even if she lacked medical knowledge.
Although she couldn’t pinpoint the exact treatment needed or how long a remedy should be applied, she could instinctively sense what kind of procedure or medication might work.
This ability made her invaluable in a place where gaining proper medical knowledge often required risking one’s life.
'I don’t understand what this means.'
Every time she looked at Lian’s body, she felt an inexplicable intuition, like an itch she couldn’t locate.
It was because she was receiving strange information about his organs' peculiar movements, his unreadable mind, and the unknown mechanism of his healing.
There was no way she could understand such bizarre information.
'I’ve only seen something like this once before.'
Mukan finally remembered a similar case in the past. With a nonchalant face, she asked Noah.
"Is this person... a chimera?"
End of Chapter.
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A Gag Resident Subjected to Horrible Experiments in the Past
Chimera, a being created by combining two or more life forms.
In the land of the Demon King, where human rights didn’t exist, these beings were commonly made. Those who survived the cruel experiments and retained their sanity lived as intelligent monsters.
Chimeras without sanity were merely treated as grotesque monsters.
The reasons for creating chimeras were varied.
They ranged from common human aspirations like 'creating a new race,' 'obtaining immortality,' or 'just wanting a strong being,' to more personal reasons like 'having a beautiful appearance,' 'creating a being to explore dangerous places,' or 'making an ideal type.'
Typically, the results of those who dreamed of immortality or a new race were grotesque, like a human with the arms of an orc and two heads.
In contrast, those who aimed for beauty or an ideal type produced more intact results. Chimeras with intact appearances were often sold at high prices or lived among humans unnoticed.
'If he is a chimera... the purpose behind his creation is important.'
Mukan continued her thoughts while looking at Noah, who was frozen in shock and horror.
'Given his rather striking appearance, he might have been made to be a sex slave.'
Mukan turned her gaze back to Lian to examine him more closely.
'The quickest way to confirm would be to check his lower body...'
Usually, chimeras created for the purpose of being sex slaves had the genitalia of an orc. Although Mukan hadn’t seen it directly, she had heard about it from others.
'...No, it’s also highly likely he isn’t a sex slave. His internal organs are all abnormal for a sex slave.'
He might be a chimera created for the purpose of a new race or immortality. Mukan decided she couldn’t gather any more information just by looking at Lian’s appearance.
'Tsk, I can’t provide proper treatment with the information I have now.'
Clicking her tongue lightly, Mukan shifted her gaze to someone who seemed to know Lian well.
"Chimera... a chimera?"
It took Mukan less than a minute to examine Lian and come to a conclusion. Noah was still in a state of shock.
To get proper information from Noah, she needed to calm her down a bit.
"I’m just asking to be sure. I didn’t mean that the patient is a chimera."
"Oh..."
Noah’s eyes finally regained focus as she came back to her senses.
"Even if he isn’t a chimera, has he ever undergone experiments in the past?"
"Yes.."
"To provide proper treatment, we need to know what kind of experiments were conducted."
At Mukan’s words, Noah’s face turned pale. Horrific scenes of experiments flashed through her mind. She spoke in a trembling voice.
"Do we really need to know that?"
"This patient’s body is very different from that of a normal person."
Mukan’s hand pointed to Lian’s abdomen.
"Especially the state of the organs in his abdomen... they are very unusual. Because of this, medications that work on humans might act as poison to him."
Mukan continued speaking with a calm face.
"The reason for his hematemesis is likely due to this. Since his organs are not normal, he ends up vomiting blood."
"...!"
"While using holy water or high-grade potions might improve his condition, it’s not a perfect solution. If the organs in his body have a 'demonic' attribute, it could cause even bigger problems."
Mukan looked directly at Noah as she spoke.
"So, to provide proper treatment, we need to know what kind of experiments the patient underwent in the past. If not, we might have to open up his abdomen to identify the exact cause."
Noah’s trembling gaze wandered to the floor.
'What kind of experiments?'
She recalled the horrific experiments Lian had undergone in her memories. It felt like a sticky stream of blood was flowing down her eyes.
'I can’t reveal those experiments without Lian’s consent. But...'
Noah’s gaze moved to Lian, lying limp on the bed.
'For the sake of treatment...'
As she struggled with the intense conflict in her mind, Noah realized a shocking fact.
'Wait a minute.'
Her eyes widened in realization.
"When you say his organs are unusual, do you mean they were damaged by experiments?"
"No, rather..."
Mukan paused for a moment, unable to find a suitable word, and bluntly spoke the harsh truth.
"I mean his organs were replaced with non-human ones."
"...! That means..."
Doesn’t that mean Lian is a chimera?
The unfinished words lingered in Noah's throat.
Creak.
Mukan created noise by placing her hand on the side of Lian's bed, drawing Noah's attention.
"If you don’t have any information, I’ll have to use another method for now."
"Another method?"
"Well, do you have any additional information you can share?"
Noah bit her lip lightly and nodded. The 'quick healing constitution' existed even before she met Lian.
That meant it would be correct to assume he underwent some experiment in the past, which altered his organs to non-human ones.
Noah thought with a heavy heart.
'I... don’t know anything about Lian.'
How he ended up with such a constitution, what experiments he underwent, what he usually thought.
She didn’t know a single thing about him.
"Fortunately, it doesn’t seem to have a 'demonic' attribute."
"...?"
Noah’s gaze turned back to the bed at Mukan’s voice, which broke the silence. Mukan held a very small bottle of holy water. It was a diluted version of holy water, known as fake holy water, heavily diluted with water.
Although its effect was reduced to the level of a low-grade potion, it was still a prohibited item in the Demon King’s land and thus hard to obtain. It was also quite expensive.
Mukan had dropped a few drops of the holy water on Lian’s left hand and was nodding her head.
"If it had a 'demonic' attribute, there would have been a reaction."
After explaining to Noah, Mukan took out a potion.
"I’ll start with emergency treatment. Please help me for a moment."
Following Mukan’s request, Noah lifted Lian’s upper body. Mukan opened Lian’s mouth and poured the potion in, then gently lifted his chin to help him swallow.
"Since it’s a high-grade potion, most of the wounds should heal without any issues. However..."
Mukan’s gaze turned to Lian’s abdomen. It still exuded an eerie aura.
"It’s unlikely that this will completely cure him."
"Ah..."
After feeding him the entire potion, Mukan wiped Lian’s face with a damp cloth. Noah, with a troubled expression, looked at Lian, who was sleeping like an angel. She felt her eyes burn with unshed tears.
"This is as much as I can do for now. Further treatment will require additional information from the patient once he wakes up. By the way... you’ve had a communication device ringing for a while now. Shouldn’t you check it?"
"Oh."
Buzz, buzz.
Noah had been so distracted that she hadn’t even noticed the vibrating communicator. She hurriedly took it out.
It was a message from Lily.
Only then did Noah realize she hadn’t informed anyone that she had found Lian. She quickly answered the call, informed them she had found Lian, and asked them to relay the information to others.
Buzz...
After a while, the communicator turned off, leaving only the quiet sound of Lian’s breathing and Noah’s regret in the infirmary. Mukan, sensing the deep connection between the two, discreetly stepped back.
'I’d better stay out of this as much as possible.'
Mukan returned to her seat and began chewing on herbs again while flipping through the books on the infirmary’s shelves.
Even if she couldn’t find a way to treat Lian, she was searching for any helpful information. Despite her indifferent expression, she genuinely cared about her patients.
***
"Hmm..?"
Lian slowly blinked his heavy eyelids and let out a drowsy breath.
'Where am I?'
He felt puzzled looking at the unfamiliar ceiling, but the thought soon faded. Feeling the pleasant drowsiness as if he had slept well, he felt his eyes starting to close again.
"Lian!"
"Hyung!"
"Oppa!"
"...!"
Just as he was about to fall asleep again, worried voices filled the air around him. His hazy mind snapped awake. Half-opening his eyes, Lian saw Lily, Nero, and Noah surrounding his bed.
Still buffering from just waking up, Lian merely stared blankly at the three of them.
Though he was still groggy from sleep, to others, it seemed like he was out of it due to his poor condition.
"Mukan!"
"Please step aside for a moment."
Mukan approached Lian’s bedside and examined his face. When she brought her fingers close to Lian’s eyes, he blinked reflexively.
Next, she snapped her fingers near his ear, making Lian’s gaze unconsciously turn towards the sound. Confirming that Lian was fully awake, Mukan spoke up.
"Can you hear me, patient?"
Hearing Mukan’s words, Lian finally woke up fully.
'They brought me to the infirmary after I collapsed.'
Seeing a familiar face from his healing rounds, he understood the situation. As he tried to sit up and say he was okay, Mukan’s tense voice interrupted.
"...Could it be a hearing problem?"
"...?"
Because Lian didn’t respond while he was figuring out the situation, he had unintentionally become someone who couldn’t hear.
End of Chapter.
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The Gag Resident Begins to Regain Consciousness!
"Ah, ahem... No, I can hear you well."
Thankfully, the misunderstanding was quickly resolved before everyone’s faces turned pale. As Lian tried to sit up, everyone around him became frantic.
Lian had no choice but to lie back in bed to continue the conversation.
"Do you remember what happened before you collapsed?"
"Ah..."
Lian reflexively touched his lower face at the memory that surfaced. The inside of his nose tingled as if a nosebleed was imminent.
However, perhaps due to having had several nosebleeds before, he seemed to have developed some resistance, and no blood flowed out. Lian rolled his eyes and spoke.
"Uh, yes. I remember."
"I see. Then..."
Mukan looked at Lily, Nero, and Noah, who were surrounding the bed.
"For the examination, could everyone please step outside for a moment?"
"What?"
"But..."
"I’ll assist from the side."
Except for Lily, who had some knowledge of treatment, the other two were sent out of the infirmary. Mukan calmly pulled a chair next to the bed and sat down.
It signaled that the conversation would be long.
"I heard you’ve been vomiting blood several times. When did it start?"
"Ah..."
Lily, who had been standing quietly in the back, stiffened at Mukan's words. Lian scratched his cheek awkwardly and spoke.
"Uh, if I had to set a period, I think it’s been since I was born?"
"...So you've been in that condition since your memory formed."
"Yes?"
As a reincarnator, Lian remembered his infancy. So 'since my memory formed' and 'since birth' meant the same to him.
However, to Mukan, it sounded like 'he was experimented on at a very young age that he doesn’t remember.'
"Do you frequently vomit blood?"
"No, not really. Only when I’m mentally shocked or stub my little toe. Ah, it might sound strange, but it’s kind of my constitution..."
"I see."
Mukan nodded understandingly with a composed face, and Lian’s expression relaxed.
'It must be his remarkable mental strength that allows him to control those horrible things. Vomiting blood when stubbing his toe must mean that’s his reverse scale.'
'Wow, someone who can understand!'
Though both were completely misunderstanding each other, there was no one to correct them.
"Under what circumstances did you vomit blood so far?"
"Uh, let’s see... when I ate something strange without knowing it, when I heard something that stabbed my heart, or when I saw an unexpected scene... I think."
Just like when entering a doctor’s office and ending up talking about everything, Lian began to spill his story easily.
"How did you hurt your forehead? It looks self-inflicted."
"Ah."
Though he could honestly say everything because Mukan believed him literally, he couldn’t tell the true reason for this one.
'I can’t tell her that I slammed my forehead into the wall because of my lust due to Noah’s scene.'
Lian blushed around his ears and began to think hard. He couldn’t come up with a suitable excuse. Mukan’s gaze was too hot for him to think for long.
"Well, I’ve had some worries lately, and I guess I did it without realizing."
"Even if you’re worried...!"
Lily, who had been keeping her mouth shut, raised her voice reflexively but then closed it at Mukan’s gesture.
"Do you often do that?"
"No, this is the first time."
"Hmm, could you tell me what worries you? It might ease your mind."
"Ah, um..."
Lian’s eyes began to wander. He couldn’t bring himself to say that he couldn’t get the sight of something soft, white, and plump out of his mind.
'What should I say!'
While he could choose not to answer, doing so might make him look even stranger.
'Worry, worry... any other worries...'
Lian suddenly remembered a recent concern. He spoke it out loud before considering whether it fit the situation.
"Actually... I think I’ve been targeted by the Demon King’s army after the recent attack."
"...What?"
Lily, unexpecting such words, was left speechless with her mouth agape, while Mukan looked at Lian with a shocked face.
Once he started talking, Lian couldn’t stop. Perhaps it was because Mukan and Lily were his companions on the journey.
"I encountered one of the Four Heavenly Kings, and from what they said, it seems the Demon King’s army is targeting me and the Nest organization for some unknown reason. It’s stressful because I could be ambushed anytime, anywhere, haha!"
Compared to the reason 'I can’t get the sight of the boss’s white chest out of my mind,' this was much more normal and sensible, so Lian smiled contentedly.
"You should have told us!"
"Huh?"
Lian’s smile faltered at Lily’s scolding. This time, Mukan didn’t stop her.
After scolding Lian thoroughly, Lily brought Noah and Nero back to the room. Noah looked at Lily with a heavy expression.
"So... Lian..."
"Sigh... This oppa always causes trouble."
Seeing Lily glaring at Lian, countless question marks popped up in Noah’s mind. When Lian stammered and relayed what he had said earlier, Noah and Nero couldn’t help but get angry.
"Hyung, really!"
"How could you keep something like that to yourself!"
"Well, I was going to tell you after the celebration party. Ah! Speaking of which, the celebration party! Let’s go quickly!"
"That’s not important right now..."
"I’m all better now! Right, doctor?"
When Lian desperately looked at Mukan, who was chewing on herbs with her arms crossed, her gaze turned to Lian’s abdomen.
'Well, it doesn't seem like he's in bad condition.'
Although she couldn’t come up with a treatment method and couldn’t examine him thoroughly as if seeing through a blur, she could tell his condition wasn’t bad.
'More importantly, he doesn't seem like he’s going to die immediately.'
In the harsh land of the Demon King, unless someone was on the verge of collapsing and dying, they rarely stayed in the infirmary. For this reason, Mukan readily agreed with Lian.
"Well, I suppose so."
"See! Let’s go!"
Though the three wanted to keep Lian in bed, they had no choice but to head to the party venue together since Mukan, who examined him, said he was fine.
"We were going to throw a surprise party..."
"Oppa, that’s not what’s important right now."
As Lian smacked his lips in disappointment, Lily spoke in an exasperated voice. Noah, sensing the lightened atmosphere, thought to herself.
'Yes, this is the problem.'
Lian had a strange power. Being near him made every problem feel like it wasn’t a big deal. Even the issue of him vomiting blood and the Demon King’s army targeting Nest seemed trivial.
This was due to the gag filter and Lian’s relaxed demeanor, but Noah had no way of knowing that.
Lian changed out of his blood-stained clothes and headed to the dining hall with the three.
"“Congratulations, boss!”"
The heavy atmosphere from a while ago disappeared like a feather when they entered the noisy party hall. Though Noah felt a sense of unease, facing everyone's smiles cleared her mind.
'I said I wouldn’t make the same mistakes as in the past.'
Recalling her past self, who couldn’t protect anything due to being consumed by her emotions, Noah composed herself. She looked at Lian with determined eyes.
'Let’s face this properly and talk. If there’s something I don’t know, I’ll ask.'
She couldn’t keep being sad while knowing nothing. As Noah resolved herself, Lian was busy with Jess.
"Boss, try this!"
Like a hunter bringing its prey, Jess piled the delicious food she had tasted onto Lian’s plate.
"Jess, you got stuff on your face."
"Hmm?"
When Lian picked up a napkin from the table, Jess instinctively leaned her face towards him. Watching her approach with lowered eyes, Lian thought.
'Her eyelashes are long.'
As he wiped her mouth, her soft lips squished. Due to the greasy food, her lips glistened. Lian couldn’t help but stare intently at Jess’s lips. With her eyes closed and her face close, Jess looked incredibly sexy—
Smack!
"Ugh?! Boss?!"
"Ah, um. It’s nothing."
Lian, having smacked his face with his right hand, lightly waved his left to signal he was okay. Jess, surprised, perked her ears and spoke.
"Boss, why? Why did you hit yourself?"
Jess grabbed Lian’s face to check his blushing cheeks.
"Uh, wait, Jess?"
"Your cheeks are red!"
"No, um... could you back off a bit?"
As Lian backed away, Jess’s face drew closer quickly. Meeting her beast-like eyes, Lian froze like prey caught by its neck. Just as he felt her breath clearly, a familiar voice interrupted.
"Move."
"Ah!"
With that familiar voice, Jess was thrown backward. She gracefully spun in the air before landing in an excellent pose.
"Wow!"
"Jess, are you showing off?"
"Impressive!"
People clapped at Jess’s sudden acrobatics. Meanwhile, Iris confidently approached Lian and naturally sat on his lap.
"Um, Iris?"
"Hmm? Why?"
Iris looked up at Lian with a gentle, relaxed face. Even with a neutral expression, she was beautiful, but her loving smile made her look dazzling.
"Nothing."
Lian thought of telling Iris, now grown, not to sit on his lap anymore, but her sparkling gaze silenced him.
"Oppa, ah."
"Ah..."
Lian teared up a bit as he ate the food Iris fed him.
'Just the other day, I was feeding her...'
As Iris took care of him, Lian was filled with emotion.
End of Chapter.
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Two Visitors Late at Night
The chaotic atmosphere caused by the attack began to settle down around the time of Noah's party. The fact that there were no casualties played a significant role in this.
It took about a week to repair the damaged buildings and clear out the lurking hyenas in the vicinity.
Once the organization was back on track, Noah and I immediately began planning to leave Cardishian.
Having been targeted by the Demon King’s army, staying in the land of the Demon King was no longer an option.
Noah, Lily, and Nero started rigorously vetting those who would leave with us. Using magical tools to ensure no traitors like Jeolmi were among the leaders, only those verified were gathered.
Once the trusted leaders were assembled in the meeting room, Noah got straight to the point.
Various opinions were presented. Some suggested splitting into several parties and scattering in all directions, while others proposed fleeing to a land where the Demon King’s army couldn’t find them and living in hiding.
Having knowledge of the original story, I could judge whether seemingly plausible opinions were dangerous or not.
"Scattering in all directions is dangerous. The Demon King’s army is actively conquering other nations. Eventually, even the lands currently held by humans will fall to them. Instead of dispersing, we should aim for the most powerful empire and escape there."
In the original story, all nations except the empire fell into the hands of the Demon King. It was just before the last empire fell that Iris, the final hero, appeared like a comet.
So, we must aim for the empire when we flee.
"As long as we stay in the land of the Demon King, it’s only a matter of time before we’re caught. Even if we live in an isolated place, they will eventually find us."
The Demon King’s army had people who could wield all sorts of bizarre powers, not just black magic. Even if we hid in a land where even demons found it hard to live, we would eventually be discovered.
As I confidently presented my opinions and backed them up with reasons, the meeting began to revolve around me.
"The first issue we need to address is the number of people who want to leave the land of the Demon King. Not all Nest members can leave."
Those born and raised in Cardishian with damaged core values had no choice but to remain in this land. Most of the members at the external headquarters fell into this category.
Many, even if they were former slaves, looked down on others and tried to exploit the power of the Nest organization.
There was no one to properly educate them, and many had inherent bad characters from the start.
Including such people in the escape party would certainly cause problems.
The escape route was decided by me, who had knowledge of the original story, Nero, who managed information, and Noah.
The other leaders were tasked with filtering out those who would escape with us.
They initially used magical tools indicating the level of malice to filter people and then observed rumors and behaviors for a second round of filtering.
The target escape time was two weeks later.
With the deadline approaching, we had to move quickly.
"...Lian, are you okay?"
"Ah, yes. I'm fine."
Noah kept checking on Lian's wellbeing as she worked. Each time the once unnoticed sweet scent brushed his nose, Lian would squeeze his eyes shut.
Julianna watched the two of them with a sly grin.
Days flew by busily, and preparations progressed smoothly. About a week before our departure, the list of those escaping with us was finalized.
The number was smaller than expected. With a total of 98 people, it was less than a tenth of the organization's members. Excluding the leaders, most of the organization would stay in Cardishian.
"Since the Nest organization dominates Cardishian, most people want to stay here."
"Many think that even if the Demon King’s army or another organization targets us, it’s a problem for the future."
Nest could be compared to a large corporation that no one in Cardishian dared to touch. Even if other organizations targeted Nest or the owner changed, most members wanted to stay.
Many with such thoughts had greedy and cruel traits. Thus, the leaders didn’t particularly try to hold onto them.
Upon hearing the report, Noah smiled bitterly. The fact that the former slave children had grown up to be greedy adults pained her.
With the situation more or less organized, I was about to fall asleep in my blankets on a night when the sun had set.
Thud!
At that moment, there were light footsteps outside the door.
Bang!
The door opened without a knock. I immediately sat up and looked towards the door. With no windows, the room was swallowed in darkness, making it impossible to see anything, but Lian quickly recognized who it was.
"Jess, what brings you here at this hour?"
"Boss!"
Jess dashed in and lightly jumped onto me.
"Whoa!"
With the feeling of being pounced on by a big puppy, I tumbled onto the bed. Rubbing the back of my aching head, I spoke to Jess.
"Ugh... Jess, you shouldn’t jump on me like that—"
Before I could finish speaking, Jess lay on top of me. My body stiffened.
"J-Jess?"
Sniff sniff...
Jess narrowed her eyes and buried her nose into my neck, sniffing. I shrank my neck and grabbed Jess’s shoulders.
"Jess, why are you doing this? Explain—ugh!"
Before I could finish, Jess began rubbing her body against mine. It was like a dog rubbing its scent onto a new object.
When Jess rubbed her back on me, her fragrant long hair tickled my face, and when she tried to rub her front—no, just before she did, I grabbed her shoulders and stopped her.
"Whine..."
Jess whimpered like a puppy grabbed by the scruff, making me feel like I had done something terribly wrong. Shaking my head firmly, I spoke.
"Jess, you need to explain why you’re doing this."
"Growl... I’m removing the marking left by the Four Heavenly Kings."
"Marking?"
"Noah said the Four Heavenly Kings marked you, so we have to run!"
"Oh..."
It seemed she understood being targeted by the Four Heavenly Kings as being 'marked.' I recalled a tidbit from the original story.
'Among beastmen, marking is similar to territory marking.'
For a beastman, having another beastman mark someone or something precious to them was like a betrayal.
It wasn’t strange for Jess to be extremely agitated and rush over.
'...It’s not strange, right?'
Jess’s earlier mention of "marriage! Making a tribe!" came to mind but was quickly dismissed.
'It’s just because we’re like family.'
Having seen Jess since she was young, it was hard to think otherwise.
Just as I was thinking that—
Thump!
"Huh?"
Jess grabbed my wrists weakly. Despite the gag filter, a regular human couldn’t overpower a beastman’s strength.
In an instant, the bed shook, and Jess pinned my wrists to the bed. My eyes, now accustomed to the dark, saw Jess's ears twitching and pupils dilating as she licked her lips.
"Boss, I’ll get rid of all the marks left by the Four Heavenly Kings!"
Jess’s tail wagged, brushing against my feet. Despite her cute voice, Jess’s eyes were those of a beast looking at prey. I froze like a prey before a predator.
'What? Eat to remove the marks?'
The image of Jess chewing me alive flashed before my eyes.
'This might be a reward... no, no!'
In the gag world, even being stepped on by a beautiful girl could be a reward, and such a thought crossed my mind unwittingly. Quickly shaking off the ridiculous notion, I began to calm Jess down.
"That... doesn’t have to be done now. How about discussing it in the morning? I’m really tired and sleepy!"
As Jess’s mouth neared my neck, my words sped up. Just when I thought she might bite my neck—
"Ugh!"
Jess made a strange sound and suddenly retreated.
"...What are you doing?"
Iris's icy voice echoed in my ears. I let out a long breath I didn't realize I was holding and sat up. Jess, held by the scruff by Iris, was staring and whining.
"I was just removing the mark from the boss!"
"Marking? Noah already explained that’s not the case."
"If there’s a trace, it’s a mark!"
"No, it’s not."
"Yes, it is!"
Before they could fight, I lightly waved my hand to draw their attention. Both, seemingly accustomed to the dark, looked at me.
"Jess, I wasn’t marked, so you don’t need to do that. Even if I was, you should get permission before taking action."
"Whine..."
Jess drooped her ears and looked dejected.
"It’s late, so go back and sleep."
"...Can’t I sleep with you?"
"...No."
It would have been different if Jess was still a cute child, but she had grown up to the point where sleeping together was inappropriate.
'If we sleep together, I won’t get any rest.'
Firmly pointing to the door, I told her to go sleep. Jess trudged towards the door, looking back with drooping ears and tail.
'Good thing it’s dark.'
Had the room been lit, I might have given in to those pitiful eyes. Jess was that endearing.
Click.
After Jess left, only Iris and I were left in the room.
"By the way, Iris, why did you come..."
Splash.
Before I could finish, Iris climbed onto the bed. She lay beside me with her head on the pillow, looking up at me with a gentle face.
End of Chapter.
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Isn't the Teething Phase Over?
"...Iris?"
"Hmm? Why?"
Iris looked up at me with sparkling eyes. Her pupils shone even in the darkness, like they contained the universe.
"You should go to your own room to sleep."
"But... I'm scared to sleep alone..."
"How about sleeping with Lily? I can go ask her..."
I tried to quickly get out of bed, but Iris grabbed my clothes. Turning my head to look at her, I saw her tearful eyes.
"Can't I stay here?"
"Family should stick together. Haha."
Weak against the tears of a pretty girl, the Gag Resident had no choice but to lie back down.
'That's right, Iris and I are family!'
Convincing myself with that thought, I lay down with my back to Iris. Then...
Slap.
Iris snuggled up against my back. Her ticklish breath spread across my back, and a scent similar yet different from Jess’s tickled my nose. Though we used the same shower tools, our body scents differed.
"Oppa, I'm cold."
"Huh? Should I get another blanket?"
"No."
Sliding her hand over my waist, Iris hugged me from behind. As our bodies pressed together, I involuntarily stiffened.
"Let's sleep like this."
"...Okay."
I am just a normal pillow.
I am just a pillow that breathes.
I held onto my rationality tightly, fearing I might have improper thoughts about Iris, who was like a daughter to me.
***
If Iris were in high school, the slightly sticky atmosphere might have lingered longer. But as she was only of middle school age, Lian fell asleep not long after.
It was also due to the exhaustion from preparing to leave Cardishian.
"..."
"Oppa..?"
Listening to the steady breathing of Lian, Iris cautiously called out to him. Lian, deeply asleep, showed no reaction.
"..."
Iris pressed her ear to Lian's back, savoring the steady thump of his heartbeat. Since escaping the arena, she had nightmares almost every night.
In her dreams, her sword pierced Lian's heart, and he ended up cold and lifeless.
She would stand over his stiffening body in a makeshift graveyard, vomiting from the stench, crying her heart out.
During such times, Iris obsessively sought out Lian. Her sensitive senses could detect his heartbeat just by being in the same space.
Iris blinked slowly.
As Lian breathed, his chest and stomach rose and fell gently, his slow heartbeat resounding in a steady rhythm.
She stared blankly, then looked up at Lian's neck. Seeing his white neck exposed through his collar, she recalled an earlier scene.
‘It feels unpleasant.’
Cardishian was one of the territories ruled by the Demon King. This meant all sorts of cruel events happened there.
To survive in a place where unimaginable horrors occurred daily, one had to learn dirty and cruel knowledge.
Knowing such things might help avoid them.
Jess and Iris, lacking basic common sense due to their young age, took classes with other children over the past three years and learned much of this knowledge.
This included 'sex education.'
In a peaceful world, such classes might be approached cautiously, but in Cardishian, where one could be kidnapped and treated like livestock at any time, it was necessary to learn the basics.
Iris had no particular thoughts when taking these classes. If anything, she felt repulsed.
Most of the sex education content was about preventing crimes, filled with topics that severely infringed on human rights.
The information she learned to survive in Cardishian was just another piece of cruel knowledge. It suddenly came to mind because the rough sketches shown in class closely resembled Jess and Lian's situation.
The teacher had emphasized repeatedly that while forced sexual crimes could leave horrible scars, having a relationship with a loved one would grant the most precious treasure in the world.
That was how one would become true family.
‘...He's my oppa.’
If Jess and oppa became family, what about me?
She couldn’t understand the bubbling discomfort she felt in her chest.
Even if Lian and Jess married and became family, Iris and Lian wouldn’t become strangers. Knowing this, Iris still disliked the idea of someone else becoming family with Lian.
She hugged Lian's waist tighter, thinking about Jess and Lian.
In a dark room, Lian lay in bed, and Jess pounced on him.
Thinking this far, the word ‘marking’ flashed in her mind.
‘Marking...’
A mark left by a beastman on something precious.
They had a few classes tailored for beastmen as well. The information from those classes came to mind. Iris stared at Lian's white neck.
It looked like an untouched snowy field, free of any footprints.
“...”
Slowly, Iris released her hold around Lian’s waist and lifted herself.
Lian's quiet breaths grew closer. Blinking her long eyelashes, Iris lowered her head towards Lian’s neck. Then—
***
"Did I do something wrong?"
[She might have been trying to hunt you. The neck is a vital spot.]
"No way... right?"
Lian rubbed the clear bite mark on his neck, looking distressed. The bite was deep enough to leave a visible mark and could have drawn blood.
Though it would fade over time, the bite mark was so severe it would likely last longer than usual.
The cursed sword, sucking blood from his thigh, spoke excitedly.
[The fact that she attacked while you were sleeping might mean that. Now, even nights won’t be safe. So, you should sleep holding me from now on!]
"Why do I have to hold you while sleeping?"
[So if someone attacks at night, I can dramatically swoosh in and protect you!]
"Then there's no need to hold you. I could just put you under my pillow or something."
[You might forget in your sleep! Besides, sleeping with a sword looks cool!]
"Yeah, yeah."
[You should sit up while sleeping too!]
Ignoring the sword's nonsense, Lian left the mirror. Returning to his room, he opened the first-aid kit that had firmly taken a place in one corner of his room. He took out a large band-aid and stuck it on his neck.
The bite mark was so big that the band-aid had to be large too.
'I hope it doesn’t hurt when I take it off later.'
Thinking about the pain of removing a band-aid, Lian rubbed the spot he had just covered. The sword suddenly called him urgently.
[Partner! I finally figured it out!]
"What?"
Since Iris was busy coordinating the children, Lian had the room to himself. Answering the sword out loud, he heard an excited voice.
[Your relative bit your neck because of teething!]
"Teething...?"
[Yes. Remember when the red-haired beastman was teething on bones at the dining hall? They must be at the same age, so both are likely in their teething phase!]
"What you’re talking about happened three years ago."
[Three years ago is like yesterday.]
Perhaps because the sword had lived so long?
Its sense of time was warped. Sometimes it would call three years ago "yesterday," while other times it would act as if not being fed for a day was like not being unsheathed for ten years.
‘It seems like it just thinks whatever it wants.’
Shaking off idle thoughts, Lian stood up.
‘...Is it really teething?’
Though he knew Iris was long past the teething phase, it was easier to think she had started late teething rather than planning to hunt or assassinate him.
‘Should I look for teething supplies?’
Sighing internally, Lian drew and re-sheathed the sword. The sword whined about wanting more blood, but with less than a week left to prepare for the journey, there was no time.
After confirming his thigh had healed quickly, Lian left his room.
***
"Is everything going well?"
A heavy, pale voice echoed through the large hall. A girl with black hair and a white mask sat on the throne, looking down at someone with an indifferent face.
A man kneeling on one knee in the center of the hall bowed deeply. A long-haired man with a monocle spoke in a smooth, refined voice.
"All preparations are perfect. So... corpses will pile up like mountains, rivers will run with blood, and the continent will fall into the Demon King's hands."
The man spoke with rapture, as if singing a hymn. His monocle glinted ominously.
"There must be no mistakes, Erboan."
"Yes, My Lord."
Erboan, the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings and known as the Demon King’s right hand, smiled like a snake and bowed even deeper.
End of Chapter.
Chapter 108
Chapter 108
Even the Gag Resident Has a Weakness
As dusk fell over Cardishian, the city slipped into darkness.
Shops that were closed during the day began opening one by one for night business. Stores that sold different items at night swapped their signs and brought in their daytime goods.
On the streets, demons with bodies indistinguishable from monsters, wizards with deeply hooded robes, adventurers, and mercenaries roamed freely.
Since most shops were just opening, the streets weren't crowded yet.
Among the people hurrying to their destinations, a group of about ten, cloaked in robes, moved briskly.
No one paid attention to them, as it was common for mercenary groups or dark wizards with slaves to move in such a manner.
"..."
Leading the group, Lily pressed her lips together and quickened her pace.
Tonight, the executives and some members of Nest would leave Cardishian.
***
Nest had either destroyed or absorbed the small and large organizations within Cardishian. It had reached the point where Cardishian was practically Nest's territory.
All the secluded paths and hideouts within Cardishian were under Nest's control. Thanks to this, the approximately 100 members could leave Cardishian without causing a stir.
Noah, cloaked, scanned the clustered members, counting them. She confirmed with her own eyes that everyone had made it out but still asked Nero nearby, just in case.
"Everyone's accounted for, right?"
"Yes, I checked three times. We can leave as planned."
"Good. Let's move out immediately."
As soon as Noah finished speaking, the group of about 100 began to move. At first, they moved together, but as time passed, they split up.
The group of 100 split into ten smaller groups, walking at a distance as if they weren't together.
Having too large a group made it difficult to respond to accidents. Thus, Noah divided them into ten groups and assigned at least two executives to each.
"Lian, if it gets tough, don't hesitate to tell me."
Lian was with Noah in the rearmost group, the most dangerous as they had just left Cardishian.
Despite thinking of Lian as fragile as glass, Noah placed him in the most dangerous group due to Lily's insistence.
'As your sister, I need to protect you!'
Lily's voice, arguing that nowhere would be safer than by Noah's side, echoed in Noah's ears.
Noah, not wanting to feel the helplessness of the past again, agreed with Lily.
"Uh, okay. I'll let you know if it gets tough."
"..."
Noah pursed her lips at Lian's evasive response and averted gaze.
'Why is he avoiding me?'
Since the day Lian coughed up blood and passed out, he had kept a subtle distance from Noah.
He didn’t avoid conversations but often couldn’t meet her gaze or seemed to flinch away when touched, as if burned.
'Was he upset because I hid my gender?'
Feeling hurt by Lian's avoidance, Noah wore a sullen expression. Lian, noticing, took out a candy from his bag and handed it to her.
"Noah, if you're feeling down, have this."
"..."
Noah interpreted Lian's gesture differently.
'Lian is kind, so he's looking out for me even though he dislikes me.'
As Noah busied herself with such thoughts, Lian focused intently on the dirt path.
‘Ugh... please stop, stop thinking about it...!’
Having no experience with women and hindered by the gag filter, Lian, who had never seen a woman's body, found 'that scene' extremely stimulating.
On top of that, the scene shocked Lian, who had only seen Noah as a same-gender friend. The memory of 'that scene' tormented him constantly.
Lian glanced at Noah and sighed internally.
‘She’s so obvious. How did I not notice until now?’
Even with the use of magical tools to maintain a masculine appearance, Noah often showed subtly feminine behaviors.
She would instinctively support her chest or unconsciously tilt her head with a cute expression.
While the former might be evidence, the latter was influenced by Lian's own bias, though he didn’t realize it.
As Lian inwardly struggled, he thought seriously.
‘Whether Noah is a woman or a man doesn’t change the fact that we're friends. I should stop focusing on Noah being a woman.’
Every time he repeated this to himself, mini-Lians in his head would protest with signs saying, ‘How can a man and a woman just be friends?’
No matter how much he tried to ignore it, once he began seeing Noah as a 'pretty and cute woman,' all efforts were in vain.
Amidst the awkward atmosphere, the journey continued.
***
Contrary to initial worries, the journey was smoother than expected. Though they encountered monsters and bandits, the executives handled them promptly.
At night, when it became much more dangerous, the groups that traveled separately gathered in a spacious clearing to sleep.
The busiest were the executives. They had to check for injured or sick members and ensure no one had strayed before reporting to Lily.
Noah, leading Lian's group, also checked their status as soon as they settled in a clearing.
Soon, a large bonfire was built in the clearing. From the dimensional bag, a giant pot was taken out, filled with water, and soup was prepared.
Meals were served in the morning and evening, before sleeping and after waking, so about 100 people had to eat at once.
With so many mouths to feed, the quantity had to be substantial. As the savory aroma filled the air, Lian swallowed the saliva pooling in his mouth.
Growl!
His stomach, stimulated by the smell of food, growled for sustenance. A long line formed in front of the pot. The wooden bowls were filled with hot soup.
The meat they hunted on the way was abundant, making the soup hearty.
‘I should go line up.’
Just as Lian headed for the end of the line, Noah approached him, holding two bowls of soup.
"Noah, are you going to eat two bowls?"
Lian’s eyes widened in surprise.
With limited food supplies, they had to distribute the food equally to make it last.
Knowing this, Noah, who stressed fairness, taking two bowls was shocking.
Noah handed one bowl to Lian.
"I got yours too. Let's eat together."
"Ah, okay."
As Noah smiled, Lian, as if enchanted by a fairy, nodded and followed her.
"..."
Iris, in another group, narrowed her eyes at Lian and Noah but did nothing more.
For sudden attacks, meals had to be taken within groups. Iris ate her soup with a displeased look.
At that moment, Lian and Noah sat where their group gathered. Since everyone else was still in line, it was just the two of them.
There was no need to wait for everyone to start eating, so Lian and Noah began their meal. They drank the soup like tea by tilting their bowls.
When a large meat chunk entered his mouth, Lian couldn’t help but smile. By the time he had emptied half of his bowl, Noah spoke cautiously.
"Lian."
"Yeah? Gulp. What is it?"
Maybe it was because the hot soup relaxed him, but Lian’s voice, usually stiff, flowed smoothly.
Relieved by Lian’s tone, Noah looked at her nearly empty bowl and spoke.
"We walked all day today. Was it hard for you?"
"Hmm, kids younger than me are walking without complaining. Why would it be hard for me?"
"But that's..."
Noah thought.
‘What does someone else's endurance have to do with your own struggle?’
Pain is relative. What’s unbearable for one might be trivial to another.
Therefore, you must use yourself as the standard to care for yourself properly.
Lian's attitude wasn't wrong either. To integrate into society, one must be considerate of others and align one's opinions.
But continually saying you’re fine isn't sustainable. No matter how experienced or mature, everyone gets tired eventually.
So Noah’s heart ached at Lian’s words. She wanted to voice her thoughts immediately but swallowed them down.
"That's good to hear. If you get tired, let me know anytime. Oh, if you want more soup, you can have mine."
Seeing Lian's empty bowl, Noah offered her own, making Lian's eyes widen in shock.
‘That... that’s an indirect kiss...’
Lian’s eyes wobbled like an earthquake, then dropped to the ground.
"No, I’m fine! I’ll just... uh! Return my empty bowl!"
"Uh?"
Left alone, Noah soon ate the rest of her soup with a sullen face.
End of Chapter.
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Weaknesses Are Meant to Be Overcome!
‘Ah... you idiot...’
In the dark forest clearing, Lian lay under a blanket, muttering curses to himself.
‘Why are you acting so foolishly...’
Lian already realized that Noah was worried about him. He knew she was making an effort to talk to him.
Despite knowing this, his actions didn't follow his intentions.
[Huhuhu...]
At that moment, he heard the laughter of the cursed sword drinking his thigh blood.
[I know, I know!]
‘What do you know?’
[I know why you're so troubled!]
The sword chuckled and spoke in a suggestive tone.
[It all started after you saw that naked woman's body, didn't it?]
‘Ah... I shouldn't have told Gargandoa...’
Due to the lack of someone to confide in, Lian had once shared his concerns with the sword, who couldn't talk to others.
It was out of sheer frustration at the time, but hearing the sword's blunt words made him regret it.
[Huhu, if that's the problem, the solution is simple!]
‘Is there a solution?’
With a small hope, Lian waited for the sword's words. The words that came back soon surpassed his expectations.
[You just need to see it until you get used to it!]
‘...’
Lian decided to completely ignore the sword's utterly unhelpful advice.
[So if you do that, everything will be solved. Are you listening, partner?]
‘Yeah, yeah, I'm listening. Sure.’
[Huhu, I am indeed the most helpful to you, partner!]
Hearing the sword's triumphant voice, Lian sighed softly.
‘I should sleep now; we have to walk all day tomorrow.’
Lian pulled out the sword from his thigh and tried to reverse summon it immediately. At that moment, the sword transformed into a round ball.
Usually, it would return to his hand, but seeing it change shape startled Lian, who looked down at the smooth sphere in confusion.
‘Did anyone see that?’
Lian peeked outside his blanket. Everyone, including Noah, was asleep, and he could see the silhouettes of the people standing guard from a distance.
The campfires, one for each group, crackled brightly.
Pulling the blanket back over his head, Lian turned to the sword.
‘Why did you suddenly change shape into a sphere?’
As he looked at the sword in his hand, Lian froze.
The black ball had transformed into a beautiful hand.
Creak.
Lian, like a rusty robot, moved his eyes to the warmth beside him.
[How do you find it, partner?]
A naked woman with black hair and red eyes smiled at Lian.
“Guh...!”
Lian instinctively covered his mouth to stifle his scream. He stared at the pale-skinned beauty beside him, petrified.
‘Why... why can I see everything?’
Though Gargandoa's pose hid the critical parts, it was still on the verge of being visible.
Normally, such situations would involve sudden events covering exposed parts, but nothing happened now.
His stiff brain creaked as it tried to find an answer.
‘Maybe... because it's not human but a cursed sword...?’
Since the sword wasn't human, it made some sense...
‘...That’s ridiculous!’
In the world of gags, similar situations had occurred, but exposure never happened.
Even trying to figure out what was happening, the scene before him made it impossible to think.
[It's something you'd get used to. Come on, touch me!]
The sword moved its body closer to Lian. The moment something large and soft touched his arm—
“Guh...”
Blood spurted from his mouth. About to faint, Lian was terrified at the sight of the sword licking the blood from his lips with gleaming eyes.
It felt like a dangerous situation in many ways. As he struggled to escape the blanket, the sword grabbed his wrist, exposing its upper body to his view.
“Guh...”
Blood spurted again. The sword blushed and moved closer to Lian.
[Humans eat dessert after meals, don't they?]
Uttering such dangerous words, the sword licked its lips. Its red tongue, as red as the blood on its white face, mesmerized Lian.
Like prey caught in a spider's web, Lian couldn't move a finger, staring blankly at the approaching red lips and eyes.
Just as they got close enough to feel each other's breaths—
“Lian!”
“...!”
Noah's voice came from outside the blanket. Simultaneously, the sword's form vanished.
As he blinked, unable to follow the sudden change—
Whoosh, the blanket covering his head was yanked away.
“...! I knew it...”
“Ah...”
Noah looked seriously at the blood-stained blanket. Lian snapped back to reality. He glanced at the spot where the sword had been and saw it had turned into a thin needle, like those used in traditional medicine.
[I couldn't let anyone else see such an unsightly scene.]
Lian was speechless at the sword's cryptic words. Noah's loud voice had begun to rouse the group.
Despite images of a suggestive tongue and white skin floating in his mind, Lian quickly stood up, knowing this wasn't the time to dwell on them.
“Sorry, Noah. I caused a commotion, but I'm okay.”
“Ugh...”
Noah looked at Lian, as if wanting to say many things but eventually bowed her head.
“If there's blood, it might attract monsters from the forest, so let me know if you feel like vomiting blood.”
“Ah! Sorry...!”
Lian immediately apologized and glanced around. The earlier scene overlapped with Noah's body in his mind.
“Could you tell the others it's okay? I'll clean up the blood.”
“...Alright.”
Suppressing her urge to scold him, Noah stood up. Lian was genuinely grateful to her.
“Sorry for the commotion, and thank you.”
“...!”
Noah's eyes widened at Lian's words, her face shifting through unreadable emotions before she regained her composure.
“Okay, leave the rest to me.”
“Alright.”
With a dreamy face, Noah reassured the others that everything was fine and to go back to sleep.
Meanwhile, Lian packed the blood-soaked blanket and took out a fresh one. He changed his bloody shirt and scrubbed his face with a wet cloth.
Soon, Lian looked clean again.
As the situation calmed, Lian glanced at Noah, calming the awakened members. His gaze soon dropped to the ground.
He found it harder than ever to face Noah.
He had imprinted new information about those soft, smooth, white things in his mind. This time, they had even touched his skin.
‘If this shows up in my dreams...’
Lian imagined himself secretly washing by the river at dawn with a pale face. It was something he never wanted to experience.
[Hmm, it seems one experience wasn't enough. I'll help you more in the future, so don't worry!]
‘No! Don't do it! Just don't!’
[Huhu, are you embarrassed? Even in human form, I can't hide my greatness.]
Normally, Lian would passively agree, but now he was too stunned to respond. The sword's 'greatness' was indeed grand and magnificent.
After a while, Lian finally managed to form a rebuttal in his mind.
‘Anyway! Don't transform into a human form again!’
[Running from your weakness isn't manly! You know a real man faces and overcomes his weaknesses!]
It sounded like something from a boy's comic, but it was really just a crude suggestion to get used to women through exposure to its form.
‘Still, no means no!’
[You touch me all over in my usual form, but you make such a fuss over a change in shape.]
The image of the beautiful woman with the red eyes and long black hair still lingered in Lian's mind, making the sword's words sound erotic.
Lian clutched his head, groaning, “Ugh...”
‘Don't think about it. Don't think... wait a minute...’
Suddenly realizing something, Lian spoke urgently.
‘Come to think of it, Gargandoa, were you... female?’
[If you mean the gender for reproduction, then no.]
‘Then that form is just arbitrary...’
[But yes, I am female.]
Lian collapsed onto the blanket.
‘That earlier form...’
[Is one of my forms.]
That meant the terrifying thing that touched his arm was indeed part of the sword's body.
Lian wished he could just faint.
End of Chapter.
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Potato or Potensian
After a night that felt like a romantic comedy, a new day dawned. As soon as the sun began to rise, people started bustling around.
They had a light breakfast and packed up the blankets used for sleeping. After covering the extinguished campfires with dirt or leaves, they split into ten groups and resumed their journey.
Noah's group, being the rearmost, waited quietly until the other groups departed.
“Yawn...”
Lian yawned widely, rubbing the tears from his eyes, having had a restless night due to the cursed sword incident. Noah watched him secretly.
Noah wanted to rush to his side and ask him countless questions and sort things out, but she restrained herself.
‘I promised not to push him.’
Julianna, with her rich social experience, had told Noah that Lian wasn’t reluctant to share because he didn't trust her, but because he was used to handling everything alone.
To really get Lian to open up, she needed to break down his defenses.
If she got angry and pressed him whenever he said "I’m fine," Lian would be even more reluctant to talk.
For that reason, even if Lian bled alone or showed signs of hiding something, Noah avoided asking. She intended to treat his problems as trivial, like he did, to make it easier for him to talk.
‘Am I doing this right?’
Doubt crept into Noah's mind, but she quickly shook her head to dispel it. She knew all too well that such heavy worries always held her back.
Soon, it was time for Noah's group to depart. Without mentioning the previous night's incident, she maintained her usual demeanor.
‘Grr... It's even harder today.’
Despite Noah's efforts, Lian kept his distance more than the day before.
‘It's all Gargandoa's fault.’
Having seen and felt Noah’s flat chest, Lian stuttered every time he spoke to her, his gaze involuntarily dropping, and his face heating up.
Noah’s normal behavior—no, her extra attentiveness—only deepened Lian's troubles.
Days passed, and they finally arrived at a new town.
They deliberately avoided smaller villages where their presence would be too noticeable. This town was quite sizable, serving as a waypoint for those heading to Cardishian, with a bustling population that masked their group of about 100.
They entered the town in staggered intervals to gather supplies and rest at inns, without drawing attention.
With so many people coming and going, there was no need for guards at the town entrance, allowing easy entry.
To prevent information leaks, they had agreed that each group would stay at a different inn.
“Ah?”
Noah, hurrying along, suddenly stopped. Everyone, including Lian, turned their gaze from her to the direction she was looking.
“Wow...”
“It’s all collapsed.”
At the end of their gaze stood a completely crumbled building. Given the town's wild reputation, no one was surprised. Noah murmured softly.
“We planned to stay at that inn...”
“It collapsed a month or two ago.”
A man smoking nearby chimed in when he heard Noah.
“Some guy, Potato or Potensian, got into a fight, and it ended up like that.”
‘Ah, one of the Four Heavenly Kings must have brought it down.’
The remains of an incident caused by Potensian, the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings, who had devoted himself to an outer god, were still visible on the way to Cardishian.
“The innkeeper moved to another spot over there. If you're going, head that way.”
The man exhaled a long puff of smoke and smiled. Noah, familiar with the local customs, flicked a silver coin to him.
The man caught it with ease. Seeing the unexpectedly high amount, he widened his eyes and grinned.
“Thanks.”
With that, he left quickly, understanding that the silver coin also served as hush money.
“Let’s hurry before sunset.”
Noah quickened her pace, heading toward the inn the man had mentioned. As he said, an inn with the same name stood there.
The first floor of the inn was a restaurant, bustling with people, with tables even set up outside.
“Haha! Drink! Drink up!”
“The first one to pass out buys everyone else’s drinks, got it?”
Loud laughter, curses, and the smell of alcohol and smoked meat filled the air.
“There was no information about the first floor being a tavern.”
Noah frowned in thought before heading inside. The interior was packed with busy staff and full tables.
Fortunately, there was a clear path from the entrance to the desk.
As they made their way to the desk, some people eyed them, but no one dared to pickpocket since Noah held all the money.
“Damn it... what's this?”
“Haha!”
“You idiot, haha!”
“It's like a squirrel's stash!”
A man who had managed to pickpocket someone found his loot was just a bag of acorns and scowled.
“Ah! My acorns...!”
Ribon, the youngest in the group, looked at the rough men in surprise. As she reflexively moved towards the table, dragging Lian with her, the man glared at her.
“What’s with this garbage?!”
Angry at being mocked by his friends, the man glared at Ribon. When she swiftly grabbed the acorn bag back, his face turned redder with rage.
“Now you're getting robbed by a kid.”
“Some master thief you are, haha!”
The man, who had been bragging about robbing a great dark wizard’s house, couldn’t have been more humiliated.
“Ribon, let’s go. Noah’s got a room.”
“Okay!”
At Noah’s signal, Lian quickly pulled Ribon away. The man drew his sword from his waist.
Shing!
“Stop there! You’re making a fool of me...!”
“Ah! Get out of the way!”
The man stood up suddenly, knocking into a waitress carrying twelve glasses of beer.
Crash!
The man, drenched in beer, fell to the floor.
“Damn it! You bastards!”
Furious, the man swung his sword, aiming at the waitress who had collided with him. Just as he was about to strike—
Thud.
“...?”
Someone grabbed his shoulder. He turned his red face to see a group of muscular men grinning wickedly.
“You knocked over our drinks?”
“What?”
“What’s what? ‘What’ is the name of your house slave, you jerk.”
Angry from waiting long for their drinks, the men took the opportunity to drag the sword-wielding man outside.
In the midst of this comedic scene created by the gag filter, Noah’s group went upstairs without further issue.
The group of eight, regardless of gender or age, stayed in one room. It was unavoidable, given the dangers of the Demon King’s territory.
“It’s inconvenient, but this is the best option for now, so please understand.”
Everyone knew how dangerous the Demon King’s land was, so no one complained.
“Let’s eat in the room to avoid the chaos outside.”
“Yes.”
“I’ll go get the food.”
Loyal but weaker members volunteered to get the food. With many mouths to feed, about half, including Noah, went to fetch food.
Noah grabbed an empty bag to purchase additional supplies. Though they had brought a dimensional bag, it was too valuable to flaunt around recklessly.
“I’ll be back. Lian, keep an eye on things.”
“Uh, okay...”
Noah awkwardly smiled at Lian, who couldn't meet her eyes, and left the room.
‘Let’s be quick.’
Although she had witnessed Lian's strength several times, she couldn't help but worry. Noah quickly left the inn and headed to the night market.
Knowing exactly what she needed, the shopping went swiftly. She exchanged brief nods with other team members she encountered.
With her bag now heavy, Noah returned to the inn. The dining tables on the first floor were less crowded now that mealtime had passed. As she walked through the restaurant to head upstairs—
“Sniff... sniff...”
She heard a woman sobbing. Her gaze instinctively turned toward the sound.
A woman was crying into a table, while another woman, presumably her friend, patted her back.
“I treated him so well... sniff, sob...”
“I told you he was acting strange.”
“I thought it wasn’t true...”
“Oh, just eat. Eat and forget about it.”
“Okay...”
“Come on, eat this and relieve your stress. Then start fresh tomorrow, okay?”
“Alright... let’s do it!”
The two women, who seemed to be mercenaries, started chugging their drinks. Noah’s gaze lingered on their emptying glasses.
‘Why do they drink something that tastes so bad?’
End of Chapter.
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The Day Before the Incident
Out of curiosity, Noah had tried beer once after seeing others drink it so eagerly. The bitterness was so intense she had spat it out halfway.
‘Does it really relieve stress?’
The thought sparked her curiosity, but she quickly brushed it off. As a fugitive, she couldn’t afford the luxury of drinking. Noah set aside her curiosity and headed upstairs.
After confirming the room number, she unlocked the door and entered. Everyone had collapsed into the beds, fast asleep. They had been traveling for days with only brief naps, so they were utterly exhausted.
Ribon, however, seemed reluctant to sleep, shaking her head to fight off her heavy eyelids.
“...? Where’s Lian?”
“Lian oppa... went to wash up.”
Ribon, who had been dozing off, pointed to the bathroom. Noah nodded and set down her heavy bag.
‘I’ll distribute the supplies tomorrow.’
Noah kept the money and valuables, but simple items like food and blankets were carried by each individual.
They could transport everything in a dimensional bag, but having basic supplies on hand was crucial in case they got separated during an emergency.
Noah dusted off her robe by the window and hung it on a hook inside the room. Then she placed her rolled-up blanket on her bed.
The room was the cheapest available, so all the bunk beds were made of cheap wood with straw mattresses covered by cloth. There were no pillows, so they had to use rolled-up blankets instead.
Lian’s bed was the upper bunk above Noah's, as the other beds were occupied.
‘I should check for any dangerous presences.’
To sleep peacefully through the night, Noah decided to perform a quick check. She discreetly spread her magical energy.
She could clearly sense the breathing of her companions sleeping nearby and Ribon’s sleepy movements.
Her magical energy extended beyond the room to the hallway. As she focused and tried to spread her energy to the upper and lower floors—
“...!?”
A horrifying scene flashed in her mind. Noah, her face pale with shock, hurriedly moved to the bathroom where Lian was.
Thud, the doorknob broke as she turned it. Deeply asleep, the others didn’t notice the noise. Only Ribon woke briefly, looked around, and then fell back to sleep.
“Wh-what? Noah?”
“You...”
And so, Noah was the only one to witness Lian slashing his wrist.
***
A little earlier, when Noah had just reached the room, Lian had summoned the sword to feed it his blood.
[Partner, so today too—]
‘...If you transform into a woman, I won’t summon you for a week.’
[...! Instead of rewarding me for my efforts for you!]
‘I don’t need such efforts!’
After the sword promised not to transform into a woman, Lian fed Gargandoa his sweet blood.
[Mmm, yes, this is it! Ahh... it fills my body...]
‘Please, stop saying weird things and just eat quietly!’
[You’re sensitive today, partner. Ah, is it that time? Humans get sensitive during their mating season.]
‘Where do you learn such weird knowledge?’
[Huhu, curious about my wellspring of wisdom? Well, if you insist, I must tell you! It’s—]
‘I’m not curious.’
Not wanting to hear the sword’s exaggerated history, Lian shook his head firmly and began to wash up.
Since it was the cheapest room, there was no shower. He thoroughly washed his hands, feet, and face, and wiped his body with a wet cloth.
Thanks to frequent river baths during their journey, he wasn’t as dirty as he expected.
While washing his hands, Lian’s gaze fell on the back of his left hand.
‘What would happen if I cut this hand with Gargandoa?’
What would happen if the cursed sword, seemingly the opposite of divine power, pierced the divine seal?
It was a trivial curiosity. He thought the sword would explain why it shouldn’t be done.
“Let’s see...”
Lian pulled the sword from his thigh and transformed it into a dagger for easier handling.
[Why are you pulling me out already? I’m still hungry!]
‘Just wait a moment.’
Lian brought the sword to the back of his left hand. He didn’t intend to stab it. He just wanted to bring it close to the seal to see if it would trigger any reaction.
As the sword neared the divine seal—
Flash!
The divine seal started to glow brilliantly.
[Aaah! Hot! It’s hot!]
“Wait, hold on..!”
Swoosh!
Startled by the pain, the sword twisted and inadvertently slashed Lian’s wrist. Though the wound wasn’t deep, blood began to flow.
“Ah, damn... my clothes will get dirty—”
Before he could finish his sentence—
Thud.
The locked bathroom door was forcibly opened. Noah, pale as a sheet, stared at Lian’s wrist and the sword.
‘Crap.’
Even with his skewed worldview from living in the gag world, Lian knew how bad it looked to be slashing his wrist with a sword. He glanced at Noah in panic and urgently spoke to Gargandoa.
‘Gargandoa, if you drink any more blood, you might never get to drink again!’
[What?!]
Slightly licking Lian’s blood, the sword halted at his words. Blood that had been absorbed dripped from the blade.
“Lian... you...”
“Uh, well... um...”
Lian’s eyes darted around, unable to form a coherent sentence, making Noah grit her teeth. Her face flashed with the same emotions as the previous night.
“Hmm… Hoo...”
Noah took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, then spoke with her usual expression.
“...If you need help, just let me know anytime.”
“Ah, uh, yeah! It’s fine, really. I made a mistake. The wound is shallow and will heal quickly!”
“...Really?”
“Yeah, um... thanks for worrying.”
Noah remained silent for a moment before handing him a first-aid kit and closing the bathroom door.
“....”
She bit her lip, staring at the closed door, then grabbed her robe and left the room.
Thunk.
“Hoo... Haa...”
Standing in the hallway, Noah took deep breaths. Her chest felt tight, and nausea welled up.
‘Wait, you need to wait. Just a bit longer... a bit...’
Until when?
Until Lian is covered in blood and becomes a corpse?
Those words echoed in her ears. Facing an unsolvable problem, her head spun, and her stomach churned. Pulling her robe tightly, Noah staggered downstairs.
She needed fresh air, or she might lash out at Lian.
♩♬♪ ~ ♫ ..
As she reached the lobby, soft music played, something she hadn’t noticed before. In the early hours, the place seemed to operate as a quiet pub, with many people enjoying drinks in a relaxed atmosphere.
Noah headed straight for the entrance, needing to get outside.
“Put it inside carefully. It's expensive.”
“Who else but me for careful handling?”
“If there’s any problem, you won’t get paid this month.”
“Oh, scary.”
By the entrance, a young woman in a white shirt and black pants was chatting with the innkeeper, who looked like a plump pig.
The woman hefted a box of 'precious liquor.' It was heavy, and she almost lost her balance but managed to steady herself.
“Be careful!”
“Yes, yes.”
The innkeeper turned his attention to other goods. Walking between the entrance and the desk, Noah and the woman inevitably crossed paths.
Noah, out of ingrained courtesy, stepped aside to let the woman pass. The problem was that the woman also stepped aside, leading them to collide.
“Whoa!”
Noah, well-trained and steady, stood firm, but the woman, burdened with the heavy box, almost fell backward as if hitting a wall.
Thud.
Noah’s hand quickly grabbed the liquor box. Her strength was so great that the woman ended up half-dangling from the box. After adjusting her awkward position, the woman hugged the box and spoke.
“Oh, thank you!”
“It was partially my fault too.”
“No, no. You were just being considerate. If I had broken this, I wouldn’t get my pay this month and would starve. Oh, I work as a bartender here. Let me offer you a drink on the house.”
“No, that’s not nec—”
“Come on, follow me!”
The woman, an unmistakable extrovert, led Noah to the bar. Ignoring her and heading outside was an option, but Noah’s stress levels were maxed out, making the woman’s offer of a drink appealing.
After hesitating for a moment, she reluctantly followed the woman, who eagerly beckoned her over.
Thud.
The woman handed her a white glass filled with ice water.
“Have a cool drink first.”
Noah sat at the bar, fiddling with the glass.
‘Drinking before a journey is not wise. It’s bad for the body.’
She recalled Lian’s warnings that drinking before adulthood was poisonous to the body.
Not knowing her birth date, she wasn’t sure if she was an adult yet. Even if she was, she had never heard that drinking improved health, so Lian’s advice probably held.
‘I’ll just drink this cold water and go up.’
Then, she could have a proper conversation.
The cool water would clear her head—so she thought as she gulped down the water.
As her throat bobbed twice—
“Pfft!”
The strong alcohol smell made her spit it out.
“Cough, cough!”
“Whoa? Are you okay? Can’t handle strong drinks?”
The potent alcohol quickly hit her head.
“Hic...”
She didn’t know it, but she was extremely weak to alcohol.
End of Chapter.
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Deactivating the Device
‘The world... is spinning...’
Noah blinked slowly as her vision swayed. Someone next to her was speaking, but she couldn’t understand due to her hazy mind.
“Here, drink this—”
A cold glass was pressed into her hand. Noah, with a dazed expression, lifted the cup and swallowed its contents. The cold water cleared her mind a bit.
“If I had known you were this weak with alcohol, I would have given you something lighter... I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s alright. I’m fine.”
No one who says they’re fine after drinking is ever really fine, but Noah’s tone seemed convincingly sober thanks to the cold water.
“Still...”
“Anyway... I’m a bit tired, so I’ll head back upstairs.”
“Oh... okay! I’ll let the chef know to prepare some hangover soup for you tomorrow morning!”
Being a place that served alcohol day and night, the inn’s breakfast menu included hangover soup. The bartender could tell Noah would have a tough time with a hangover and looked apologetic.
Noah didn’t notice the woman’s expression as her mind began to blur again.
‘What was I going to do? I’m sure it was... oh...’
Her thoughts were sluggish and fragmented. Noah groped through her darkened memory until she remembered her intention.
‘Right, I wanted to have a proper talk with Lian...’
“Hiccup...”
With a flushed face, Noah ascended the stairs. Her staggering steps and the smell of alcohol were unmistakably those of a drunken person, causing others to give her a wide berth.
“Ah, here we are. Hic...”
Despite her boyish appearance, her face was as cute as ever, adorned with a smile. She hummed a little tune.
‘It really feels like all my stress is flying away...’
Giggling, she opened the door and went inside.
“Ah, Noah! ...You’re back.”
Lian was waiting anxiously. Even though he had come out of the bathroom, Noah was nowhere to be seen. He looked like a father waiting for his daughter who had gone out at night.
Relieved to see her, Lian’s face quickly turned to confusion as he caught a whiff of alcohol.
“What? Noah?”
“Liiiaaann...”
Noah, with a silly grin, threw herself at Lian, much like Jess would.
Instinctively, Lian sidestepped, his hands covering his chest like a startled maiden.
Noah, left grasping at air, stumbled a few steps forward and stopped. Lian, his face a mix of panic, took a step back.
Thud.
His back hit the bathroom door, and he desperately looked toward it.
‘I’ll get caught before I reach it!’
Lian trembled like prey about to be hunted.
“Ugh... it’s hot.”
“Eek...!”
To make matters worse, Noah tossed her robe aside and began unbuttoning her shirt. As three buttons came undone, white bandages came into view.
Lian pressed himself against the bathroom door as if molten lava was approaching, his hands covering his mouth.
He prayed silently that Noah would head to her bed without noticing him. But fate was unkind today.
“Oh? It’s Lian... I had something to tell you...”
With a red face, Noah started towards Lian. He trembled like a cornered mouse.
Creak.
“...!”
The sound of salvation. The broken bathroom door creaked open under strong pressure. Lian hurriedly opened it and slipped inside.
‘Wait! This is a dark fantasy world!’
In a gag world, there might have been hiding spots like cleaning cupboards, but here, there was nothing.
Lian was just a pitiful prey walking into his own grave. He trembled like a mouse before a cat.
“Liaaan...”
“Uh, Noah. Calm down. Let’s, uh, calm down first...”
Pressed against the bathroom wall, Lian tried to reason with her. His efforts seemed to have a calming effect on Noah.
Thud.
She closed the bathroom door to avoid waking the others. Lian asked hopefully.
“Noah, are you feeling a bit more sober?”
“...”
“Noah? Are you okay?”
Noah suddenly lowered her head and crouched. Worried she might be feeling ill, Lian cautiously stepped away from the wall and approached her.
“Noah? Noah?”
Just a step away—
“I’m fine... ugh!”
“Lian!”
Noah leapt like a rocket and hugged Lian’s waist. He staggered and fell backward onto his backside.
Though he was hugged by a pretty girl, it didn’t hurt his tailbone.
‘Noah, you always think things through.’
It felt like a voice explaining that she had fallen to gain momentum echoed in his mind.
“Noah?”
Climbing up his body like a tree, Noah rubbed her red face against his chest.
‘Eek...’
Lian raised his hands in surrender, his eyes darting around. Having lived in a world where inappropriate actions could get you experimented on in space, his actions were instinctive survival mechanisms.
‘Why isn’t anything happening?!’
In situations like this, someone usually appeared to diffuse the situation, or the person involved would suddenly start making pizza in an absurd twist.
“Lian, Liaaan... hehe...”
But now, nothing was happening! It was bizarrely calm.
That’s because Noah had feelings for Lian, and Lian also had feelings for Noah. Light skinship during a budding romance was acceptable, even by a unicorn’s standards.
‘Why am I feeling so awful right now?’
Feeling disgusted, Lian momentarily regained his senses. He gently lowered his hands and grabbed Noah’s shoulders.
“Noah... it’s late. How about sleeping in bed...”
“No... no!”
“Ah!”
Noah, in a cute voice, rubbed her face against his chest. If she had been fully dressed, it might have been bearable, but her exposed chest bandages made it hard to stay calm.
Seeing Noah like this, similar to Jess in her childhood, Lian felt he might faint. His face was now as red as Noah’s.
The problem didn’t end there.
“Sniff...”
“...?!”
Noah suddenly started crying. Lian froze like he had been hit by a petrification beam. Her tearful voice broke the silence.
“Lian... you’re mean... you suddenly started distancing yourself...”
“Uh, yeah. I was mean.”
“Right, you were mean.”
Noah, nodding her head against Lian’s chest and rubbing her warm cheeks, looked incredibly cute with a pout.
‘Cute... really cute.’
Lian began to think of her as a cat that always clawed at him, now purring and being affectionate. It was the only way to keep his sanity.
As if sensing his thoughts, Noah looked up at him with sparkling eyes.
“Why did you do it?”
“Huh?”
“Why did you distance yourself from me?”
“Uh, well...”
Sweat started dripping down Lian’s face. Normally, Noah would have looked serious, but in her drunk state, her eyes only narrowed.
“...Won’t you tell me?”
Noah’s eyes welled up with tears, and Lian’s eyes wavered.
Do you know what happens to a gag resident who rejects the tears of a desperate pretty girl?
They face physical and social death. (Of course, only for women with a good personality.)
Facing Noah, who was about to cry, even more sweat poured down Lian’s face.
“Well, actually...”
In the end, Lian confessed.
“After seeing you in front of the bathroom... I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”
“...Did you start hating me?”
Noah asked with a sad face, and Lian frantically shook his head.
“No, actually, I found it cute, which was... oh.”
The words spilled out before he realized. Like spilled water, they couldn’t be taken back.
A moment of silence followed. Noah, eyes wide, spoke.
“Cute? Me?”
She seemed so shocked that her voice sounded slightly sober, though the returning drunkenness quickly overpowered her.
“Yeah, you are.”
It was like being hit by a hamster, puppy, or kitten who didn’t know they were cute asking, ‘Am I cute?’
“Very, very cute.”
“He...”
Feeling happy, Noah said—
“Then I’ll show you!”
“What?”
And deactivated the magic device.
End of Chapter.
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Gag Residents Also Face Trials
As mentioned in passing before, Noah’s chest was so large that it was a wonder how she had managed to hide it all this time.
Even the magic device couldn’t completely reduce it, so she had to wrap it with bandages.
Such a chest’s binding had come undone without even unwrapping the bandages. What happens when a tightly bound chest is suddenly freed?
“Ugh... so tight...”
Her chest burst out from the tightly wrapped bandages like a dam breaking. The white shirt stretched to its limit, as if sensing its imminent end.
The buttons struggled to fulfill their roles but ultimately snapped like humans facing a natural disaster.
“So uncomfortable...”
Noah scrunched her face and wriggled around before pulling her shirt off her shoulders. Then she yanked off the bandages wrapped around her chest.
“Noah, Noah! Noah?”
A loud voice escaped but was quickly swallowed with a deep breath.
‘Should I call someone by shouting? No, I can’t! There must be a reason Noah has been disguising herself as a man. I can’t let her secret be revealed like this!’
Reason said.
“Hoo, haa! Much better!”
“...!”
Noah yanked the bandages from inside her shirt and threw them to the floor. Lian turned pale, his body stiffening with shallow breaths.
Slump, Noah, now completely free, draped herself over Lian’s body, smiling broadly.
“Am I really cute?”
Bombs went off in real-time in his head. Mini Lians started fighting madly. The little reason left was being pummeled by instinct. The remaining reason yelled:
There are other people in the inn! Get a grip!
Noah is drunk! She’s not in her right mind!
If you’re ruled by instinct, are you even human?!
Noah is your friend, get a grip!
Those mini Lians were massacred when Noah tilted her head and came so close their breaths mingled.
The closer Noah’s breath got, the more the ‘reason camp’ mini Lians were cornered. They shouted:
What can you do if you lose your reason?
You’ve never even held a girl’s hand!
The cruel truth stung, heating up his eyes. They were right. Like a rock, he couldn’t even twitch his fingers, so losing reason would only lead to fainting.
That thought shattered due to the intense physiological reaction that surged without his will. New confusion filled his mind.
‘What’s happening? Why is this happening?’
Not reacting would be more strange, but reacting felt even stranger to him. Not because he was impotent.
‘This shouldn’t be happening. Why?’
In the gag world, physiological reactions only occurred during romantic moments with a lover or alone time. Outside of those contexts, a nosebleed was the most that would happen.
Noah and I weren’t lovers, nor was this a private moment. This was a situation where any reaction should be impossible!
Feeling a physiological reaction in such a situation felt like becoming a heroine who had unknowingly taken strange drugs and gotten excited.
Yes, my mind was in utter chaos. I couldn’t grasp the situation, let alone understand it.
“Huh? Lian... why aren’t you responding?”
“Ugh...”
Noah, with a slightly scrunched face, wriggled like a child throwing a tantrum.
“Wa, wait a minute, No, Noah...”
Her soft, warm chest jiggled against his. Normally, this would cause a nosebleed, but all it did now was make his face flush, without any further reaction. And there were no interruptions!
‘What do I do? What should I do?’
An impossible situation caused my brain to shut down along with Noah’s magic device. I felt like my eyes were spinning when Noah crawled onto me until our faces were inches apart.
“Oh.”
My vision was filled with her beautiful green eyes. She seemed annoyed that I hadn’t responded.
“Lian...”
Her sleepy voice and breath brushed against my lips.
“Why...”
Like a scene from a movie, her alluring lips parted slowly, her voice stretching like silk. I felt every part of me freeze in real-time.
“Answer me...”
Her voice grew weaker, her green eyes half-covered by her eyelids.
Peck.
The mingled breaths dissipated as our distance became zero. I couldn’t move, trapped like an animal in a delightful snare. Her soft brown hair cascaded over her shoulders, tickling my cheeks.
Noah’s scent seemed to envelop my entire body.
***
At the moment our lips touched, Noah drifted off to dreamland. Our lips stayed connected for about a second before parting with a loud smack.
Noah’s face limply rested on Lian’s shoulder. His eyes were half-focused by then.
The moment their lips met, Lian’s reason completely logged out. His body was now governed solely by instinct.
Lian’s hand, which had been frozen, began to move. Just as his much larger hand was about to wrap around Noah’s body—
“Yaaawn... I need to pee...”
“...!”
Ribon’s voice came from outside the door!
Time seemed to slow to a crawl for Lian. His dominant desire shifted to ‘This situation cannot be discovered!’
Perhaps governed by instinct, Lian quickly picked up Noah and headed for the entrance.
Thud!
He forcefully pushed the slowly opening door shut with his body. Since the door opened inward, blocking it with his body prevented it from being opened, even without a lock.
“Huh? What’s going on?”
Ribon’s confused voice accompanied the sound of her turning the doorknob. Her close proximity brought Lian back to his senses.
“Uh, Ribon, I’m still in here.”
“Huh? Oppa? I need to pee...”
“Okay! I’ll be out in a second, just wait!”
Lian, his face urgent, looked at Noah in his arms. He tried to wake her, but his eyes involuntarily went to her lips. His face flushed, and his body stiffened.
“Oppa... hurry...”
“Okay!”
Ribon’s urging brought him back to his senses. Despite the enormity of what had just happened, he had no time for small concerns now.
Gently shaking Noah, he spoke in a whisper Ribon wouldn’t hear.
“Noah, Noah... wake up, Noah...”
“...”
Noah, deeply asleep, only swayed with his shaking, not opening her eyes.
Knock, knock!
“Oppa—!”
Lian felt like crying.
***
Noah was dreaming pleasantly.
In her dream, she was a soft, warm, giant brown rabbit. Underneath her was Lian, saying, “I’m sorry, I’ll be honest from now on... And Noah, you’re really a cute rabbit.”
Like most dreams, she would realize it was just a silly dream upon waking.
“Noah... Noah...”
“Huh?”
Noah felt Lian’s distressed yet happy face in her dream fading, her consciousness floating. Someone was gently shaking her.
“Noah, when you wake up, wrap your chest.”
“....!”
The word ‘bandage’ snapped Noah awake. Her vision was filled with a brown cloth, like she was covered by a blanket. She tried to sit up but was held down by a firm hand.
“Uh... check your clothes before you get up.”
“Lian...?”
Lian’s whisper came from beyond the blanket, and Noah looked down at herself with narrowed eyes.
“...!!”
Her chest, slightly flattened by the magic device, was still unwrapped. She instinctively crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes darting around.
“The others have gone down for breakfast, so take your time getting ready. Oh, the bandages should be next to you.”
Lian quickly spoke and then released her. Shortly after, she heard the sound of the door closing. Lian had left the room.
With a flushed face, Noah hurriedly got up, wrapped her chest, and buttoned her shirt.
Years of practice allowed her to regain her usual appearance in no time. But her face was still red.
‘Why was I sleeping with my chest unwrapped? And why does Lian know about it?’
Noah grabbed her messy hair, trying to recall.
‘Last night, I went down to the lobby...’
She began to piece together the memories.
‘I helped the bartender who almost fell... drank strong alcohol thinking it was cold water... and then returned to the inn...’
Noah felt heat rising from her neck to her ears.
As she fully remembered last night.
“Ugh, what...?”
She completely broke down.
End of Chapter.
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Marry Me!
Noah’s shoulders shook as she gulped down a rough breath. This was the first time she experienced the sensation of her vision going white.
“What, is this? Uh...?”
Her sight blurred, and she vividly recalled the elevated emotions of feeling like she could do anything.
Remembering how she had thrown off her clothes and even unwrapped the bandages, Noah unknowingly screamed.
“Ahhh!”
The high-pitched scream, something she would never normally produce, showed just how confused she was.
Rustle, swish!
As Noah’s scream echoed in the room, a new white book sprang from her bag.
[ What’s going on? What happened?! ]
Julianna, who would usually just groan when stabbed, was startled by Noah's scream and popped out of the bag. She immediately approached Noah.
[ Are you hurt? Is it a curse?! ]
Julianna asked in a serious voice while checking Noah’s condition. Her face was flushed, eyes teary, and she was trembling with confusion.
It was clear she wasn’t in her right mind. Julianna, with a serious voice, pressed Noah for answers.
[ What happened?! ]
“I...”
[ What...? ]
“I did something to Lian... ugh...”
Noah couldn’t continue and buried her face in her hands before collapsing onto the bed. Julianna, who had been serious, went silent for three seconds then looked as if she had figured it out.
[ ‘Did something interesting happen last night that I don’t know about?’ ]
Julianna’s expression turned mischievous in an instant.
[ Noah. ]
“Ugh...”
Still trapped in her memories of the previous night, Noah didn’t respond to Julianna’s voice. Julianna whispered into her ear.
[ Did you use protection? ]
“Ahh! What are you talking about?!”
As if triggered, Noah shot up and shouted at Julianna, so startled that she even spoke informally.
[ Come on... really? It’s not true? I can’t tell anyone anyway, just tell me. Okay? ]
“No, no! It’s not true! Lian and I—”
[ Just? ]
“...”
Noah could only open and close her mouth, breathing roughly. Her head was spinning from all the blood rushing to it.
[ What did you do? If you don’t tell me, I’ll go ask Lian— ]
“No, no! You can’t do that!”
[ Then tell me what naughty things you did last night! Come on! ]
“N-naughty things...”
Remembering pressing her chest against Lian’s body, Noah clammed up.
[ What? Why can’t you say it? Did you make the first move? ]
“...!”
[ Really? ]
When Noah couldn’t speak and hung her head, Julianna’s eyes filled with amusement. Noah, who could endure any trial, was just a weak chick when it came to the trial of ‘love.’
“J-Julianna... what do I do? I made a huge mistake with Lian...”
Noah, on the verge of tears, began pouring out her confusion to Julianna, who had always given her answers.
Julianna responded with [ Oh, wow... ] exclamations as Noah continued her explanation, clapping her hands at the end.
[ If you’ve even sealed it with a kiss, it’s a done deal! ]
When Noah mentioned kissing Lian, Julianna cheered. Her emotions could be summed up as “The stocks I bought just skyrocketed!”
[ When do you want the wedding? Spring? Summer? Oh, will the ceremony be in the Empire? ]
“M-marriage?”
Just like how hearing the word ‘apple’ makes you think of an apple, the word ‘marriage’ made Noah imagine dating Lian, getting married, having three kids, living happily, growing old together, and reminiscing, “Remember those days, dear?” while laughing.
As the scenes flashed by, Noah stammered and mumbled, eyes dropping as she remembered something.
“Well... actually, my memory is fuzzy. I think we kissed, but I’m not sure...”
[ Really? Then I’ll go ask Lian. ]
“No, no! You can’t do that!”
Their argument ended only when an organization member brought Noah’s meal.
***
The journey began again.
“...”
“...”
A large, solid wall of silence formed between Noah and Lian. They couldn’t meet each other’s eyes or speak to one another.
“Oppa, did you fight with the boss?”
“Huh? Oh, no. Not at all.”
“But you’re not talking and looking away from each other.”
“We’re just playing a game.”
“That’s a weird game.”
Even the youngest, Ribon, noticed the awkwardness between them. The two friends had started seeing each other as potential romantic interests. Hearing Ribon and Lian’s conversation, Noah blushed.
Thinking about why she couldn’t properly talk to Lian reminded her of that night. Bored of the monotonous journey, Julianna floated in the air, watching the two with a mischievous smile.
[ Cute. So cute. This is youth. ]
After about a week of awkward and embarrassing travel, Noah and Lian started speaking again, albeit minimally. They were attacked twice during this time.
Once by a slaver caravan and once by mercenary bandits. Both times, Lian and Noah dealt with it.
“Wow... Oppa, you’re amazing!”
Seeing Lian fight properly for the first time, Ribon clung to his leg with sparkling eyes. Thanks to warning his demon sword not to emit an ominous aura, Ribon’s eyes were filled only with admiration.
[ Praise me more! ]
The demon sword, glowing from the rare praise, shouted. Of course, only Lian could hear it.
“Oppa! Oppa!”
“Huh?”
Clinging to Lian’s calf, Ribon shouted with a bright smile.
“Marry me!”
“Pffft!”
It wasn’t Lian but Noah who reacted first.
“Cough, hack, cough!”
She coughed violently, tears streaming down her face, as she choked.
“Boss, are you okay?”
Startled, Ribon rushed to Noah. Lian sighed in relief, grateful he didn’t have to answer the awkward question.
‘Marriage, huh...’
Like Noah, Lian imagined having two kids and a dog, living happily, growing old with Noah, and reminiscing, “Remember those days, dear?” before coming back to his senses.
Both Noah and Lian’s faces were beet red.
“Boss, did you see Lian oppa? He was like whoosh, whoosh! Just like a knight from a fairy tale!”
Beside a now-calmed Noah, Ribon chattered excitedly. Hearing “knight,” Lian remembered something forgotten.
‘Come to think of it, where is the knight who saved Iris in the original story? If possible, I wanted to escape with him, but... maybe that’s too much to hope for.’
Lian thought as he rubbed his flushed cheeks.
‘Since he took Iris to the Duke’s house alone... he should be okay.’
***
Two men in white lab coats sat facing each other in a luxurious study, having a conversation.
“Ugh... I thought at least one of them would come.”
“Originally, someone newly appointed as one of the Four Heavenly Kings was supposed to come.”
“Really?”
“Yes, but they were reassigned to a more urgent mission.”
“Damn... they don’t understand how important our research is!”
“You’re right.”
“Tsk, if it weren’t for the intruder, we wouldn’t have to worry about this!”
The mustached researcher stood and walked to the window. Beyond it lay a pristine research facility.
Inside the facility, a 2-meter-tall female spirit with black skin was chained by dozens of metal chains.
[ My baby... my baby... ]
The spirit kept crying for her child, tears streaming down her face.
Zap!
[ Aaaagh! ]
The chains sparked black, causing the spirit to scream. The man twirled his mustache and spoke to the spectacled researcher who had approached.
“Has the intruder still not talked?”
“No, but we did learn something.”
“Oh... what did you find out?”
“It seems he’s a knight from the Empire.”
“A knight?”
“Yes, quite a few items only used in the Empire were found among his belongings. His habitual actions also clearly indicated he was a knight.”
“A knight of the Empire...”
The man smiled broadly, revealing white teeth.
“He’ll make a useful test subject.”
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 115
Run! He’s a Gag Resident!
A laboratory with all its walls made of glass. The stark white bed was the only indication that it was a living space.
“Damn...”
A man with dark blue hair, covered in dust as if he had rolled in dirt, was bound with thick ropes and thrown into the center of the room.
He twisted his body to look at the neighboring cells. Children huddled in transparent glass rooms, displayed like museum exhibits.
The man gritted his teeth, trying to summon his magic to break free from the ropes, but something interfered, scattering his magic.
Click, clack.
Footsteps echoed in the long corridor beyond the glass cells.
“Is this the intruder?”
“He looks sturdy enough. We needed a human test subject, so this works out well.”
Two figures approached the glass cell where he was lying. One was a highly intelligent lizard-like monster, and the other was a demon with a horn growing from one side of his head, likely a low-rank demon from his rough appearance.
The man lay limp, listening to their chatter.
‘Human test subject, huh?’
His gaze shifted to the neighboring cell. A small spirit with sky-blue skin was crouched, motionless.
‘They needed a human test subject? Then why capture spirits?’
From what he knew, this lab had been gathering spirits so intensively that they were nearly extinct. The slave market focused solely on capturing spirits, not humans.
But suddenly, they needed human test subjects?
‘What on earth are they researching?’
He had infiltrated this place for two reasons. The first was to free the captured spirits, and the second was to find out what the Demon King’s research facility was up to.
As a research facility under the Demon King’s army, security was tight and formidable.
Thanks to thorough preparation, he had managed to reach the room where the spirit children were held, but he got caught by the last trap.
Grind.
The man discreetly cut the ropes with a thin metal piece sewn into his sleeve, his eyes glinting.
‘I’ll escape when I see an opportunity. Until then, gather as much information as possible.’
He organized his thoughts methodically.
[ Ugh! It hurts! It hurts! Mom! Mom! ]
“...!”
From a distant glass room, the scream of a spirit child echoed. The child’s face was grotesquely swollen. Other children looked up at the screaming child.
Spirits, though playful, treasured their friends. Pure-hearted, the children instinctively moved toward the screaming child’s room, despite knowing what would happen next.
Through the transparent glass walls, their worried gazes and teardrops fell.
[ Mother... ]
[ Mom, mom, Annie is in pain. ]
[ ... ]
The spirit’s song-like voice echoed sadly, but no miracle occurred.
[ Guh, guh! ]
The child’s face swelled to an enormous size, rendering speech impossible. The man fixedly etched the cruel scene into his eyes as if to bleed tears.
[ Mo...m... ]
With those words, the child exploded. Blue liquid, different from human blood, streamed down the glass walls. Even knowing that spirits would return to nature and be reborn someday, the other spirits couldn’t hide their sorrow.
“Collect every drop of liquid in the room! All spirit byproducts are useful.”
As the demon raised his voice, assistants dressed in protective suits entered the glass room. The spirit children could only watch their friend’s remains being collected into bottles.
All they could do was search for their mothers, trapped somewhere and crying pitifully.
Grind.
The man grit his teeth and etched the horrific scene into his mind repeatedly.
“I believe Melon was in charge of this experiment? Inform him that the test subject has been discarded and that a new one will be assigned, with a reduced dosage.”
Everyone in the lab treated the cruel handling of spirits as a matter of course. Such was the land of the Demon King.
***
Leading the foremost group out of ten, Lily muttered as she observed a cleared path.
“Who would’ve thought there’d be a path here?”
“Indeed.”
Lily’s secretary, Monica, nodded in agreement.
“How did Lian oppa know about this path?”
“Maybe he’s been here himself? Or got the information somewhere...”
“If it’s information obtainable in Cardishian, I should’ve known about it...”
The two exchanged light conversation as they quickened their pace. If they slowed down, the groups behind them would have to stop.
But they didn’t move recklessly. Leading the front meant they had to be the first to sense any threats.
While carefully observing their surroundings, they suddenly stopped upon discovering something.
Lily signaled the eight members following them to stop with a hand gesture, then hid in the bushes to observe the suspicious scene.
“Lian oppa said there would only be ruins...”
At the end of their gaze stood a man with a sword at his waist, guarding what appeared to be an entrance.
“No matter how you look at it, that’s not a ruin.”
“Indeed, it looks like an active facility.”
Lily quietly retreated and took out a communication crystal. She quickly relayed the scene to Noah.
“It wasn’t a ruin?”
Lian exclaimed in surprise, then fell into serious thought.
‘It was supposed to be a ruin in the original story...’
He knew that since he had changed the fates of many, he couldn’t rely much on the original story.
However, he hadn’t considered that the changes would affect the geography and buildings, only events and relationships.
‘For now, finding another path is urgent.’
Lian immediately took out a map and began to examine it.
‘The building isn’t a ruin, but the path is still here as in the original. There should be a side path described in the original. Let’s take that route.’
Before long, Lian deduced the location of the side path from the original story.
“Noah, let’s change plans and take a new route—”
Before he could finish his sentence.
[ Ahhh! ]
[ No! Stop it! ]
Crackle!
Lily’s scream echoed through the communication crystal, followed by silence. Noah and Lian’s faces hardened. Noah immediately contacted Nero, who was leading the second group.
[ Got it! I’m heading there now! ]
Nero replied in a tense voice and cut off the communication. Noah and Lian exchanged looks.
“Let’s get to the forefront as quickly as possible!”
“Right, we need to hurry.”
The organization members nodded heavily without complaint. They all looked ready to sprint forward with all their might. However, they were much slower than Lian and Noah, who couldn’t leave them behind.
Realizing this, Lian spoke to Noah, who seemed ready to dash off.
“Noah, you go ahead. I’ll bring the others.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“Of course.”
Lian smiled, causing Noah’s tense face to relax a bit.
“Then I’m counting on you for the rear!”
“Got it.”
Lian immediately started moving ahead with the group at a brisk pace. Before long, he found the next group waiting.
According to them, Noah had sprinted past like an arrow and ordered them to wait. Lian explained the situation and combined the groups.
‘Noah and Lily will be fine. I need to focus on leading the members to the side path.’
Lian hurriedly led the combined group forward. Just as they were about to merge with the remaining three teams, he felt a sense of dread.
‘They’re not here.’
Considering the distance between the groups, the next team should have been visible by now.
‘Something’s wrong.’
Lian, his face stern, led the group toward the side path.
‘I’ll move everyone collected so far to a safe place—’
Just as he was continuing his thoughts.
Buzz!
“...!”
“Gasp!”
“Is it an enemy...?”
“Mom...”
Before them, a black magic circle appeared, and something began to be summoned.
[ Grrr! ]
A grotesque creature, as if it had melted, appeared with a squelch.
“What is that?!”
“Horrible...”
“Everyone, step back!”
People screamed and retreated with pale faces. In contrast, Lian summoned his demon sword without changing his expression.
‘Hmm...’
Lian looked at the grotesque being with a puzzled face.
‘How horrible must it be to require a mosaic?’
[ A mosaic? Is that what you call that? I can’t see what it looks like, it’s all blurry. ]
‘Huh? You see it that way too?’
Had the demon sword sucked too much of Lian’s blood? It was half-using the gag filter. This would disappear if it were separated from Lian.
This meant two people were using the gag filter, a horrifying thought.
[ Screech! ]
As the monster crawled forward, wailing.
Sizzle.
The liquid dripping from its body began to melt the ground. Though menacing, Lian wasn’t particularly afraid. Nor was he comfortable.
“Ugh... disgusting...”
As the mosaic-covered monster made strange noises and crawled forward, Lian threw his demon sword in disgust.
[ Whoa?! If you do that suddenly... Argh! ]
Not wanting to be thrown like a stone, the demon sword spun in midair, striking the monster’s center.
[ Screech! ]
Splat!
Black blood, presumably, spurted from the monster as the demon sword screamed.
[ Ugh! Disgusting! Gross! Partner, save me! ]
The demon sword wailed, writhing. Normally, Lian would have wanted to punch it, but the image of the sword as a cute maiden remained in his mind, so he approached and retrieved it.
[ I feel defiled... ]
Lian always wondered where it picked up such language.
End of Chapter.
Chapter 116
Chapter 116
A Gag Resident was Released into the Lab
After defeating the strange monster, Lian urged his group to move faster. Though the occasional odd creature appeared, they were handled without difficulty.
'...! Found it!'
As expected, the side path described in the original story was intact. The path was wider than described, enough for over 60 people to move in a line.
Lian immediately handed a map, marked with the destination beyond the forest, to his lieutenants.
Though weaker than Lian, the lieutenants were not lacking in strength and would reach the next destination without issue.
“I’ll meet up with the others there.”
“Yes, return safely.”
“Please rescue Lady Lily!”
True to the nature of those chosen for their character, everyone expressed concern for Lian and the missing party with serious faces.
“Take this. It’ll help.”
Mukan, included in the group, handed Lian a fist-sized pouch. It contained medicinal herbs and bandages for first aid. Lian expressed his thanks and parted ways with the group. Once the group had fully departed, Lian began walking in the opposite direction.
'If I keep going this way, I’ll reach the ruin—or rather, the building Lily mentioned.'
The main road he initially walked on passed by the ruin and out of the forest, while the side path led to the forest’s outer edge from the back of the ruin.
Walking along the side path would lead him to the building where Lily had screamed.
'Perhaps the missing group is there... I hope everyone is safe.'
As Lian worried about his precious people, the excited voice of the demon sword rang out.
[ Haha! Finally, it’s my time to shine! With that kid gone, I can show off my amazing form! ]
The excited demon sword began transforming from a slightly flashy sword to a more dangerous one. A dark crimson aura began to ripple, and the gem in the hilt sparkled seductively, bewitching anyone who saw it.
The blade, which had a color similar to ordinary steel, darkened to crimson as if drenched in shadow. It was unmistakably a demon sword even from 300 meters away.
'Isn’t this too conspicuous?'
[ This is not enough! More dazzling and beautiful! Like an explosion! ]
As the demon sword shouted like a madman, the aura surrounding the blade surged wildly. Listening to the maniacal laughter of the demon sword lightened the worry-laden heart.
'Sure, do as you please.'
With those words, he looked ahead. With no companions to worry about, he moved swiftly, soon arriving at the building Lily had mentioned.
'It’s really not a ruin.'
As Lian examined the building, the demon sword gleefully dripped red blood from its blade.
[ Heh, I was waiting for that. ]
The demon sword, thrilled by Lian’s casual 'Do as you please,' made a pool of blood at Lian’s feet.
Squelch, squelch.
With each step, the shallow pool of blood made a squelching sound. Lian glanced at his feet, thinking, 'Gargandoa is being Gargandoa again,' and lightly dismissed it.
He trusted that whatever the demon sword did, it wouldn’t harm him.
'I planned to circle around to the place where Lily disappeared... but maybe I should ask those people instead?'
At the end of his gaze were two burly men guarding the entrance. Both were so large they could be likened to orcs.
'Yeah, let’s try asking.'
Lian began approaching what he assumed was the building’s back entrance.
***
“Hyung, someone’s coming.”
“They said no one was coming today.”
“But someone’s coming. Over there.”
“Who’s that scrawny guy?”
The two large men were twin brothers. Born with strong bones and muscles, they had built a notorious reputation as mercenaries.
Favoring fights where they could crush opponents with their massive strength, Lian, walking confidently toward them, seemed like a mere scrawny weakling.
“Did he take a wrong turn?”
“Looks like it.”
Even when not attacked or invaded, travelers or mercenaries often got lost in the forest and stumbled upon the side path, reaching this place. Since the lab’s location was top secret, they all ended up as a pool of blood.
“Hyung, can I kill him?”
“No, you killed last time. It’s my turn.”
Guarding the lab entrance was an easy but boring task compared to the pay. It was all the more so for the two who lived each day drenched in blood.
Had they not lost all their money to gambling, they would have been fighting on the battlefield instead of guarding this place.
For them, the only entertainment left was toying with and killing fools who wandered in.
“Let’s have fun with him together.”
“Don’t get too excited and smash his head.”
“Got it, hyung.”
As Lian approached close enough for his face to be seen, the two quickly agreed and locked their bloodshot eyes on him.
Squelch, squelch.
Though it didn’t rain, the sound of stepping in puddles was heard. Simultaneously, a metallic scent of blood hit their sensitive noses. Overwhelmed by an ominous feeling, they snapped to attention.
“Hyung...”
“What’s that...?”
Their gaze was fixated on the demon sword oozing dark crimson energy. They were entranced as if bewitched.
“Hyung, I want that.”
“...Me too.”
The brothers, whose mental defenses were as low as their brute strength was high, were quickly captivated by the demon sword.
Splash.
The sound of stepping in puddles thundered like a bolt as a pool beneath Lian surged.
Darker and redder than wine, the blood seeped up Lian’s feet and clothes, threatening to engulf him. The blood then shot up as if to consume everything.
Swoosh -...
The blood, which had soared to the sky, splashed down on the heads of the brothers and Lian. Lian’s clothes were now transformed into a uniform matching the demon sword’s taste.
The blood rain that fell from the sky ceased within five seconds. The brothers were drenched in blood, but Lian remained completely dry.
Under normal circumstances, the strange phenomenon would have made the brothers tense. However, they only stared at the demon sword with bloodshot eyes, completely entranced and oblivious to their surroundings.
“Give it! It’s mine!”
The impatient younger brother shouted roughly and swung his greatsword.
Thud.
“...!”
Lian caught the greatsword with his left hand, letting the demon sword dangle. Light as blocking a child's punch, the brother momentarily regained his senses. But it was too late.
Crack!
As Lian exerted force, the greatsword split with a crack, breaking in half. Faced with overwhelming strength, the brother staggered backward. Meanwhile, the older brother swung a dagger.
“Die!”
The attack aimed precisely at Lian’s neck.
Screech.
The demon sword, blocking the attack, deflected it. Though the older brother strained his arms, Lian was faster.
Thud!
“Ugh!”
Lian kicked him in the stomach.
“Ugh, blegh!”
The older brother, struck in the stomach, slumped to the ground, retching. The younger brother, who had regained his senses, charged with a fist but was knocked out with blows to the stomach and jaw.
Lian frowned at the two rolling on the ground.
'Why block with your hand? You startled me!'
[ Because that's what 'cool' truly is. ]
Leaving the demon sword to its strange sentiment, Lian spoke to the man looking up at him, trembling with fear and nausea.
“I have a few questions... Can you answer them?”
“...Hic!”
Lian’s gentle smile was angelic but seemed inhuman due to the absence of warmth. The subtle aura of the demon sword added to the overwhelming presence.
“I-I’ll, I’ll tell you everything I know!”
In the Demon King’s land, ruled by the law of the jungle, the mercenary quickly spilled all the information he had.
After extracting all useful information, Lian knocked the man out with a blow to the head. Then, using the demon sword as a shovel, he dug a hole and buried him up to the neck. Since he had given information willingly, he spared his life.
Lian dusted off his hands and headed for the door the two had guarded. The demon sword watched the buried men and thought.
[ 'If left like that, monsters will surely eat them alive... Partner has a rather cruel temperament.' ]
The demon sword proudly remarked.
[ Haha, that’s my partner. ]
“Huh?”
Lian, unable to understand the demon sword’s words, tilted his head, chalking it up to nothing important, and moved toward the lab entrance. Or tried to.
“Hm?”
Though it looked like a door, slightly recessed, it wouldn’t open. Even after a few knocks, there was no reaction.
“Oh!”
With a hopeful expression, Lian pushed the door. It still wouldn’t budge. Then he tried sliding it sideways.
“Oh?”
It started to move slightly. Lian applied more force, sliding it a bit more.
[ I’ll help! ]
As the demon sword's energy enveloped Lian.
Crash, thud!
The door slammed sideways as if kicked by a giant. Rather than opened, it was more accurate to say it was broken.
A door programmed to only allow entry to marked individuals buzzed and crackled.
{ Intru...intruder... }
The door, which should have blared an alarm, shut down silently. Lian, looking at the dented door, said.
“Turns out it was a sliding door. They should’ve marked it.”
With that, he passed through the broken door and entered the lab.
End of Chapter.
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The Wisdom of Ancestors
"How lucky."
"Indeed."
A woman with long hair dressed in a black lab coat and a bald man were smiling as they looked at those trapped inside the room.
"Ugh..."
"Someone, please help me...!"
The room was covered in white spider webs. People, wrapped in white cocoons, twisted their bodies in an effort to break free, but the threads were as tough as orc sinew, leaving them utterly immobile.
Sss.
The culprit that had turned the people into cocoons—a giant spider the size of a two-story building—lowered itself from the ceiling and approached the disturbed cocoons.
"Aaaaah!"
As the giant spider spun the cocoon around and spewed more thread, any small openings in the cocoon disappeared completely. The man squirming inside felt nauseous, like a passenger on a ship caught in a storm, and began to heave.
Satisfied with having neatly displayed its food, the giant spider meticulously checked the other cocoons. Once it was done, it climbed back up to the ceiling.
Thump, thump.
The soft sounds of tiny heartbeats quietly echoed. They came from the countless eggs attached to the ceiling. The cocoons would become a delicious meal for the baby giant spiders.
The long-haired female researcher twirled the end of her hair and spoke.
"The timing was perfect since we ran out of prey. It's a shame, though. I wanted to use them as test subjects."
"Aren't there a few left?"
"There are. But, they're rare test subjects, so they'll all be used for the main experiment."
She pouted, mumbling in a sulking voice, her sensual body swaying enticingly, though the bald man felt nothing.
"Using fresh test subjects could make you look years younger..."
The woman, appearing to be in her mid-twenties, was a witch willing to commit any cruel act for the sake of youth. No one knew her exact age, but the bald man was well aware she was over 100 years old. No matter how beautiful, no one liked someone rotten on the inside.
"Can't I just snag one?"
When she tilted her head and said that, the man shook his head and replied.
"It's a critical time now. The mass production of the 'weapon' is just around the corner..."
"True."
The man turned swiftly to gaze at the myriad of glass capsules.
The capsules were filled with a transparent liquid, and floating in the center was a black substance that looked like a dissolved life form. Eyes and mouths appeared and disappeared without any pattern.
"There's really not much time left until the weapon for the massacre is complete."
The man grinned with a face full of excitement. The woman, uninterested, spoke with a cold expression.
"Ah, I want to quickly finish my research and go to the city. My skin feels damaged, having seen only unsightly things every day."
She took a mirror from her pocket and began examining her face. The man composed his expression and spoke in a somber tone.
"Even if the goal is right in front of us, we mustn't slack off. This is the most critical time—"
"Don't you know talkative men aren't popular? It's so annoying."
Seeing her sneer, the man could only let out a small sigh.
"Regardless of anything else, you must manage the capsules meticulously. If anything goes wrong..."
"Are you implying that a half-completed product could be born? Do you think I'm an idiot? How many times have you explained?"
Pretending to be disgusted, she made a gagging gesture and click-clacked away.
Gurgle, gurgle...
The man silently watched the glass capsules, then turned to find his tasks.
"...Finally, they're gone."
Lian, who had been watching them, quietly exhaled the breath he was holding. He was observing from a ceiling vent.
[ Is it necessary to sneak around like a petty thief? Wouldn't it be more fun to just slash through the enemies, partner? ]
'It’s cooler to silently infiltrate, take out the boss like an assassin, and leave.'
[ Gasp...! You mean to hear things like 'Unbelievable! What is this?!' or 'When did they take out the boss?!' from the praises! My partner is a genius! ]
After lightly humoring the simple-minded demon sword, he confirmed the absence of any signs nearby. Then, he quietly removed the vent cover and landed silently in the lab.
Sss.
Moving as quietly as possible, Lian approached the giant spider's habitat, which the man and woman had been looking at earlier.
"Sob, sob..."
"Please, Lady Noah... save us..."
The voices inside were those of organization members he had heard before.
'How can I rescue them from there?'
Breaking the glass to save them was one option, but there were only 26 cocoons. Given that there were 31 missing people, including Noah, it meant five others were held elsewhere.
'I need to rescue them quietly and find the others too.'
Therefore, he needed to save them without causing a commotion. Lian quickly scanned the surroundings.
'..! That’s...'
A large machine was placed in front of the giant spider's room. Lian moved swiftly and silently like a flying squirrel towards the machine.
"Hmm..."
Faced with countless incomprehensible buttons and levers, his mind went blank.
"In times like this..."
After pondering briefly, he decided to solve it using a gag world mindset and started pressing anything randomly.
Clunk!
Pulling a lever turned off the light inside the giant spider’s room.
Beep.
Pressing a button caused water to pour down like rain inside the room.
[ Screech?! ]
The problem was that the water came from the ceiling. The eggs attached to the ceiling got soaked and began to deteriorate. The spider, confused, turned its head in every direction.
Beep, beep, beep.
Clunk, clank, thud.
As he pressed buttons and repeatedly pulled and pushed levers, the giant spider’s room descended into chaos.
The lights flickered on and off like a nightclub, and water poured in from all directions like standing in a car wash, only to stop and start again.
"What is this?"
When Lian pressed a red button that looked like it shouldn't be pressed, robots popped out from the walls of the giant spider’s room and started cleaning. The carefully spun webs were neatly cut and sucked into the vacuum.
[ Screech! Kyaaa! ]
The enraged spider bared its sharp teeth to bite the robots.
Crash!
When the giant spider bit a robot during cleaning.
Boom!
The robot exploded on the spot.
[ Screeeeech! ]
The giant spider screamed, writhing in pain. By now, someone should have noticed the commotion and rushed over, but... Lian’s pressing of the 'Noise Cancelation' button prevented anyone from noticing the chaos.
While the giant spider suffered, the cleaning robots diligently cleaned up the webs. This included the cocoons. As the cocoons were quickly cut open, the people inside jumped out and rolled onto the floor, terrified.
Had the webs remained intact, they wouldn't have been able to move, but the webs were already tattered and being sucked into the vacuum.
"Eek!"
"A monster!"
Frightened, the people sat on the floor, staring blankly at the giant spider as large as a two-story building. Fear had drained the strength from their bodies.
"Everyone, pull yourselves together and gather here!"
"...!"
That resolute voice snapped them back to their senses.
"Lady Pia..!"
"Oh!"
The people who had been sitting began to walk toward Pia as if they had found a beacon of hope. However, not everyone was awakened by Pia’s voice.
"Do not leave your fallen comrades behind. Make sure to bring them with you!"
"Yes!"
"Okay, let’s move."
Nine people, as if entranced, gathered their fallen or fainted comrades and walked toward Pia. Pia also lifted two unconscious children, one under each arm.
Having trained to some extent herself, lifting two children posed no problem for her.
'I need to find the entrance.'
As Pia urgently scanned for the entrance.
[ Screeeeech! ]
"...!"
The giant spider, finally regaining its senses, let out a long wail. Its black eyes began to turn red as it saw its ruined home. Extremely angry, the demonic energy in its body began to rampage.
Thud!
It jumped off the wall and landed on the floor. Numerous creepy eyes, thick and hairy elongated legs, a body adorned with vivid patterns, and teeth larger than a human torso were exposed.
Like sheep thrown in front of a wolf, they trembled weakly.
"Oh... Lian..."
Pia, legs weak, sat on the floor and began to pray with her hands clasped.
'At least save these children... I don’t care if I die...'
Having taken Lian as her god, Pia demonstrated the sacrificial nature common among believers, praying sincerely. By then, Pia’s face was soaked with tears.
Meanwhile, Lian.
"I’ve pressed everything I could... Where’s the button to open the door?"
He furrowed his brows, unable to find the door-opening button.
"In times like this..."
He drew upon the wisdom of ancestors (a fist).
Bang!
When he struck the top of the machine with his fist, it dented as if struck by a club.
Sizzle, sizzle...
Sparks flew as if the machine had broken completely.
Vroom -..
The door to the giant spider's room opened!
"Of course, hitting it makes machines listen."
Lian grinned brightly and, with the demon sword in hand, headed toward the door.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 118
Missionary Activities
The sharp fangs dripping with poison, the dozens of glaring red eyes, and the black breath exhaled from its mouth were all laced with venom.
Of the two children cradled in Pia's arms, one fainted from the shock, while the other was gasping for breath as if about to pass out. Pia unclasped her praying hands and pushed the children behind her.
Swish, she lifted her skirt and drew a dagger strapped to her thigh.
Thud! Thump!
In the meantime, the giant spider slowly scanned the prey that had been freed.
“Ugh, ugh…”
A man, terrified to the point of his mind going blank, sat on the wet floor, trembling. The giant spider's gaze stopped on him.
[ Clack! ]
The giant spider sank its fangs into the man's shoulder with such speed that no one else could perceive it.
“Aaaaah!”
Sizzle -...
A nauseating smell of melting flesh spread, and the man's shoulder began to dissolve rapidly.
Crunch.
The giant spider opened its mouth as if to chew and swallow the man whole but then closed it again. The crunching sound of the man's shoulder bone caused someone to wet their pants.
“Aaaah! Ugh, h-help... gurgle...”
The man's face turned pale yellow from pain and venom shock. Foam bubbled at his mouth, and his eyes started to lose focus.
Thud.
The giant spider dropped the man, whose shoulder was dissolving, onto the ground without swallowing him completely. His body, paralyzed by venom, trembled as if electrocuted, and blood gushed from his shoulder.
The air turned thick with fear due to the blatant cruelty. The giant spider was far more intelligent than an average spider monster. Though it didn't possess human-level intelligence, it knew well enough that its prey had nowhere to escape, and how to play with them to maximize despair.
“Ugh, you monster!”
A woman, terrified beyond reason into a frenzied state, rushed at the giant spider with wide eyes. She swung a longsword at the spider's leg.
Clang!
“...?!”
The spider's leg deflected the sword as if made of steel. As her face contorted with surprise, the giant leg, thicker than a human body, shot toward her like an arrow.
Thud! Crash!
“Ugh!”
She twisted her body at the last moment, but the spider's leg brushed her aside, sending her crashing into a glass wall. Blood pooled around her like spilled milk.
[ Screeeeech!! ]
“Guh…!”
“Aaaaah!”
The giant spider emitted a chilling scream, causing people's eardrums to rupture and blood to trickle down their ears. The shock was so intense that those barely maintaining their sanity collapsed, bleeding from their noses.
Pia, who was close to the giant spider, suffered not only a ruptured eardrum but also a nosebleed, yet managed to barely remain standing.
Clatter.
However, holding onto her senses had its limits. Her fingers trembled as she dropped the dagger she was holding.
'Ah, ah…'
She stared blankly at the giant spider turning its body towards her with eyes soaked in despair.
'Lian…'
In the face of impending death, she sought Lian. There were others who shared her sentiments.
'Please! Save us! Oh, Light!'
'Deliver us!'
They were all those who had accompanied Pia. As a devout follower of Lian, Pia had spread her faith whenever possible—not by aggressively proclaiming belief in the Lian faith(?)—but by helping those troubled and pointing the way to those seeking salvation.
In a world where cults ran rampant and temples committed countless atrocities in the name of gods, some viewed Pia negatively. However, being a disciple of Lian, Pia could use a bit of the power of the gag filter.
Occasional, miraculous events that should never occur would sometimes happen.
Even a small miracle could greatly move people's hearts. By now, those who believed in Lian had increased significantly.
Seeking a deity in the face of death was human instinct, so they prayed earnestly to be saved from this hellish place!
Even a sliver of doubt vanished like ash before death, and their sincere prayers turned into divine power directed at Lian. The faint glow on the back of Lian's left hand intensified at that moment.
“It's huge.”
[ That size makes it worth hunting! ]
However, Lian was too busy admiring the size of the giant spider visible through the slightly open door to notice. The demon sword, preoccupied with envisioning how to slay it, also failed to notice.
Swoosh.
As Lian stepped into the enclosure, the giant spider, which had been lunging at Pia with its mouth open, leaped onto the wall.
Thud!
Clinging to the wall, the giant spider rolled its eyes toward Lian. It was reacting to the ominous aura of the demon sword.
“Li… Lian? Ah, ahhhh… ah!”
Seeing Lian striding in, Pia wept tears of joy, as if saved by a divine being.
“Li, Lian?”
“It’s really him!”
Appearing amid horrific despair, Lian was the savior Pia had claimed he was. The one who keenly sensed this atmosphere was the demon sword, who lived to be praised by people.
[ Savior! That's not a bad title! ]
Wanting both fear and reverence, the demon sword began orchestrating a scene fitting the situation. The demon sword's aura coursed through Lian's hand and surged through his body.
The aura flowing into his eyes made the once subdued golden pupils shimmer like melting gold, and the magic that spread to the tips of his hair controlled each strand like a painting.
Lian, under the control of the demon sword, moved with the grace of a young noble who had received a proper education since childhood.
His lips, previously pressed into a line, curved into a graceful smile. The aura, spreading colorlessly and odorlessly through the air, soon came to dominate the space.
The groans of those writhing in pain, the sound of the flying robots, the creepy noise of the spider, the cries seeking Lian—all were under Gargandoa’s control. As the sound faded, as if someone had pressed a mute button, Lian's footsteps thundered in the silence.
Click.
Here arose a problem. The humans meant to praise the demon sword's masterpiece had their eardrums ruptured.
[ 'Damn it! Sound is crucial right now!' ]
Visual stimuli were the most provocative, but auditory stimuli couldn’t be disregarded. As the demon sword fumed at failing to create a perfect scene.
Vroom -...
Reacting to the prayers of the devotees, Lian's left hand began to glow brightly.
[ Ah! What's happening! It burns! ]
Startled by the sudden attack of divine power, the demon sword, like a time bomb about to explode, flung Lian's hand upward.
Flash!
Simultaneously, the back of his hand began to shine dazzlingly. The pouring light resembled stars descending from the sky or sunlight gently caressing a child's cheek on a warm spring day.
Under such light, his white hair swayed beautifully, and his splendid golden eyes sparkled with benevolence, seemingly inhuman.
Torn eardrums regenerated, internal injuries healed, and mutilated shoulders mended. The venom-decaying wounds regenerated, and those fainted from fear and shock opened their eyes one by one, imprinting the wondrous scene in their memory.
Even the ignorant knelt in reverence to Lian. As if it was only right for any living being to do so.
No one even thought to rush to the wide-open door behind Lian. They simply wept before the legendary spectacle.
Sizzle -...
The giant spider, made of demonic energy, writhed in agony as if burning alive.
[ Screeech! Kyaaa! ]
Crack, crack, crack!
Simultaneously, the giant spider's eggs attached to the ceiling burst like balloons, some even melting.
Enraged beyond measure at losing its offspring to mere prey, the giant spider unleashed its demonic energy in a frenzy.
[ Gyaaaaa! ]
The pattern on its back turned pitch black, and half of its eyes burst. Simultaneously, its oppressive aura intensified severalfold.
Sssss...
At that moment, the light emitting from Lian's hand began to dim. The enormous miracle had a short activation time.
The faces of those soaked in joy and hope quickly turned dark with fear. As the mesmerizing light faded, the frenzied demonic energy began to ravage the room.
The only consolation was that the divine power left no internal injuries. But it didn’t erase the fear.
“P-please save us... Please save us!”
“Oh, salvation… Please, salvation!”
The only words they could utter were pleas to the sole savior.
Swoosh!
Whether displeased by their prayers or simply wanting to seize the opportunity of Lian's weakened state, the giant spider leaped into the air, shooting threads at Lian as the light dimmed.
The threads, darkened by the rampant demonic energy, began to wrap around Lian.
Squeeze!
More rigid than steel and sharper than a freshly forged blade, the spiderwebs wrapped tightly around Lian, threatening to slice him apart.
“Ah, ah…”
“No!”
A suffocating fear descended.
Thud!
The giant spider landed in front of Lian and immediately bared its fangs, lunging at him. At that moment.
Rip.
Lian tore the threads apart as if ripping thin paper. Those who had been seeking the god (Lian) were all frozen by the surreal scene.
End of Chapter.
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Spreading the Seeds of Chaos
The very embodiment of 'Despair of the Human World' that could only be sealed even by the Dragon Lord. That was Gargandoa.
Gargandoa had slain tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands—perhaps even more lives than that. Even it couldn't count the number.
The more it indulged in the sweet, flowing blood, the infinitely stronger Gargandoa became. That's why even the Dragon Lord couldn't destroy it.
So, what about now?
Now that it receives an endless supply of blood from the Gag Resident?
An invincible demon sword that astonishes the Dragon Lord, keeps monsters cowering in their homes, and makes even heroes tremble has been completed.
"That's surprising."
[ Did they really think they could stop me with such a pitiful attack? They're 1000 years too early! ]
Before the ultimate demon sword, the giant spider's webs, known to be tougher than iron, became as fragile as cotton candy.
"Huh?"
Lian was taken aback by the giant spider's proximity, closer than he'd expected. Instinctively, he threw the bundle of silk in his hand right at the spider's face.
The enormous mass of spider silk, large enough to envelop Lian, struck the giant spider's eye directly. The bundle, harder than most swords, pierced its delicate eye with a squelch.
[ Screeeeech! ]
Like a person poked in the eye with a finger, the giant spider screamed and shut its eyes. Lian frowned at the spider.
'It sure is creepy up close.'
The demon sword, not replying to Lian's comment, muttered in a leisurely voice.
[ That's quite high. ]
Lian's right hand, which held the demon sword slackly, began to move. As if to demonstrate that the dark, malevolent glow was more enchanting than the bright light that had shone from his left hand earlier, the pattern on the back of his right hand began to glow vividly.
Respecting Lian's wish to keep the demon sword hidden, the previously faint pattern now stood out clearly.
Even those who had been searching for the divine (Lian) until just a moment ago stood in a daze, captivated by the radiant pattern of the demon sword.
Like swatting a fly with his hand, the demon sword swung from left to right. What seemed like a simple motion appeared strangely magnificent and beautiful to onlookers.
Everyone present understood that 'something extraordinary was happening,' yet they couldn't quite conclude what exactly was occurring.
As if to neatly organize the question marks filling their minds.
Squelch -...
The giant spider was cleanly sliced in half horizontally. The lower part slumped to the ground, while the upper part slid off to the side.
Splurt!
Blood gushed out from the split, and the blood, steeped in demonic energy from the rampage, was a delicacy to the demon sword, beginning to congeal in mid-air.
Ssss -.. The gathered blood was naturally slurped up by the demon sword. It was a chilling scene, enough for someone to yell that Lian was a servant of the Demon King.
Yet no one could think of Lian as an 'evil' entity. The light that had brightly illuminated this place, a hell just moments before the demon sword appeared.
As long as the warm, sacred light coursed deep within their bodies, they couldn't call Lian 'evil.'
So, what could they say about the terrifying scene that made their entire bodies tremble?
Pia, who considered Lian as the world itself, shed tears of gratitude without a single question, but others couldn’t help but ponder the same query in their minds.
Incomprehensible terror could turn into fear or anger, but it could also become awe.
They concluded that this inexplicable situation was because Lian was a 'divine being.' This explanation neatly pieced everything together like a puzzle.
Their fear equated to awe, hence their terror-stricken hearts transformed into those of devout worshipers.
'Huh, um? This isn't what I expected.'
Lian anticipated that having such a sinister-looking sword drink blood would draw repulsive gazes. Contrary to his expectations, everyone looked at him with sparkling admiration, making him maintain the demon sword without dismissing it, despite the awkward expression.
[ Mmm! The tangy taste is truly delicious! ]
The demon sword, pleased with the taste of the giant spider, shimmered ominously. That shimmer was so captivating that it left people in a trance for another reason.
The threat of the giant spider, the overwhelming divine power experienced for the first time, and the malevolent aura of the demon sword.
Those present had faced too many events at once, leaving them half in a daze. The only person somewhat sane was Pia. Hence, Lian walked over to Pia.
[ Partner, leave your body to me! ]
'Huh? Why? We already defeated the enemy.'
[ Now is the perfect time! I won't do anything threatening to the others, just trust me! ]
Feeling like the demon sword would throw a tantrum if he didn't comply, Lian handed over control. Instantly, the slackened atmosphere tightened.
Just like when Lian first appeared, the demon sword's aura dominated everything around.
Click, click.
The sound of footsteps, which the demon sword was eager to let echo, resounded in the silent space as Lian approached Pia like a painting. Those present felt a shiver as if witnessing a scene from a myth.
"Pia, are you alright?"
Lian knelt on one knee in front of Pia, meeting her gaze and asking. Pia, her face drenched with tears, panted in response.
"Ah... ah, thank you for your mercy."
Though concerned about her tear-stained face, her expression, drenched in joy, showed no trace of suffering.
'It seems their wounds were healed with the light, so I can just escort them out.'
Lian swiftly began gathering the people sitting or in a daze. As Lian began moving, Pia also stood up and started moving, quickly forming a group.
'Let’s take them through the passage I noted earlier.'
The vent Lian crawled through to infiltrate the building was used as an emergency exit in urgent situations, connecting to other secret locations.
'The problem is... we can’t get caught on the way there...'
Lian instructed the group to wait at the entrance for a moment and headed towards the area filled with glass capsules.
'These capsules likely contain those monsters I saw outside, right?'
As he recalled the melted monsters he'd seen before entering, Lian began glancing around. Those monsters were failed products, confirming they were similar entities.
'If these guys are released all at once, it'd cause a huge uproar; let's use that moment.'
Lian began searching for a button to open the glass capsules. There was no button on the capsules themselves.
'There must be a device controlling the capsules, like the one for the spider monster room... huh?'
Lian's gaze landed on a spot further away. There was a machine similar to the one in front of the giant spider's lair. Smiling brightly, Lian approached it.
"They say the ones we captured this time are useful enough to extract blood directly into the capsules?"
"What? Then the completion of the weapon is..."
"Right around the corner."
In front of a long machine resembling a bar counter, four researchers chatted away. Due to the machine's height, they didn't notice Lian approaching.
"Once completed..."
"The victory of the war will be ours."
While they were talking to each other, Lian quietly passed by the machine, turning his head and inspecting it.
"Ah, then I'll be one of the Demon King's army officers?"
"Of course. To manage those combat weapons long-term, they’d definitely need our power."
Lian, poking around the machines, noticed something and tilted his head. A glass capsule was placed horizontally. Transparent pipes were connected to both ends, linking it to the floor.
"I think I could just take the money and leave, but..."
"Then we'd have to kill you to keep your mouth shut, huh?"
"Hehe, our research is indeed that great and dangerous."
Lian realized that the top of the glass capsule opened. Opening the lid revealed a clear liquid inside. Uncertain of its purpose, he tilted his head and cautiously dipped his finger in.
Sizzle...
"Huh?"
What he thought was water turned out to be a hazardous substance, causing his skin to start melting. Red blood began to ooze out.
Wee-oo, wee-oo!
"What, what's going on?!"
"This sound is..."
"It's a warning sound indicating the materials are being supplied to each capsule without disabling the safety devices..."
"Why is this warning suddenly blaring?!"
Those seated immediately turned their attention to the machine, and those perched on it sprang up, trying to find their places.
Realizing he'd caused a major accident, Lian stealthily silenced his presence and moved away from the machine.
'I couldn't wake the monsters, but I managed to divert attention elsewhere to some extent.'
The hidden passage was quite close, so this level of commotion should suffice for an escape. Lian quickly moved and arrived in front of the giant spider's lair.
"Everyone, follow me!"
"Yes!"
In the grim situation, Lian’s decisive movement as if a clear path lay before them deepened the group's faith. The back of Lian's hand glowed brightly.
[ What's this? Why do I feel so unsettled? ]
Each time, the demon sword shuddered with discomfort.
Swoosh -...
As Lian was guiding the group to a safe passage, the crimson blood he had spilled began spreading through the transparent pipes into the glass capsules.
The small, horizontally-placed glass capsule into which Lian had inserted his hand was a device that supplied additional materials to each capsule.
Monsters awaiting the fundamental form of information started greedily absorbing the Gag Resident's blood.
Countdown to chaos: 5 -
4
3
2
.
.
End of Chapter.
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If You Encounter a Young Woman in the Lab Hallway, Run Away Immediately.
In a gray room, Iris, Noah, Jess, Nero, and Lily lay bound on beds placed at regular intervals. Gags stuffed their mouths, and magic-suppressing collars adorned their necks.
'It's all because of me...'
Tears, countless in number, flowed down Lily's cheeks.
'If only I hadn't been taken hostage...'
Jess, known as the Red Queen, Iris, who collapsed the arena, Noah, who became several times stronger upon awakening, and Nero, who trained under Noah for a long time.
While Lily being held hostage was a reason for their capture, another reason existed.
"Oh, I thought at least one limb would be gone... You're more intact than I expected."
A man with a slightly curled mustache quietly appeared in the laboratory. A researcher standing by the bed they were bound to, jotting something down, greeted him with a bow and spoke in a respectful tone.
"They're of that high quality. Materials like these are hard to find no matter how much money you have."
"Even if they are defective, they're materials capable of fighting on par with battle weaponry. It's only natural."
The mustached man grinned, baring his teeth.
"How fortunate, very fortunate. To have such high-quality materials come in at the end of the experiment."
The man smirked unpleasantly, tapping the edge of Jess's bed with his fingers as if playing a piano. Jess's pupils contracted in response.
"Grr..."
As she growled, the man's grin widened. It was a gaze similar to that of a housewife eyeing fresh vegetables or fish.
The mustached man, smiling slyly at Jess, turned his body to ask another researcher a question.
"How many discarded specimens are there?"
"At least ten."
Hearing this, the man's eyes widened.
"All ten were discarded by these?"
"Yes, that's correct."
"Huh..."
The man's cheeks flushed red as if he had encountered his first love. Excitedly, his mustache twitched.
What they were researching was a battle weapon stronger than a single knight of the empire.
A mass-producible knight-level battle weapon. Just hearing it conjured the thick scent of blood.
To create a perfect product, various trial and error were inevitable. Defective products emerged during these processes, and Noah's group fought against such defects.
Even though they were defective, they were still knight-level results of the empire.
While it might have been a struggle, it wasn't a total loss. The problem was the number of defects.
'Were those horrifying things defective?'
Noah recalled the nightmarish creatures that surged like waves. 'It,' with various forms like beastmen, monsters, and humans, was strong enough to defeat the Nest's executives single-handedly.
While Lily being a hostage was part of their capture, the main reason was those endlessly surging creatures.
Noah bit the gag, thinking.
'I can't just become a test subject like this. I must find a way to escape from here.'
As Noah's eyes glimmered with determination, the mustached man approached her.
"Hmm, seeing that your gaze isn't broken. You're thinking of escaping here, aren't you?"
"...!"
"But it's better to abandon such thoughts."
Up close, the man's eyes were filled with madness.
"Having faced them directly, you should know better! The strength of 'Inbisel,' the final weapon of the Demon King's army! Every drop of your blood will be used in the Demon King's final weapon!"
The man shouted in an agitated voice and then continued in a chillingly smooth tone.
"Ahh -.. now you understand, right? How great of an existence you're becoming."
Noah closed her eyes, suppressing the rising nausea. She no longer wished to face the filthy man's gaze.
The man, thoroughly excited, began to hum, extolling the greatness of the test subject 'Inbisel.'
"Even if its heart is pierced, even if its head is cut off, it won't die, and it can wield any weapon with ease. Yet, it lacks intelligence, ensuring loyalty!"
As the man continued speaking, the other researchers in the room had their eyes turn bloodshot. Imagining the glorious path before them, they became immensely excited.
"Such an honorable -..."
As the man attempted to speak his umpteenth praise.
Bang!
The tightly closed laboratory door burst open violently. Entering the room was a researcher, bloodied and pale-faced.
"...! What's going on!?"
The man's face turned cold at the ominous atmosphere.
"R-run -...ugh.."
The researcher couldn't finish his sentence and collapsed forward. His eyes rolled upward, and his body went limp, lifeless.
The atmosphere in the lab turned as cold as a morgue.
"Find out immediately what's happening right now!"
"Yes!"
They exited the lab swiftly, leaving Noah's group behind. The mustached man also followed them out of the laboratory.
And not long after -.
"Aaaaah!"
"D-don’t come closer! Aaah!"
Horrific screams echoed from beyond the broken door. The group, bound hand and foot, had to listen silently to the dreadful sounds.
Time passed.
"Hmm, is it not here either?"
A woman's voice was heard. Everyone turned to look at the person who had just entered the room. She was dressed elegantly, as if going on a date, with navy blue hair cascading to her waist and blue eyes.
The beautiful woman tapped her feet while checking her wristwatch. The problem was that her fists were covered in blood.
"Ugh... I can't be late. The stains won't come out."
She took out wet wipes from a small bag, wiping the bloodstains from her clothes. But as the stains didn't come out easily, she pouted.
"Oh! There are other people here! I don't know why you're tied up, but maybe you can help me!"
Saying that, the woman approached Noah.
"Excuse me, how do I get to Bucheon Station?"
Flooded with incomprehensible information, Noah's mind stopped working.
"Ah, you don't know, do you? Hmm... what should I do..."
"Mmph! Mmmph!"
Desperate for any way out of the current situation, Noah made urgent noises. The woman, startled, responded.
"Oh! Now that you mention it, your mouth is covered! Shall I help you?"
When Noah nodded, the woman clenched her eyes shut and, with a round fist, struck the bed's corner, shouting.
"Hah!"
Crash!
...The bed and restraints shattered into pieces, scattering across the floor. Noah looked up at the woman with a dumbfounded expression.
"Then, about Bucheon Station, I...?"
As the woman continued speaking, her face suddenly began to melt away. Noah, shocked, quickly backed away.
Sssshhh -.
The woman turned into liquid, spreading across the floor as if water had been poured. Unable to withstand the Gag Resident's blood, her body collapsed.
"This is..."
The melted form of the woman was oddly familiar. When the 'defects' they had fought died, they melted into liquid like the woman in front of them.
'That was close.'
Noah realized that the incomprehensible woman was a result of the experiments.
'I must get out of here as quickly as possible.'
Why the woman took that form, why she helped, and why she suddenly died were questions Noah had, but now wasn't the time. Urgently, Noah began untying the others from their beds.
***
At that time, Lian, having sent everyone out, ventured deeper into the lab to find Noah but ended up lost.
"Where is this..."
Due to the chaos overturning the lab, Lian roamed openly without encountering any researchers.
The experimental subjects that drank Lian's blood were rampaging, but he was only curious about the place.
Lian thought to wander around until he found a researcher to interrogate with the demon sword.
[ Partner, I sense several presences inside that door. ]
Lian immediately went in the direction the demon sword pointed. As he was about to open the tightly closed door, he paused.
'..Do we have to do this, Gargandoa?'
[ You never know when you might have the chance to shine like this again! I only want to show your, ahem, my splendid appearance when I have the chance! ]
The reason for the pause was the demon sword taking control to perform a grand move like with the giant spider. Lian could reclaim control if he wished, but since the demon sword began whining, he sighed and let it be.
Excited, the demon sword meticulously guided Lian's body, moving even his fingertips and toes with precision.
The demon sword had passed through countless hands, many of noble status.
Thanks to those memories, Lian moved with the dignity of a noble scion. His faint smile mirrored that of a noble wearing a constant mask.
Click.
The door, left unlocked by a hastily fleeing researcher, opened smoothly, and Lian stepped inside with leisurely steps.
"...! Who are you...?"
The assistants, handling chores inside, mistook Lian for an intruder at first but shivered like lambs upon seeing his noble appearance.
Among them, one was as astonished as the assistants.
'M-my lord?'
A knight of the duke's house, trapped inside a glass chamber, saw Lian's face and was filled with shock.
End of Chapter.
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Why Are You Here, Hyung?
Lian's gaze turned towards the children trapped in the glass room. Typically, seeing spirits that did not resemble humans would be shocking, but Lian had lived in a world where even ghosts and zombies possessed intelligence, so he didn’t perceive blue skin as odd.
He merely thought the children were sitting at regular intervals.
'...? Why are there so many kids here...?'
Since the walls were all transparent glass, it appeared as if the children were sitting slightly apart rather than trapped in a room. Upon closer inspection, it was easy to realize that wasn’t the case.
'Ah, they're kids captured as test subjects.'
The most common sight in the Demon King's land are slaves, and the place where those slaves are used like water is in the experiments of dark wizards.
Therefore, many of the children who joined the Nest organization were often test subjects. That’s why Lian immediately thought the spirits looking like children were test subjects.
"Excuse me..."
A hesitant assistant bowed deeply, clapping their hands together like a fly, and looked up at Lian.
Despite being half-overwhelmed by Lian’s aura, which screamed of a different world, the assistant attempted to speak.
'He definitely came from somewhere high up! If I make a good impression, I might snag a position as a researcher!'
Assistants under dark wizards were no different from slaves with a slightly higher rank than the test subjects. For them, the fastest way to climb up was to catch the eye of someone noble.
"Could you please tell me what brings you here? If you need anything, I’ll do my utmost to assist you!"
While some assistants were rubbing their hands together like flies, most were clinging to the wall trembling like barnacles.
In the Demon King's land, those in power are beings who can claim lives with a mere gesture. Therefore, the weak must prostrate themselves before the powerful, hoping for mercy.
Seeing Lian holding the ominous demon sword, instead of panicking, they were grateful.
Many had been torn apart for daring to mess with a powerful figure who hid their strength.
For assistants, someone like Lian, openly displaying 'I am strong and dangerous,' was a great mercy.
Thus, even though they trembled against the wall, they were residents of the Demon King's land.
Their desire for success was overflowing.
Seeing Lian not cutting down or toying with the assistant buzzing around him like a fly, the assistants, gathered like penguins in a snowstorm, began to approach Lian one by one.
'What should I do?'
Lian's original plan was to threaten a researcher to find out where Noah and the others were. He needed to subdue the assistant in front of him or use the situation to extract information... but the children trapped in the glass room weighed on his mind.
'Ah, could the kids be locked up here too?'
There seemed to be more than dozens of glass prisons in sight. The thought that Noah might be trapped here caused the grinning assistant's face to come into view.
'If I cause a scene, they might move Noah elsewhere. Let's make the most of the current situation.'
Having made that conclusion, Lian spoke to the assistant, who was now sweating profusely.
"I heard someone was captured this time..."
"Oh! If you mean the man, he's over there!"
"...!"
The assistant had no information about Noah and the others since they were taken by a different department, leading to a misunderstanding that Lian was referring to a knight.
With Lian's seemingly gentle demeanor, the assistants, who had been inching towards him, swarmed like bees. It resembled a scene where a CEO visited a research lab they sponsor.
The captured knight had been assigned a room near the entrance. As a result, Lian and the knight quickly made eye contact.
"...?!"
Seeing the knight's face, Lian's expression almost turned to shock, but the demon sword maintained his poker face.
As a result, Lian looked down at the knight indifferently, while the knight gazed up with a look of disbelief, slightly agape.
'Could he be the lord's missing son?'
The knight had three reasons for this misunderstanding.
The first reason was the combination of white hair and golden eyes. In a world where even white hair is rare, having golden eyes as well is nearly impossible. Lian’s pure white hair and brilliant golden eyes were significant characteristics of the duke's direct family line.
The second reason was the aura of dignity and grace emanating from Lian. The familiar colors combined with the duchess-like atmosphere led him to such a misconception unconsciously.
The third reason was his lack of knowledge about the missing lord's child's gender. If he knew the missing child was a girl, he would realize his mistake upon seeing Lian, but he only knew a child was missing, not the gender.
A closer look would reveal that Lian’s features didn’t closely resemble the duke’s.
The duchess had an image like a snow leopard elegantly hunting amidst a snowstorm. Her eyes were sharp like the sword she wielded, and her lips were always tightly sealed. She had the majesty fitting of a ruler.
In contrast, Lian's slightly downward-curved eyes gave him a gentle impression. His face suited a cult leader more than a monarch.
Though he realized this belatedly, the initial impression was so strong that the misunderstanding of 'the lord's missing child' wouldn't leave his mind quickly.
'If he takes after his father, it makes sense.'
The duchess had returned from the war unexpectedly, pregnant. Initially, rumors circulated that she had been captured by the enemy, but preparing for a wedding immediately upon return quelled them.
The problem arose when, as the wedding preparations neared completion, the duchess's fiancé did not return. Much later, the wedding was canceled, and whispers spread that the reason was her husband's death.
If Lian’s looks took after his father while his colors took after his mother, everything fit together like pieces of a puzzle.
The knight, having almost concluded that Lian was the missing noble, was absorbed in shock.
'What events led the young master to this state...?'
Faced with Lian, who appeared to be an executive, the knight couldn't hide his dismay. In stark contrast, Lian was inwardly thrilled.
'Oh my god! It's the knight who took Iris and fled to the empire!'
Thanks to the knight’s identical appearance to the novel’s description, Lian recognized him immediately. He thought, with his heart pounding.
'But why is he trapped here?'
Just as Lian was forming that question, an assistant began spouting needed and unneeded information. It was the act of a sycophant trying to win favor with superiors.
Due to the lengthy explanation, to summarize, the knight attempted to infiltrate the lab and steal test subjects but failed and was captured.
While the exact reason he targeted the test subjects remains unknown, it's presumed to be related to a great experiment.
'Wow, this is where 'that weapon' is made.'
Lian found it hard to regain composure from the new shock.
The reason the Demon King's army could sweep through other nations and push the empire to the brink of death in no time.
It was all because of the mass-producing battle weapon being developed in this lab.
Each one was stronger than an imperial knight, survived a pierced heart and severed head, and was mass-producible.
It was one of the reasons the Demon King's army could swallow most of the human lands. And that weapon was being made here.
'If possible, let's destroy these facilities too.'
Lian's goal was now to ensure the children, who had become so precious, could live peacefully. So, if there was a chance to hinder the Demon King's army, he should take it.
As a new objective registered in Lian's mind, the assistant mentioned a new fact.
"And as you know, spirits harbor the energy of nature, making them easy to alter in nature. Thanks to that, we could conduct various experiments."
"...Are all the ones in this room spirits?"
"Hahaha, indeed! Though it’s for experiments, acquiring this many was challenging. It’s all thanks to the help of great individuals!"
The assistant, thinking Lian was a noble patron, gave a sycophantic smile. Other nearby assistants chimed in, talking about the spirits.
'They kidnapped the spirit mother?'
Hearing another shocking revelation, Lian pursed his lips.
'So, the spirits weren't originally mad?'
In the original story, spirits were depicted as extremely aggressive and violent. Almost like monsters. But based on what he heard now, the spirits' ferocity wasn't innate but a result of the horrific experiments conducted here.
Lian silently looked at the spirits trapped in the glass room. Spirits, small in stature, fitting the term 'children,' huddled with gloomy faces.
[ Mom... Mom... ]
[ Sniff.... Mother... ]
The spirits quietly cried, seeking their mother, a pitiful sight that would make even a criminal think, 'This is too much.'
"..."
Lian silently looked over the dozens of rooms before lifting the demon sword. Like placing a knife on slightly melted butter, he plunged the sword into the glass wall.
[ It's been a while since I had to show my skills. ]
As Lian commanded a rather difficult spell, the demon sword spoke in a proud voice. At the same time, iridescent blood from the demon sword began to spread endlessly, as if intending to engulf the entire glass room.
Thud.
"Gasp, gasp...!"
"Ugh..!"
Startled by Lian's sudden action, the assistants fell to the floor or fled backward in shock.
Swoosh.
Before the fleeing assistants reached the walls, the blood began returning to the demon sword.
"Huh..?"
The glass wall engulfed by the blood vanished without a trace, as if it had melted away. The spirits, bewildered by their sudden freedom, blinked and looked around.
[ Ah! ]
[ Free, we're free! ]
Realizing their newfound freedom belatedly, the spirits smiled brightly and floated up into the air.
"Eek!"
As more than dozens of spirits floated up, an assistant sitting on the floor gasped and began retreating. His small scream drew the spirits' attention towards him.
[ Now we can... ]
[ Find our mother. ]
[ And avenge our friends. ]
The spirits remembered everything without exception.
The assistants who took out their anger on their friends, citing boredom or being scolded by a researcher.
The image of their friends who had to die amidst such violence.
Not a single thing had been forgotten. Their wrath poured upon the assistants was justified.
End of Chapter.
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Bloodlines Are Not Easily Hidden!
Spirits are pure. And because of that, they can be even more ruthless. Much like the cruelty innate in a child’s innocence.
Lian approached the knight, who was lying in a daze, ignoring the mosaic-like assistants. The glass walls had vanished, but the ropes binding the knight remained.
Kneeling before him, Lian transformed his demon sword into a dagger shape and brought it to the ropes tightly binding the knight. The knight flinched but showed no further reaction.
His gaze couldn't leave Lian's pure white hair and brilliant golden eyes.
Snip, snip.
The ropes, enchanted to absorb the magic of their captive, were effortlessly severed. When the bindings around his ankles were also cut, the knight was completely freed.
[Hee-hee!]
[Thank you, human!]
[Hehehe.]
Some of the spirits, having returned from exacting their revenge on the assistants, flitted about near Lian’s shoulders and hair. A few playfully tugged at the ends of his hair.
Despite their usual playful nature, their touch was surprisingly gentle.
"Can you stand?"
"Y-Yes! I'm fine!"
The knight, startled by the unexpectedly polite voice, shot to his feet. Despite almost collapsing from being tied up for so long, the return of his magic kept him steady.
'I don’t know why he was captured, but it’s best to let him go with the spirits.'
Though the knight was strong, without his sword and armor, he wouldn't be much help. It was better to evacuate with the unpredictable spirits than to be burdened by someone who might slow him down.
'That'll also make it easier to destroy everything.'
His values, a mix of those typical of a Gag Resident and his dark fantasy experiences, led him to such bold ideas effortlessly.
"Did you happen to see a girl—no, a boy with brown hair and green eyes?"
"Ah, ahem. No, I was brought here right after being captured, so I haven't seen anyone else."
"I see..."
Lian sighed softly, looking a bit downcast.
'Ugh, I need to find them as soon as possible. Maybe I should have kept one of them alive for information?'
Casting a glance at the mosaic-like assistants, Lian shook his head slightly. There was no use dwelling on what was already done.
Just as he was about to instruct the knight on how to escape,
[I saw him! The human with brown hair and green eyes!]
[I saw a red cat.]
[It wasn’t a cat, it was a dog!]
[No, it was a human!]
Hearing that Jess and Noah were spotted, Lian's eyes widened. He asked urgently,
"Where did you see them? Are they nearby?"
[Uh-uh, no! They're over there, far away!]
[They're going down that wide-open path!]
Lian frowned at the vague, incomprehensible descriptions. Then, a more mature spirit, who had previously mentioned ‘mother,’ approached him.
[The humans are escaping through a passage leading to the forest.]
"Can you see that from here?"
[We are part of nature, so we can see everything within close range.]
For spirits living amidst vast nature, the size of the lab was no bigger than a fingernail. It was easy for them to observe the entire lab.
'So they’ve all escaped! Thank goodness!'
Lian's expression brightened considerably.
'Now, I just need to escape.'
Once he escaped and destroyed the lab with the demon sword, everything would be wrapped up perfectly!
Lian looked at the spirits with a cheerful expression and said,
"Thanks for telling me. Now, let's all get out of here!"
He expected the spirits to jump around in excitement, but they shook their heads slightly, looking despondent.
[No, our mother is still here.]
[She's in pain.]
[We won't leave until we rescue her.]
Lian recalled the words of the now-dead assistants who had mentioned holding the spirits' mother captive.
'I can't just leave them here after coming this far.'
After a moment of contemplation, Lian made up his mind and spoke to the spirit, who looked sullen.
"I'll help you. Do you know where your mother is being held?"
[...! Yes! I know!]
[In a room made of stones that weaken our power!]
[Mom is crying... please help...]
Each spirit had a different way of pleading, reflecting their varied personalities. Smiling softly at their endearing forms, Lian turned to the knight.
"Ah."
The knight was taken aback by Lian’s gentle expression, so different from when they had first met.
'Was he just acting all along?'
The intimidating aura that had reminded him of the duchess vanished like a lie, leaving only a kind, smiling nobleman behind.
The peculiar discomfort lingering like a thorn in the knight's throat disappeared completely.
'There's no way someone of the lord's bloodline would be like that.'
With the uncomfortable feeling washed away, the knight was filled with eager anticipation and goodwill.
"Could you escort the spirits out first, Sir Knight?"
"Huh? How did you know I’m a knight...?"
To hide his identity as an imperial knight, he had dressed like a mercenary and was without his sword. Lian’s quick identification left him frozen.
'Ugh... I slipped up...'
Calling him 'Sir Knight' in his mind had slipped out unconsciously. As Lian hurriedly thought of an excuse,
[Heh, it's simple as that—...]
'...!'
The demon sword began boasting, pointing out various features of the knight. Lian followed its lead and spoke.
"Ah..."
The knight's face lit up with admiration, his eyes shining even brighter than before.
'Indeed, bloodlines are not easily hidden!'
The knight's misunderstanding only deepened.
"I can escape on my own, but carrying you and the spirits would be difficult. So..."
Lian gestured to the articulate spirit and continued,
"I would like you to take the rest of the spirits and go first."
"...Understood."
Though he wanted to stay by Lian’s side and protect him, it was clear Lian was stronger, and the knight lacked a proper weapon. He would only be a burden.
Lian rummaged through a desk and the experimental table, hoping to arm the knight with something.
He found a stored emergency magic tool and a sword. However, the sword, poorly maintained, had a dull blade. Still, it was better than nothing, so the knight took the sword and magic tool.
"Hm?"
While checking for useful items on the bookshelf, he pulled out a book.
Rumble.
The bookshelf slid aside, revealing a new space.
'Oh! An emergency exit!'
A helpful sign was posted on the wall by the emergency exit.
Though the exact destination wasn't known, it briefly stated that the passage connected to the outside.
"This is the way out!"
It was partly thanks to the gag filter, but also due to the spirits continually showering Lian with blessings from above. The accumulation of small lucky blessings, like finding a four-leaf clover, had grown into a powerful force.
"I need to find the spirits' mother, so please use this passage to escape, Sir Knight."
"Yes, please be careful."
The knight, as if responding to his lord's order, bowed with discipline and began moving with the dozens of spirits.
'With so many spirits, there shouldn't be any problem getting out.'
Lian turned his gaze to the spirit sitting on his shoulder. The spirit quickly flew ahead, as if sensing the cue.
[This way.]
Lian followed the spirit swiftly. After climbing several stairs and traversing maze-like corridors, he reached an ornate door.
[She's inside here.]
The spirit, eyes brimming as if about to cry, looked at the door.
"Wait here."
[But...]
"You said the spirits' powers weaken in there, right? Wait here, I'll be right back!"
[...Okay.]
The spirit nodded slightly and flew up to the ceiling, trying to avoid being noticed by others.
[If anyone tries to enter the room, I'll stop them.]
"Thanks."
Not wanting the spirit to be distressed by simply asking it to wait, Lian agreed and entered the room.
The furniture, as expensive-looking as the ornate door suggested, caught his eye first.
Click.
After quietly closing the door, Lian looked around to find the spirit's mother. Then, the voice of the demon sword came.
[There she is. They've done something quite interesting.]
The demon sword pointed with its tip towards the curtained window. Lian immediately approached and drew the curtain.
Swish.
"...!"
[Screeeech!]
As the curtain was drawn, a piercing scream so sharp it left Lian's ears ringing echoed.
Seeing the enormous female spirit twisting and screaming was not a pleasant sight. Lian quickly realized she was the spirits' mother.
'Gargandoa!'
[Heh, I'll cut it cleanly.]
'Don't cut the spirit!'
[I know that much!]
The sword descended gracefully, slashing through like the fangs of a predator on the hunt.
Screech -
With an unpleasant sound, like glass against glass, the specially made window shattered into dozens of pieces.
The small shards fell to the floor. Lian and the demon sword didn't stop there, continuing to cut through the chains binding the spirit to the floor.
Ting!
"...!"
[Ugh..!]
The chains were tougher than expected, and the demon sword failed to cut through them. Enraged, the demon sword exhaled a burst of energy. Lian, startled as if his clothes had caught fire, looked at the demon sword.
[How dare you!]
With the demon sword's roar,
The chains shattered into dozens of pieces like the window, falling to the ground.
Slide, clatter!
As the lower parts of the chains broke into pieces, the chains embedded in the spirit's body naturally slipped out and rolled on the floor.
[Hahaha! That's the power of this body!]
Ignoring the boisterously laughing demon sword, Lian checked on the spirit's mother.
"Are you..."
Before he could finish,
[I'll kill, kill them all! Everyone, I'll kill them all!]
The spirit's mother, driven mad by prolonged torture, began to rampage. Having lost her sanity, she saw all humans as enemies, including Lian standing before her.
"Oh..."
Lian's voice trembled slightly as he watched the spirit's mother, radiating a terrifying aura like the demon sword, rise into the air.
"It feels... like I messed up..."
End of Chapter.
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Mom?
[Aah! Aaaah! Child, my child!]
Every time a spirit died, she instinctively sensed the death of her children. She was on the brink of madness, helplessly feeling the deaths of her spirits.
If she were to go completely mad, the remaining spirits would also be consumed by magic and become dangerous entities akin to monsters.
Thus, she clung to the last thread of sanity. She endured what felt like the agony of being torn apart alive, and though she was finally rescued, she wasn't in her right mind.
Boom, crackle!
The immense energy she emitted shook the room. Lian crouched, driving the demon sword into the floor.
Creak, creak.
The ornate chandelier on the ceiling swayed back and forth. The light illuminating the room flickered like a scene from a horror movie. Lian looked up at the spirit mother, who was exuding dark energy.
'Hmm, what should I do?'
[Hmph, she's quite impressive.]
Lian was startled by the excited spirit, and the demon sword was impressed by the spirit's dramatic entrance.
Whoosh!
Meanwhile, a swirling force of darkness began to form around the spirit's body. Unlike magic, this dark power, belonging to the spirit of darkness, coalesced into spheres the size of torsos. There seemed to be dozens of them, obscuring the spirit's form.
'Gargandoa, can you subdue her without injury?'
[Spirits reincarnate even if they die. Just kill her easily.]
'No, I promised to bring her back properly.'
Just before the demon sword's response came, the turbulent air suddenly calmed. It felt like the calm before a storm.
Crackle.
The dozens of spheres pulsed like hearts before rushing towards Lian.
Boom! Crash! Crackle!
Lian rolled swiftly, dodging the incoming attacks. The attacks, much like guided missiles, pursued him relentlessly.
Bang! Crack! Boom!
The narrow margin attacks landed where Lian had just been. Unable to harm the spirit directly, Lian could only dodge.
The demon sword, designed with killing in mind, had its functions mostly oriented towards shedding blood. Thus, a technique for subduing without injuries was something the demon sword had never imagined.
As the demon sword tried to think of a way, Lian continued to dodge the attacks as if he were dancing.
The problem was that his dance looked less like a dignified noble’s dance and more like a frivolous and taunting one.
Like when he evaded Mia's (the female dark wizard shocked by the organ) attacks by bending his waist into a C-shape, Lian twisted his body by stepping and stretching.
"Ugh... Refreshing."
Amidst this, a black sphere caught by the gag filter paused midair, engaging in a bizarre dance with Lian.
If the spirit had enough sanity to perceive the absurd spectacle, she might have been shocked back to full sanity.
Even without sanity, if the opponent dodged all attacks like a cockroach, they would instinctively change their attack method. The spirit also stopped instinctively launching the black spheres.
"Ah..."
Lian raised his head and looked directly at the spirit again.
Unlike the young spirits, her appearance was very human-like, with black hair cascading down to her waist, eyes raised in anger, and a murderous expression – not to mention her beautiful yet fearsome appearance.
Lian's mind went blank for a moment as he stared at the large piece of cloth covering her enormously fierce chest.
Not missing the opportunity, the spirit summoned a sword made of dark power and rushed towards Lian. If ranged attacks didn't work, a direct assault would suffice.
In the moment she attempted to slash Lian's neck while he was staring blankly,
Faced with the approaching ample chest, Lian instinctively thought of someone.
"...Mom?"
[...!]
Due to the gag world's rules, he’d never seen the important parts in detail, but he could discern the shape and size even with clothes on.
Lian could confidently say that he had never seen anyone with a chest as large as his mom's in his life.
Facing what he thought was his mother's exclusive attribute, Lian reflexively uttered, "Mom."
Though he regained his senses belatedly, the spirit's sword was already right at his nose. Inside, Lian screamed.
Reattaching a severed neck was incredibly difficult. While affixing the neck, the body became defenseless. If attacked in that state and the body was mutilated, it would take a long time to recover.
Piecing together a shattered body was like assembling a 100-piece puzzle – tedious and time-consuming. Lian didn't want to deal with such a troublesome task.
'Ga-Gargandoa, why aren't you doing anything?'
In such a dangerous situation, the demon sword had always stepped up, so Lian's face was marred with confusion when it remained silent.
[Well—...]
Before the demon sword's response fully reached him, white light flashed, and his view turned pitch black.
"Mmph!"
A soft, warm, yet suffocating mass of flesh enveloped Lian’s face.
[Attacking when the opponent has withdrawn their killing intent is not a ‘stylish’ action.]
With the demon sword's remark, a heavy blow sent Lian tumbling backward. Contrary to his expectation of hitting the floor, he floated gently. At the same time, the darkness covering his face lifted.
"Huh, huh?"
Lian uttered a dazed sound, trying to grasp the sudden change in situation. His face was half-buried between the spirit's breasts, his body suspended in mid-air by some force. The back of his head and neck were being patted gently by the spirit.
Rolling his eyes upward, he saw that the fierce spirit was gone, replaced by the tenderly smiling 'spirit mother.'
[Child, child...]
Spirits can sense the power of words. Even when sanity is almost lost, they can discern if the word "mom" spoken by Lian was genuinely meant for their mother.
Lian had sincerely thought of his mother when he uttered the word, leading the spirit to mistake him as her child. Hence, he was being rewarded... or rather, patted.
It took five minutes of gentle pats for Lian to regain his senses. Finally, attempting to break free from her embrace, she smiled softly like a mother handling a child’s tantrum, refusing to let go of him.
"...!"
The pressure from behind his head made Lian freeze again. He almost dropped the demon sword from his hand. The spirit’s chest wielded an ominous power.
Desperately trying to regain his composure, Lian repeated to himself,
'Th-this is mom... yes, mom’s chest. It’s mom’s chest, so stay calm.'
Oddly enough, that thought worked well. Given that both mothers(?) were similar in size and the current situation felt quite familiar. Lian’s mother always had a habit of clinging to Lian's shoulder and whining after work.
Thanks to those experiences, Lian barely maintained his sanity.
'Phew... At least it seems things ended well, so I should get out of here quickly.'
Lian decided to head out while carrying the spirit on his back. At that moment, a familiar spirit flew in from outside the door.
[The mustache man is coming!]
The spirit hastily flew to Lian, then was startled upon seeing its mother.
[M-Mother...]
Sniffing and whimpering, the spirit approached, and she reached out to stroke the young spirit. The spirit cried out [Waaah!] and clung to her shoulder.
The young spirit, smaller than a one-year-old baby, couldn't wrap around the 2-meter spirit mother, so it hung onto the edge of her shoulder.
'First, let's hide.'
It would be easier to assess the opponent and attack after identifying them, so he hid behind the curtain that separated the room from the lab, despite it being torn at the edges by the spirit's attack.
Thud! Thud! Thud!
Soon, rough footsteps were heard outside, and a mustached man, disheveled and panting, appeared beyond the broken door.
"Huff, huff... Damn! My, my experiment!"
Seeing the empty place where the spirit mother and spirit king were held, he let out a whimper.
"No, no. Do you think I'll fail just because of this?"
Staggering, he approached the split and collapsed desk. Then he retrieved a bag lodged in there and began hurriedly stuffing it with research-related papers from the drawer.
"With these results, I can start again. First, I need to escape here and head to the Demon King's castle. As long as I have these results... Yes, with this, Erboan will surely value me greatly."
He muttered like a madman, obsessed with reviving his failed investments on the brink of disaster. Once he seemed to have gathered all the documents, he tucked the bag under his arm and tried to hastily exit the room.
"Wait."
At that moment, Lian stepped out from behind the curtain, looking at the man. The man, who froze on the spot, turned trembling to face him.
End of Chapter.
Chapter 124
Chapter 124
The Attack of the Gag Residents
The moment Lian's voice reached him, the man almost collapsed from shock, his legs nearly giving out. It was all because of the horrific "results" he had witnessed on the lower floors.
The man, notable for his mustache, instinctively recalled the hell he had just witnessed and endured.
***
The man, having just left the lab where Noah was held, encountered a woman in casual attire on his way to the main laboratory.
"Oh! Hello there! Excuse me, but can you tell me how to get to Bucheon Station?"
At a glance, the woman didn’t appear to be a researcher or a test subject. This meant she was an intruder.
"Is she a madwoman? Get rid of her quickly!"
Under normal circumstances, he would have tried to capture her for information, but time was of the essence, so he ordered her to be killed. His command led to a gruesome outcome.
"Ah! Why are you doing this?"
At the moment of the attack with black magic and a sword, the woman screamed and swung a small bag she was holding.
Crack!
The person hit by the bag had their neck broken and died. The gust of wind from the bag's swing sent researchers flying into the walls, their lives ending instantly.
Realizing things were going awry, the man quickly fled with a few researchers. The screams of those left behind echoed down the corridor as he retreated.
Upon reaching the lab, he was first met with the sight of tiny human-like creatures wielding toothpick-like swords, running around and shouting, “War! Victory! Woohoo!”
They clung to the researchers, stabbing them all over. If the gag filter had been in effect, it might have only tickled, but this was a world of dark fantasy.
Having just one of those tiny creatures wasn’t a problem, but their numbers exceeded a thousand. Like swarms of ants, they clung to the researchers, mercilessly slashing with sharp blades.
Although the blades were no more than toothpicks, they were sharp enough that the researchers were soon covered in blood.
Next came the dog.
"Growl! Bark bark bark!"
The ferocious-looking dog had a strangely attached leash that dragged behind it, as if its owner had lost grip.
The dog chased after a researcher and bit his backside. In the gag world, the scene would end with a comedic "Ouch!" and the researcher flying into the air, but here, the flesh was torn away.
Bang! Crash! Boom!
A man with gravity-defying orange hair barreled through, smashing walls and devices without mercy.
"Hahahaha! Nothing can stop me!"
Stranger still, the man's eyes burned with flames. Running with an untroubled expression, his appearance was bizarre and unsettling.
"Caw, caw..."
A bird with unnaturally large eyes and tiny pupils screeched unpleasantly, dropping white droppings on the researchers below.
A researcher hit by the droppings seemed to suffer a sudden loss of luck, tripping and cracking their head on a desk corner, staggering into the gravity-defying man, and being sent flying.
Normally, such encounters with the spirited man would lead to a starry sky scene, but in this dark fantasy world, it ended with them smashing into a wall, becoming a mosaic.
"Eek! Die!"
The researchers here were all skilled dark wizards, and they quickly attempted to strike down their opponents with black magic. Their attacks converged as if sucked into a black hole.
In the midst of it was a man whose sleeves fluttered with lace and whose eyes sparkled like dozens of inlaid jewels. The flamboyant man flipped his hands over his head and twisted his waist.
"Huh, move move ~"
With an infuriating hip thrust, he dodged all the attacks effortlessly and winked.
"Try harder to hit my heart ~"
The dark wizards, witnessing this, lost their minds entirely, firing magic wildly. Their rage caused their own magic energy to backflow, and they collapsed, foaming at the mouth.
"Oh! This looks useful!"
Elsewhere, a two-meter-tall man, resembling an orc with his muscular build, grinned as he hoisted a glass capsule and began squatting.
"Aah -.. This isn’t enough!"
Grabbing a passing researcher, he shoved them into the capsule and crushed his thighs. When he felt a bit more comfortable, he grabbed more researchers to stuff inside.
The problem was that he wasn’t just adding researchers. He also grabbed other bizarre test subjects and threw them into the glass capsule indiscriminately.
In the gag world, the capsule full of people would just show a crowded scene like a subway during rush hour with no harm, but here... the sound of bodies being crushed and bones breaking echoed.
Even those who had conducted all sorts of cruel experiments were horrified by the hellish scene.
'Tch! This has gotten troublesome. But... it's quite fascinating. How did such results come about?'
Even amidst the chaos, the mustached man wasn’t particularly frightened. After all, the results he intended to create were more terrifying than those monstrosities.
'I need to organize and investigate the test subjects first. At this rate, we’ll run out of manpower.'
The outcome they aimed to produce was the ultimate weapon, and they had prepared for such situations. This was why he could afford to act leisurely.
Despite knowing how to resolve the situation, he watched the researchers die to weaken the power structure within the lab.
Even if the situation was resolved, the dead researchers wouldn't return, and the threefold power structure would collapse. This meant the man's power would grow stronger.
However, if too many researchers died, the pace of the research would slow, so he decided to wrap things up soon.
He used a magic tool, and his presence vanished instantly.
'It was over there, I’m sure.'
He moved immediately to activate the emergency system. Soon, he arrived at a room tucked away in the lab. He was about to open the door when he hesitated.
'Wait a minute. Why hasn't anyone activated the emergency system?'
No matter how chaotic the situation, it made no sense for none of the numerous researchers to trigger the emergency system. As that thought crossed his mind.
"Aaaah! S-save me... gurgle...!"
"...!"
Terrifying screams began echoing from inside. It was a familiar voice. It was the chief researcher's scream.
'Could it be... not that they didn’t activate it, but they couldn’t...?'
The position of chief researcher wasn’t one just anyone could hold. Even if they weren’t as strong as him, they were still a formidable dark wizard. Hearing the scream of such a chief researcher made the man's eyes waver.
'Even so, I need to activate the emergency system.'
With a determined expression, he activated all the magic tools he had, layering protection spells over himself.
'Get in there as quickly as possible...'
After running through his plan several times in his mind, he opened the door with a click.
Creak...
The door opened like a scene from a horror movie.
The first thing he saw was the face of a round middle-aged man with white curly hair and small glasses. The man was a cyborg with half of his face made of machinery. The mustached man froze, seeing a cyborg for the first time in his life.
The cyborg, or rather, mad scientist, tilted his head while holding a drill, looking down at a corpse whose organs were messily crushed and scattered.
"Hmm, why do they keep dying? I don't understand."
Tilting his head in apparent confusion, the mad scientist clicked his tongue and said,
"Oh well, I need to find a new test subject."
The man casually picked up the body on the desk and tossed it into a pile of other corpses with a splat.
"Now, let's find a new test subject... Oh? How fortunate!"
The man grinned brightly, locking eyes with the mustached man.
"A test subject walking in on its own! Today is a lucky day!"
The man’s eyes gleamed with madness. The mustached man had encountered many crazy researchers, but never one as insane as this.
Unconsciously, he took a step back.
"Now, now."
The mad scientist pulled out a controller from inside his clothes and pressed several buttons. The floor split open with a buzz, and mechanical arms shot out towards the man.
Ting!
The pre-cast spell deflected the mechanical hand. Just as he felt relieved, one layer of his protective spell shattered.
"W-what?!"
The shield, capable of withstanding at least three hits from a 5th-circle spell, shattered from a single odd hand. His eyes shook like a storm-tossed sea.
Ting! Ting! Ting! Ting! Ting!
The hands rapidly approached, smashing through the shield indiscriminately.
"Hehehe!"
The mad scientist's manic laughter was enough to make the man faint.
***
Thanks to the pre-used magic tools, he was dragged onto the desk but managed to escape.
"Won’t you do something fun with me?"
Somewhere along the way, he was attacked by a cross-dressing man, lost consciousness, and was captured by the mad scientist, only to escape again.
Even afterwards, he barely made it here, shaking off unspeakable horrors.
The stranger's voice was enough to terrify him in such circumstances. He turned around cautiously, trembling.
"Gasp...!"
The man's dimming vision was suddenly filled with light.
'It was still there!'
The essential material for creating a combat weapon, the Spirit King, was attached to a human body. His face became washed with delight.
'Yes! With that, I can recreate the combat weapon quickly!'
Failing to recognize the father(?) of those bizarre entities he had feared, he ended up making a foolish choice.
End of Chapter.
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Are all humans like this these days?
Black magic had almost no effect on the Gag Residents, so they were merely overwhelmed. However, the mustached man was a high-circle dark wizard. While he wasn't skilled enough to take on the Spirit King in a fair fight, he could handle a weakened Spirit King.
The man pulled a round magical tool from the bag where he had carelessly stuffed papers.
He held tightly to the magical tool that could control the carefully constructed prison for the Spirit King.
Vroom...
The magical tool began to glow softly. At the same time, the room where Lian and the Spirit King stood began to react. Lines lit up on the gray walls in geometric patterns, and a complex magic circle appeared on the floor.
The power that had previously restrained the Spirit King and extracted strength still lingered there. Simultaneously, a transparent barrier separated the room where the man stood from the lab where Lian was.
The man chuckled and spoke.
"If you gained freedom, you should have fled immediately. You foolishly stayed and now face a harsh fate."
His face was filled with arrogance, as if he had already secured the Spirit King. Lian, ignoring the man's rambling, spoke inwardly to the demon sword.
'Can you break that?'
[Hmm... It's as strong as thick paper.]
It meant the barrier could be torn apart like a giant spider web. With that, Lian lifted the demon sword.
"Fine, this is perfect. I'll take all the glory for myself! Hahaha! It's enough for me alone to be recorded in history!"
Including him, three dark wizards had been researching the combat weapon. Two of them had been killed by the mad scientist, so he could monopolize the results of the experiment nearing completion.
Convinced he had subdued the Spirit King, he was intoxicated with the glory he would soon enjoy, bursting into obnoxious laughter. Smirking unpleasantly, he extended his hands to cast a second spell.
"Now, it's time to be bound by chains again -..."
Screech.
Before he could finish, Lian pierced the transparent barrier with the demon sword and effortlessly cut through it. A square hole appeared, as if cookie dough had been cut out with a rectangular mold.
"Huh?"
The mustached man stared blankly, watching Lian stride out of the lab. In a gag world, his face would have been dripping snot, looking utterly foolish.
His face clearly displayed the thought, 'What? This isn't how it's supposed to be?'
"Ah, haha... ha..."
He laughed maniacally, covering his eyes with one hand, but quickly regained his composure.
"...Not yet, not yet!"
With a desperate voice, a dark magic aura began to rise from his body. It was an enormous energy, an exalted power despite his unremarkable appearance.
He began muttering to himself, as villains in dire situations tend to do.
"Even for the Spirit King, here in the Blood Obsidian, he can only use less than half his power!"
Magic spheres similar to the black spheres the Spirit King created began forming rapidly. The spheres crafted by the man appeared to be about 2 meters large.
Crack! Crash!
As the spheres grew in size, the chandelier on the ceiling shattered, and part of the ceiling collapsed. With the wooden wallpaper peeling away, the blood-red Blood Obsidian was revealed. It glowed faintly, resonating with the magic energy.
[Oh! Partner, that 'Blood Obsidian' looks quite impressive! If you ever build a room for me, be sure to use that 'Blood Obsidian'!]
'Do you... need a room?'
The demon sword, despite having a consciousness, was still a sword. Nobody in their right mind would give a sword a personal room, unless they were obsessed with collecting swords. But Lian figured it might be possible.
'Well, in a world where androids have their own rooms, it's not so weird for a demon sword to have one.'
With that thought, he held the demon sword diagonally.
'Do you think you can cut that?'
[I can devour it whole.]
In front of the (self-proclaimed) strongest demon sword, an attack capable of wiping out an entire village was akin to the futile wing flaps of a fly. Feeling reassured, Lian grinned.
Crackle! Rumble...
Sparks flew from the magic sphere created by the man, which grew to 3 meters, filling the large room. In contrast, the demon sword began emanating an eerie energy, as if soaked in blood.
In the tense atmosphere where the two formidable energies were about to collide, the young spirit shivered.
A brief silence filled the air.
Rumble! Whoosh!
The massive magic sphere suddenly condensed to the size of a human head and shot towards Lian faster than the wind, while Lian's demon sword precisely sliced through the incoming sphere.
Crackle!
The dense, blood-like slash from the demon sword cleaved the magic sphere neatly in two.
"Hahaha! Fool! Slicing it will only make it explode! Shield!"
The man shouted, covering himself with several layers of shields. He closed his eyes tightly, bracing for the impending explosion.
...
...
...
...
"...?"
When no explosion occurred, the man cautiously opened one eye.
"...??"
The room, which should have exploded, was battered but unchanged. Lian, holding the demon sword, looked at him with an unscathed expression.
"What the...?"
He gaped, his eyes darting around, searching for his vanished magic sphere.
Before long, he found what he presumed to be his magic sphere.
"Could it be..."
His gaze landed on a watermelon-sized black sphere, split in half on the floor. The magic sphere, having fallen victim to the gag filter, had lost its form and rolled around the floor like a neatly sliced fruit.
Unaware of this, the dark wizard's mind froze at the surreal scene.
"No way... magic... magic can't... it can't do that..."
Like hearing an incomprehensible story about the Earth being square, and the sea being the universe, and the universe being the sea, the dark wizard stood frozen.
Lian didn't bother attacking the immobilized dark wizard. Partly because he had subpar skills and seemed easy to handle, but more so because extracting information before dealing with him seemed more beneficial.
Just as Lian moved to subdue the dazed dark wizard,
"Yoohoo..."
"Gasp..!"
"Gah!"
Both Lian and the dark wizard shivered at the chilling voice.
"Dar-ling...~ I've been waiting for a man like you~"
A hairy-legged cross-dressed man appeared from the open door. Reflexively, Lian squeezed his eyes shut.
Turning belatedly, the dark wizard had to take everything in, as the cross-dressed man flung open his coat.
Drip.
Tears of blood began to flow from the wizard's eyes.
Frozen by the overwhelming mental shock, the bizarre figure approached with a peculiar sound, wrapping the dark wizard in his coat like an old Santa Claus kidnapping him.
It all happened in an instant.
With the man suddenly gone, Lian, now alone in the room, felt cold sweat trickling from his forehead to his chin.
"A truly... formidable enemy."
[...Are all humans like this these days?]
The scene was so shocking that even the demon sword, which thought of humans in terms of male and female animals, had a trembling voice.
'Of course not!'
[That's a relief! ...But if you ever have such a preference, feel free to tell me. I'll... I'll match your tastes as best as I can...]
Imagining himself not in a dashing uniform but in the coat of a cross-dressed man, Lian encountered a mental demon. Unable to shake the horrifying image from his mind, blood began to trickle from the corner of his mouth.
To rid himself of the mental demon, Lian decided to clear his mind by smashing his head against a nearby wall. Just as he was about to slam his head into the wall.
Whoosh.
Quietly, the soft cushion—not a cushion, but the Spirit King's mother—reached out and covered Lian's forehead. Her hand was so large it could cover his entire face.
As her hand enveloped his face, it cleared his mind like he had swallowed refreshing water. Lian, taking the hand off his eyes, said,
"Thank you."
[Hmph, I can do at least that much.]
Leaving behind the grumbling sound of the demon sword, he exited the study.
"Aaagh!"
"Sa-save me... cough!"
In the distance, faint screams echoed. Lian frowned in thought.
'What on earth is happening?'
Why was a cross-dressed man, something you'd only expect to see in the gag world, appearing here?
Deciding he needed to assess the situation, Lian cautiously began to descend.
"Oh..."
[Corpses are everywhere.]
The further down they went, the more mosaic-covered corpses began to appear.
"Hahaha! Run with me towards that sunset!"
"This, this is a disaster!"
A man with gravity-defying hair was running, eyes gleaming, carrying a dark wizard over his shoulder.
With each step, the dark wizard's body swayed like an elementary student's shoe bag. As the back of his head hit walls and ceilings, blood began to trickle down, and the screams abruptly ceased.
Before long, all that remained in the passionate man's arms was a cold, lifeless body.
End of Chapter.
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"Oppa, who is that woman?"
It might have been a touching reunion between father and child (?), but for Lian, it was nothing but shock and horror.
'What the hell is that?!'
It felt like going on a blind date, only to find a tentacled alien shyly sitting across from you.
Lian, being a native of the gag world, quickly regained his composure. He immediately asked the young spirit to help him assess the situation. The young spirit then relayed the conversations of the surviving dark wizards, who were loudly discussing the current events.
The information he gathered was shocking.
The main laboratory, which had been full of glass capsules, was in ruins because someone had injected mysterious blood into the subjects through the main capsule, turning them all into monsters.
Lian rolled his eyes, recalling the moment he had stuck his hand into a strange capsule and poured in a flood of blood.
'...It was my fault. Hah.'
Using the patented technique of the Gag Residents, Lian laughed it off and then calmly thought to himself.
'I was going to deal with the test subjects anyway, so this works out fine. It looks like they'll disappear on their own over time. Let's just leave them and get out of here.'
After sorting out his thoughts, Lian exited the lab through the emergency passage.
'Do you think Gargandoa can destroy this building in one go?'
[Do you just want the building to collapse like last time?]
'If possible, I want to kill all the living beings inside.'
According to the young spirit, only the dark wizards who had been conducting cruel experiments remained in the building. Besides destroying the data that could be used to create a combat weapon, it made sense to eliminate everyone involved in its creation.
Having lived in a world where death was treated as light entertainment, Lian could make ruthless decisions without any mental anguish.
Crack! Crunch!
And so, the laboratory was swallowed whole by a crimson light, compressed to the size of an ant. It was a perfectly clean disposal.
'Alright, let's go find the others.'
With the help of the demon sword, Lian began running as if flying. Before long, he spotted Noah and the others running in the distance.
"Noah!"
"...! Li... Lian?"
Was it because everything had been too easy? Or was it because he was in too much of a hurry?
Lian had half-forgotten what was attached to his back. Because of this, Noah had to witness a massive woman embracing Lian's shoulder with her arms.
Swish.
If Noah froze in shock, then Iris responded by drawing her sword without a word. The sword, taken from a dead researcher during their escape, was laced with dark energy.
Without any questions or hesitation, Iris aimed to slash the spirit clinging to Lian's back.
The spirit's benevolent smile twisted like that of a ghost. Mistaking the attack as a threat to her child, the Spirit King’s fury began to manifest in the form of crackling dark power at her fingertips.
The atmosphere turned icy in an instant, and Noah's group each drew their weapons, preparing for battle.
"Grr..."
Lian flinched at the sight of Jess baring her teeth, lowering her body into a fighting stance. Having never seen Jess in a serious fight before, her killing intent felt foreign and unsettling.
'If this keeps up, a big fight will break out!'
With alarm bells ringing in his head, Lian quickly raised both hands.
"W-wait! Calm down! This person isn't an enemy!"
Unlike the three women who kept a watchful eye on Lian, Lily, who was still in control of her faculties, immediately responded to his words.
"Iris, Jess! Stop! Unnie, Oppa said she isn't an enemy!"
Even Noah, who was usually rational, had drawn her sword and was ready to charge. Lily had to raise her voice to stop her. Noah hesitated, her fingers twitching, before regaining her senses. However, her eyes couldn't tear away from the woman clinging to Lian.
Once the situation had somewhat calmed down, Lian, sweating nervously, spoke to the Spirit King.
"Umm... Could you please let go for a moment?"
The Spirit King, having lost her temper, was beyond reasoning, causing Lian's insides to twist with anxiety. However, he asked her to let go repeatedly, hoping against hope, and to his surprise, she released her hold easily.
Startled by how simple it had been, Lian widened his eyes, and the Spirit King's mother smiled kindly and said,
[Thank you for helping me and my children regain our freedom.]
"...!"
In truth, the Spirit King had regained her sanity after the demon sword had destroyed the laboratory. Although she realized that Lian wasn't her child, the scene where he had stammered, "M-mom," had been seared into her mind, causing her maternal instincts to overflow.
For that reason, she had clung to Lian, not wanting to let go. However, she hadn’t wanted to make him uncomfortable, so she complied with his polite request.
"...Oppa, you said she had lost her mind."
"Uh... she definitely had..."
Iris narrowed her eyes, thinking that some shameless woman was trying to seduce her precious Oppa. Her gaze grew even sharper when it landed on the Spirit King's ample figure.
While Iris focused on the wrong aspects, Lily, Nero, and Noah wanted to understand what exactly was going on.
Lian briefly explained what had happened in the laboratory.
Of course, he left out any mentions of the original story. He talked about how the dark wizards had been conducting experiments on the spirits and how the Spirit King's mother had suffered terrible things at their hands, causing Noah, who had been stammering like a broken doll, to snap back to reality.
With the explanation over, the next task was to find the Nest members who had left ahead of them.
[If you go straight that way, you'll find them!]
The young spirit's guidance made this an easy task. Since everyone was skilled, their running speed was fast.
Gently...
As they ran, Jess couldn't take her eyes off the demon sword, staring at it like a cat would at a toy. Until now, whenever Lian used the sword, he had tried to suppress the dark energy as much as possible to avoid discomfort. But now, it was openly radiating dark energy.
Because of that, Jess instinctively kept her guard up against the demon sword. Her pupils naturally dilated and contracted repeatedly as the ominous aura flowed from the sword, sticking close to her master.
When Lian gave a warning look to the demon sword, it clicked its tongue and withdrew the ominous energy. Noah, Lily, and Nero had looks on their faces as if they had many things they wanted to say, but it wasn't the right time to ask, so they remained silent.
'I should have broken it back then.'
Iris hadn't forgotten how Lian had wounded himself with the demon sword. However, she knew that without the sword, her Oppa wouldn't have a means to escape dangerous situations, so she left it be.
Thoughts about Lian and the demon sword, the separated group, and the suspicious laboratory...
While everyone’s minds were occupied with various thoughts, they finally reunited with the group who had escaped from being captured by the giant spider.
"Ah! Lian!"
"Savior!"
The two who had become devout followers of the "Church of Lian" greeted the group with strangely sparkling eyes.
Jess's face was full of pride, as if others had finally recognized her master’s greatness, while Iris maintained a calm expression, as if their reaction was only natural.
In contrast to the two who were blindly devoted to Lian, Lily, Nero, and Noah had clear question marks floating above their faces.
"Lian, what is this...?"
"Pia Unnie...?"
"Hyung... he's the savior, but..."
The three were caught between relief that no one seemed hurt and confusion at the strange atmosphere.
Meanwhile, Lian, surrounded by devoted followers, was drenched in cold sweat.
'Something feels off here...'
[Hehe, it's only natural to be revered when faced with such overwhelming power.]
Though they had actually been mesmerized by the divine power rather than the demon sword’s, that distinction didn’t matter to the demon sword, who smugly enjoyed the situation. Having lived far longer than Lian, the demon sword gave uncharacteristically wise advice.
[It's common to revere and deify immense power. Those with weak minds instinctively seek to rely on the strong.]
'Is that... so?'
Lian found the demon sword’s words convincing and interpreted the followers’ actions as simply that of desperate people clinging to the nearest source of strength.
'But there are actual gods out there, so maybe they should worship a real one...'
Lian tried to recall the image of the god who chirped like a white bird and found his focus blurring.
'Hmm, let's just leave it as is.'
While Lian didn't think of himself as a godlike being, he did feel that, at least compared to those gods, he was a much more reliable figure.
At that moment, Lian had no idea how this thoughtless decision would come back to him later.
As more time passed, the group, now larger, moved quickly and reunited with the rest of the Nest members who were heading towards the village. Everyone wept tears of joy, calling it a "miracle" that they had all returned unharmed from the brutal laboratory.
"It’s all thanks to His mercy."
As soon as the word "miracle" was mentioned, Lian's followers quietly spread out. Just as Pia had taught them, they seamlessly blended into the group like assassins.
While Lian's "church" was quietly expanding, he was deep in conversation with the others, discussing their next steps.
"We destroyed one of the Demon King's research facilities, so we need to move faster than we originally planned."
This was information Lily had learned before escaping the lab. Lian knew this from the original story, but he nodded with a stern face, as if hearing it for the first time.
As they were thinking of finding a quicker, albeit more dangerous, route out of the Demon King's territory, the Spirit King's mother, who had regained her sanity and shrunk herself to the size of the young spirit, perched on Lian’s shoulder and spoke.
[I think I can help.]
End of Chapter.
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Jealousy, Jealousy, Jealousy
The Spirit King's mother said something astonishing.
"Can we really move in an instant?"
[If we use the Spirit's Gate, we can reach the human empire in the blink of an eye.]
At the Spirit King's explanation, Lily's eyes sparkled with excitement.
[But first... we have to meet my children.]
Hearing that, Lian remembered the spirits who had escaped with the knight.
'Come to think of it, we should've run into them by now... Where did they all go?'
As if answering Lian's question, the Spirit King continued.
[...They are hiding in the forest, just as I taught them. Unless another spirit opens the path, no one will be able to find them.]
As soon as she finished speaking, the forest beside the wide path began to shift. Trees twisted and swayed, moving as if they were an illusion. Soon, the trees parted to the sides, and the stiff-standing grass bent to form a path.
It was as if the forest was calling them. The once emotional followers who had been shedding tears of gratitude now stood silent, staring blankly at the forest.
[Come, let’s go.]
The Spirit King floated ahead, leading the way, and Noah hurriedly guided the group to follow her.
***
Just as the Spirit King had said, they found the knight and the spirits deeper in the forest. About a hundred spirits fluttered around, filling the air, leaving everyone in awe as they gazed at the wondrous sight.
"...! I'm so glad you're safe!"
The knight, with a face full of emotion, approached Lian to greet him. Lian immediately introduced him to the others. Although the group had initially been wary, they quickly relaxed at Lian's introduction.
"...Huh?"
The knight, who had been smiling confidently, suddenly looked like he'd been hit in the back of the head as he stared at Iris.
"Huh?"
His gaze began shifting back and forth between Lian and Iris. The two bore quite a resemblance to each other.
While they didn’t look exactly the same, they both had gentle features, making it hard for anyone to argue against them being siblings. Moreover, their matching hair and eye colors further solidified the perception.
However, due to the remnants of dark energy left in her hair from the time she had drawn on its power when Lian had died, Iris’s hair was a slightly duller shade compared to Lian's. Though dulled, her once white hair had merely turned into a pale silver, appearing white unless compared directly with Lian's.
'Why... why are there two... two of them?'
In any case, the knight was left in confusion, having discovered not one but two direct descendants of the duke's family.
While the knight remained lost in his thoughts, the Spirit King spoke in a gentle voice.
[Fortunately, this area is overflowing with the power of the spirits, so I can open the Spirit's Gate right away.]
Wanting to leave this unpleasant place as soon as possible, she returned to her original form to open the gate. Lily and Nero, who had been explaining the situation to the bewildered group, immediately turned their gaze toward the now enormous Spirit King. The rest of the group followed their gaze.
[Now then...]
"Huh?!"
With a mischievous smile, the Spirit King once again wrapped her arms around Lian's shoulders. Lian awkwardly found himself pressed against her chest.
"Gasp..."
"Wow..."
A few people let out sighs of envy and awe.
"As expected of Lian... His irresistible charm even seduces the Spirit King..."
The followers praised Lian, believing his enchanting allure had captivated even the Spirit King. After all, the ability to attract beautiful women was considered an essential talent for a hero.
"Twice...."
Iris’s eyes darkened as she reached for her sword once again, while Noah, almost unconsciously, glanced down at her chest, only to snap back to reality with a face that turned beet red.
"Do you like breasts? Should I offer mine too?"
Jess began edging closer to Lian, tilting her head playfully and lifting her chest in his direction. Just as Lian's mind was about to drift off to another galaxy, the Spirit King began to recite a chant in a language incomprehensible to humans.
Swoosh.
A black door appeared in midair, like a moon rising silently with a gentle night breeze.
[We must move quickly, as the forest's energy will scatter if the gate remains open for too long.]
After saying this, the Spirit King lightly waved her hand in the air.
Click.
The tightly shut door opened smoothly. Beyond the door, the scenery was entirely different from the forest they were currently in. Without hesitation, the Spirit King, still holding Lian, stepped through the door.
"Huh? I'll, I'll go first then!"
Lian hastily said his goodbyes before crossing through the door. Jess naturally followed behind him, and Iris, with a dangerous expression, chased after them like a hunter tracking down fleeing prey.
'As expected... Lian must be the heir of the duke.'
Seeing Iris's menacingly twisted expression, the knight reached that conclusion—only to then recall the duke's furious face, plunging him back into confusion.
'Or... could it be that she resembles the duke more...?’
Since the duke had a personality that could not be called kind even as a joke, the knight's confusion seemed likely to persist for some time.
"Everyone, move quickly!"
Noah, regaining her composure as a leader, instructed the group to line up and pass through the gate. The spirits, seemingly excited, fluttered overhead, playfully flying through the door with the humans.
Once everyone had passed through the Spirit's Gate,
Creak, click.
The gate naturally vanished. But no one paid it any mind.
"Wow..."
"Where are we?"
The overwhelming sense of life from the blooming flowers and vibrant green leaves felt so beautiful, it was almost divine. For those who had only known the land of death, it was a breathtaking sight.
***
"When we were captured by that strange lab, I really thought we were doomed."
"It turned out to be a blessing."
Time passed, and evening fell over the campsite.
The group sat together comfortably, chatting happily. Normally, they would have kept a vigilant eye on their surroundings, but now, there was no need.
"Who would've imagined we'd be transported to the empire in an instant?"
"Nobody would believe it. Moving to the empire through the Spirit's Gate in the blink of an eye."
That’s right. They had moved to the empire in an instant through the Spirit's Gate. It was a situation so unbelievable that it felt like they had used up all their luck.
The forest, where not monsters but cute rabbits hopped about, was so similar to their imagined "paradise." Having lived in such a horrifying place, even an ordinary forest felt like heaven to them.
In this atmosphere, there was one person nervously shaking his leg.
'What should I do?'
It was the knight of the duke's family, Panton. When he realized they were back on imperial land, he couldn't help but think this was divine intervention.
It was a golden opportunity to safely escort the duke's missing descendants back to the family. But there was a problem.
'Which one of them is the descendant of the duke?!'
Lian, who possessed an innate dignity and grace, coupled with what seemed like an inherent nobility, despite his commoner upbringing.
Iris, who strangely resembled the duke’s fierce and threatening demeanor.
The knight couldn’t determine which of the two was the duke’s descendant. Because of this uncertainty, he couldn’t bring himself to suggest heading to the duke's manor.
'It has to be Lian... but... ugh...'
As he agonized over the situation while spooning soup, a small hand suddenly reached out to him.
"Hyung, if you're having a hard time, eat this."
"Hmm? No, I'm fine-..."
"I have something my noona gave me, so I'm okay."
The child, who looked to be about ten, smiled brightly, sitting next to his sister who had almost identical features but with different hair lengths. They looked like twins at a glance.
Boom!
"...!"
It felt like a lightning bolt had struck the knight's mind.
'...! What if it's not just one? If they're twin siblings, everything would make sense!'
While Lian and Iris both had slightly youthful-looking faces, they had already gone through puberty, and their heights were comparable to those of grown men and women.
Lian's more mature demeanor reinforced the image of him being the older brother, but if you put that aside, they appeared to be around the same age. This only deepened the knight's misunderstanding.
'I need to send a courier pigeon to the duke's household immediately.'
Since it was impossible to release a pigeon from somewhere deep in the imperial forest, he didn't rush out in excitement, but his eyes sparkled as if filled with stars.
At that moment, Lian found himself in a difficult situation.
"He's my Oppa."
"..."
Iris narrowed her eyes at Noah. She was warily watching Noah, who had grown closer to Lian while she had been away from him.
Noah awkwardly smiled and stood up, holding her bowl of soup.
"If this makes you uncomfortable, I'll go eat over there."
"Huh? No, Noah, stay and eat here."
Though Iris's eyes were clearly saying, "Get lost," her words were ordinary, leaving Lian confused as to why Noah was suddenly getting up.
"No, I have something to discuss with Lily. Enjoy your meal."
"Oh, uh, okay."
As Noah left to join Lily, Lily sighed and said,
"You could’ve just stayed and had your meal with Oppa. Why come here?"
"...Well, it's just... haah..."
Noah sighed and ran her hand over her face.
'How can I say I was jealous of his real sister?'
Even though Iris was another girl, she was still Lian's biological sister. Feeling jealous of her didn’t make any sense. Noah knew that, yet she couldn’t stop the irrational surge of black jealousy. She let out a small groan, her ears flushing red with embarrassment.
End of Chapter.
TL/N: Oppa = older brother; Unnie = Older Sister
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Jess is a Smart Beastman!
While Iris was clinging to Lian with a languid expression, a red-haired huntress quietly approached him.
Iris, sensing the presence a moment too late, sharply turned her head toward the source, but it was already too late.
"My Master!"
Jess suddenly leaped up from behind Lian, her face beaming as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.
"Ugh!"
The soft sensation pressing against the back of his head made Lian's face turn bright red, and he hurriedly covered his mouth and nose. Fortunately, no blood gushed out.
"Get off!"
Iris shouted at Jess with a glare. Jess tilted her head innocently, looking puzzled.
"Hmm? Why?"
"He's my Oppa!"
"But he's my Master?"
Jess was much smarter than her peers, and thanks to her beastly instincts, she was quick to pick up on things. She was sharp enough to know where the boundaries were and when she could push them.
It was because of Jess's actions that Lian was often left confused, even though he had firmly told her, "You can't do this anymore!" Yet, he still found himself reluctantly accepting her affection.
If Iris and Noah hadn't been around, Lian might have been caught off guard, and before he knew it, he would have been marked as a mate and dragged off to a newlywed home.
Having spent a lot of time with Jess, Iris knew all too well that the way Jess perked up her ears and tilted her head—something she usually hid—was just her way of softening Lian's resolve.
Because of this, Iris's glare grew even fiercer. She pulled Lian closer by the waist and continued to glare daggers at Jess.
"Oppa is uncomfortable. Get off."
"Hmm? Master, am I... making you uncomfortable?"
Jess’s usually fierce eyes became watery, like a kitten or puppy caught in the rain, shivering pitifully. Lian, unable to respond, hesitated, but the soft sensation pressing against the back of his head jolted him awake as if cold water had been splashed on him.
He cleared his throat awkwardly and replied,
"Ahem... I guess so?"
"See? Oppa said he's uncomfortable..."
"So, why don't both of you let go? Okay?"
"...!"
In this situation, telling only Jess to back off wouldn’t be fair, and since it was only a matter of time before they reached the duke's estate, where their sibling status would be questioned, Lian thought it best to reduce his physical contact with Iris.
'...If the knight reports this scene to the duke's estate... Ugh, even if I took care of Iris, I'll end up in jail.'
As unlikely as it seemed, it was still a possibility. After all, this was a hierarchical society. There wasn't a single noble who would look kindly on Iris, a girl of noble blood, being close to Lian, who was worth less than a pebble on the street due to his status as a former slave.
Far from being thanked, he would be lucky if they didn't try to erase the stain on their honor by killing him.
'At least Iris's mother isn't that kind of person, so my life won't be in danger.'
If Lian explained that he had lied to calm Iris down, her mother might understand and even express her gratitude. But even that had its limits.
'...If it gets out that I was flirting with the future head of the duke's family, no amount of favors will save my head.'
For these reasons, Lian gently pushed Iris away.
"But Oppa..."
"Iris, like I said before, we're adults now. A light hug is fine, but we should stop being so clingy."
By modern standards, Iris wasn't an adult yet. She was probably somewhere between 15 and 18 years old. But in this world, she was considered an adult.
While Lian didn’t truly see Iris as an adult, he deliberately used the "We're all grown up now" excuse to get her to back off.
Iris looked as if she were about to cry, but Lian had to remain firm today.
'We’ll have to part ways soon, so I need to prepare for that.'
It was a bitter thought, but a necessary one.
'When Iris goes to the duke's estate, I'll... help her as much as I can from afar.'
Even if the original story had diverged significantly, one fact remained unchanged: Iris was a descendant of the hero and would eventually become a hero herself.
Heroes needed challenges and opportunities for growth. Having a Gag Resident, who was practically a cheat character, by the hero's side would do no good. A cheat should only be used in truly desperate situations.
That's why Lian planned to help Iris from a distance, only stepping in when she was in real danger.
With this resolve, Lian managed to push the tearful Iris away. Iris looked up at Lian with a shocked expression.
"Sniff..."
While Iris remained stunned, Jess simply sulked, distancing herself from Lian as she wandered nearby.
It felt like being a doting father who had just discovered his sullen five-year-old daughter holding an "I'm sorry, Daddy" letter after her first scolding. But Lian managed to endure it.
The truly frightening part was that Jess had calculated everything up to the point where Lian would push Iris away. From the moment she approached Lian and shamelessly displayed her desire (?), it had been a plan to separate Iris from him.
Jess was as docile as a lamb in front of her master, but she was no different from a wolf behind his back. She was a beastman who would stop at nothing to win her mate.
Although Jess pouted at Lian's refusal to pet her, she was secretly pleased.
Although she couldn’t be close to Lian, neither could Iris, just because she was his sister.
Normally, Iris would have noticed Jess's mood, become enraged, and lost her temper, but she was so stunned that she just stared blankly at Lian.
Her eyes were dull, like when she had seen the Spirit King. It seemed that her hair looked even duller than before, but no one noticed.
Noah, who had been struck by reality after feeling jealous of Lian's real sister.
Iris, who was severely shocked after being pushed away by Lian.
Jess, who was sulking because Lian was refusing to pet her.
The atmosphere among the three was far from pleasant, but their journey was remarkably peaceful. Although they occasionally encountered monsters, the battles were so insignificant compared to those in the Demon King’s land that they felt more like a leisurely stroll.
"Lower your stance a bit more, that's it!"
"Huff, huff..."
The situation was so peaceful that the monsters they encountered were used as practical training for the children, who lacked real combat experience.
After traveling through the forest for quite some time, they finally arrived at a village inhabited by people.
"Ah...!"
"A village!"
Unlike the Demon King's land, the blue sky, warm sunlight, and peaceful village below left everyone speechless with emotion.
"...Let's go."
Starting with Noah, everyone began to enter the village. As nearly a hundred people poured in, the guards, who appeared to be stationed nearby, came running.
The village was larger than expected, and the guards requested to see their identification. In this world, not many people had identification tags, but merchants and mercenaries traveling between villages often carried them.
Because most people lived and died in their homeland, there was a high level of suspicion toward outsiders.
"Here it is."
They had prepared for this kind of situation when planning their escape to the empire. Although it had cost them a lot of money, getting mercenary identification tags in the crime-ridden Cardishian was a simple task.
The guards, who had assumed the group were refugees from another village, were taken aback as they checked over 90 identification tags one by one.
A mercenary group consisting of entire families was unheard of. There were many children, which made them seem less threatening, but a group of nearly 100 mercenaries was still a formidable force.
"We may be mercenaries, but we're no different from refugees. We'll stock up on supplies in the village and leave immediately."
Lily slipped a silver coin to the guard as she spoke, causing his jaw to drop. It was an amount equivalent to half his monthly wage.
Before he could respond, another silver coin was added on top, making his eyes widen even further. As his eyes grew as wide as possible, Lily smiled gently and slipped some money to the other guards as well.
"In that case..."
"Ahem... Just don't cause any trouble!"
As was typical in a corrupt world, the guards chose to turn a blind eye to the group of nearly 100 mercenaries. They would simply report them as passing refugees to their superiors.
After the guards left, they began to enter the village. To avoid drawing too much attention, they split into groups of ten and entered the village slowly.
End of Chapter.
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The Executioner Sent by God
"Hmm, so you gave each of them 2 silvers..."
In a small but lavish temple, a middle-aged woman muttered this with a sly smile. An elderly man sitting next to her, with a kind and gentle appearance, responded with a benevolent smile.
"The poor lambs have come here in search of the light."
Despite his compassionate expression, the old man's eyes were filled with deep greed. The captain of the guards, seated across from them, stroked his long beard as he spoke.
"They looked like some bumpkins who got lucky and made a substantial profit... How about we show them some mercy and let them take root here?"
"Yes, that's a good idea."
"Hohoho, if we don't help them, who will? We'll consider it God's will and take good care of them."
The stained glass windows cast a holy light on the temple floor, but the conversation taking place there was as dirty and grimy as could be.
The statue, crafted in the image of a god by mere mortals, gazed down at them with an impassive stare. Although one might fear divine punishment, they were unafraid.
They did not believe that what they were doing was a sin.
The captain of the guards considered the extortion of money from the powerless as a necessary violence, as some of that money was used to maintain the temple.
The middle-aged priestess believed that kidnapping virgins and draining their blood every night to bathe in was not an act of greed to preserve her youth, but rather a painful necessity to manage the temple for as long as possible.
The elderly high priest, who lured orphans to the capital's grand temple under the pretext of sending them there, and then took them to the basement to consume them as a meal, did not do it out of a desire for human flesh, but to show mercy by ensuring the orphans could return to God's embrace without suffering from hunger.
They believed that the fact they were not struck down by divine retribution was proof that what they were doing was not a sin, and the tiny bit of divine power remaining in them was proof they would go to heaven.
‘Oh, is this the temple?’
Just then, someone sent by God arrived.
With snow-white hair, golden eyes glimmering with curiosity, porcelain-like smooth and pale skin akin to moonlight, gently curved eyes, a soft smile, and a god's insignia engraved on the back of his hand, he looked like a saint from a fairy tale brought to life.
‘The statues here won’t move, right?’
However, considering his abilities, the titles "God's Retribution" or "The Executioner Sent by God" might be more fitting, though no one here was aware of this.
"Well then, I’ll be going in now..."
"Oh my!"
The three individuals, who had been having a productive conversation for the temple, bumped into Lian as they emerged from inside.
The guard captain, upon seeing Lian's breathtaking beauty, thought, 'He'll fetch a high price,' while the middle-aged woman twisted her body with a flushed face.
The high priest merely chuckled softly, thinking, 'This face could spread quite a lot of seed,' followed by, 'The more children, the better, and so tender...' though outwardly he maintained the appearance of a benevolent old man.
"Ah, hello!"
Due to the atmosphere of the temple, Lian naturally assumed that the three people he had encountered were "good people." Each of the three, for their own reasons, was favorably disposed towards Lian, and they exchanged light-hearted words.
"Then, I'll be going now."
After a brief exchange, the guard captain left the temple to extort money from the merchants. The middle-aged woman then spoke in a friendly voice.
"Since you've come all the way here, why don't I show you around the temple?"
"Oh... ahem, that’s okay. I was just curious about it."
For some reason, Lian got the unsettling feeling of a cross-dressing, trench coat-wearing flasher from the middle-aged woman in front of him. Though he couldn't pinpoint why, the eerie sensation made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.
The middle-aged woman was much older than she appeared, having forcibly maintained her youth through horrendous means. In fact, she was older than the elderly man standing beside her.
Men from the gag world instinctively reject women who hide their age with disguise-level makeup or cross-dressing men who make no effort to hide their gender.
This was a power passed down through the genes by ancestors who had been burned by such experiences, ensuring their descendants would avoid similar encounters, regardless of the rules of the gag world.
For these reasons, Lian subtly distanced himself from the middle-aged woman.
"Oh, come on, just take a quick look around."
When the middle-aged woman clung to Lian's arm with a sticky tone that made it sound like her tongue had been cut in half, Lian’s face turned pale as if a roach had crawled up his arm.
"Oppa!"
"...! Oh, Iris, I’ll be right there! I’m sorry, but my group is waiting for me! I’ll be going now!"
Lian swiftly shook the woman off and rushed toward Iris, who was standing at the entrance of the temple.
"What were you doing here?"
"Oh, I was just curious about the temple."
Due to the gag filter, the middle-aged woman was left standing in an awkward posture, as if hugging the air. She then pulled herself together, her face flushed as she tried to compose herself.
She repeatedly tucked her hair behind her ears, trying to emphasize her femininity as she attempted to chase after Lian and Iris, who were leaving the temple. At that moment, a pair of golden eyes, devoid of any warmth, unlike Lian’s, turned toward her.
"...!"
The middle-aged woman froze in place, unable to move, under the murderous gaze directed at her, as if she were an annoying fly clinging to his brother.
Iris's eyes were so terrifying that the woman unconsciously lowered her gaze and began to tremble.
"Oppa, by the way -... what were you doing with that ajumma?"
".....!?"
A- ajumma?!
To a woman capable of flaying a child's skin just to maintain her appearance, being called "ajumma" was nothing short of a taboo.
Hearing that word from Iris, who had not only been born with exceptional beauty but was also at the age where her looks were at their peak, caused the woman's inferiority complex to explode.
'That... that wretched girl!'
Yet, she couldn’t curse out loud. The murderous intent radiating from Iris was too terrifying. Instead, she secretly looked Iris up and down, licking her lips.
'From the looks of her, she's still a virgin. With a face like that, I could regain at least ten years of youth!'
She imagined Iris clinging to her legs, her beautiful face smeared with tears and snot, and grinned wickedly. If Iris had seen that smile, she would have lost her composure and thrown a punch.
Iris quickly led her brother out of the temple to escape the unsettling gaze of the woman. Because of that, the nasty woman's smile lingered for another minute.
The old man, passing by the middle-aged woman with the foul grin, made his way to the temple entrance.
He saw children he'd never seen before in the village, holding snacks in their hands and laughing as they walked. The old man licked his lips unconsciously.
‘There seem to be quite a few of them, so I suppose tasting one won't hurt.’
If several children went missing, it would raise suspicion, but if only one disappeared, people would search frantically for the child. This meant the group would be stuck in the village for a few more days.
Since it was necessary to keep the group in the village, sacrificing one child for dinner was an inevitable and absolutely necessary act.
'Tsk, tsk, they must have gone through so much suffering.'
The old man licked his lips again as he watched the children smile brightly. He could almost taste the tang of blood and the tender meat on his tongue.
‘If you join me, chosen by God, you can all go to heaven. So, don’t worry.’
If they became part of his flesh and blood, the children could surely go to heaven with him!
When the old man had bought the position of high priest, he at least acknowledged that what he was doing was wrong. But now, even that recognition was gone, and he truly believed he was making a choice for the sake of the children.
Lian’s goal was to protect his precious group. That meant that the three people who had evil designs on the children, the maidens, and the valuable slaves in his group were now perceived by Lian as "enemies."
The moment they became enemies that shouldn't have been made, their fate was as good as sealed.
***
‘There are more pretty ones than I thought. I could probably take one for myself... heh...’
The guard captain smirked as he spied on the group walking around outside through the window. His gaze lingered on Lily, eyeing her with a lecherous gleam.
"...!"
Nero, who had sharp instincts, quickly scanned the area as he noticed the lewd gaze lingering on his woman. However, the guard captain swiftly averted his eyes, so Nero didn’t catch him.
‘Looks like there’s someone skilled around. I’d better be careful.’
End of Chapter.
Chapter 130
Chapter 130
**The Full Force of a Wife’s (+99) Wrath!**
He thought of this as he slumped into the leather chair that looked far too expensive for a mere guard captain. He pulled out a smoking pipe.
It was a trendy item among nobles recently, something he had acquired at a high price.
Click.
As he was lighting it with an ornate magical tool that did little more than act as an expensive matchstick...
Knock, knock.
A light tapping came from the door.
"Captain, your wife is here to see you."
"Tell her I’m too busy right now."
"...Yes, understood."
He frowned and sighed deeply.
"Tsk, she should’ve stayed docile like when we first got married..."
The guard captain's wife had been a maiden from a neighboring village, famous for her beauty. Not only that, but she was also good at household chores, demure, and even prepared warm water to wash her husband's feet when he came home.
For such a woman to come all the way to her husband's workplace, despite knowing it was improper, could only mean one thing: the guard captain's infidelity.
Not long after their wedding, she became pregnant. She was overjoyed, feeling as though she had the whole world, but misfortune struck too easily.
About a week after she began refusing her husband’s advances for the sake of the child, horrible noises started coming from the room next door.
Her husband had brought a prostitute into their home and was enjoying himself in the next room. Even when his wife, shocked and collapsed to the floor, saw this, he didn’t stop. The shock caused her to miscarry.
She cried endlessly as she looked at the bloody mess between her legs. The guard captain, seeing his wife like this, beat her, saying she couldn’t even take care of one child, and then suggested they try for another.
This was when the woman, who had nearly lost her mind, threatened to kill herself by holding a knife to her throat. Losing the woman he had spent so much money to bring home would be bad enough, but if her body were found at home, it would cause a massive stir among the townsfolk.
If this news reached the ears of those eyeing his position as guard captain, he might have to step down.
The guard captain tried to tame her with his fists, but there’s nothing stronger than a mother who has lost her child.
She pressed the knife so deeply into her throat that blood began to drip, showing she was truly ready to end her life, and the guard captain had no choice but to back down.
He arrogantly assumed that she wouldn't get far.
What he hadn’t considered was that her family was wealthier than he had anticipated. When he courted her, he had practically crawled on the ground, promising her the world, only to forget all of it once they were married.
The woman fled back to her family, but she wasn’t warmly welcomed. At that time, society didn’t look kindly on women who left their husbands, and she was even scolded for not accepting his infidelity.
But that was the extent of her punishment. Her father, who doted on her, eventually hugged his tearful daughter and told her to divorce the trash of a husband.
Divorce was technically allowed in the empire, but it was rare. The amount required to be paid to the state for an approved divorce was exorbitant. Fortunately, her family was wealthy enough to cover the cost.
A woman who had lost her purity and had experienced a miscarriage was unlikely to marry again, but given her exceptional beauty, she could potentially find new love at least once more.
A divorce required both parties to agree and sign the papers. Without the guard captain’s signature, they would remain married forever, forcing them to live together.
And so, the woman, with a group of guards assigned by her family, came all the way here to get those divorce papers signed.
The guard captain, however, saw her actions as nothing more than a whim or a ploy to gain the upper hand in their marriage.
"I’ll have to teach her a proper lesson when I get home."
He puffed on his pipe and thought of his pretty wife.
A situation so horrifying it’s unimaginable in the gag world!
The gag filter began to work fiercely around the guard captain, who had been identified as an "enemy" by Lian.
Bang!
"Hey, you bastard!"
"Huh?"
His wife, now enhanced by the gag filter (+99), burst through the door, splitting it in half, holding a frying pan in one hand. The guard captain stared at her blankly.
The woman who used to quietly weep with a delicate face now looked so monstrous it reminded him of a fearsome creature. The frying pan she held in both hands was emitting a strange, smoky haze for reasons unknown.
Behind her, the secretary and guards lay collapsed on the ground, their heads covered in lumps.
"What the... What do you think you’re doing?"
The guard captain stuttered in shock.
Thud! Thud! Thud!
With each step she took, the building trembled, despite her light and frail body that he could easily lift with one arm.
Rustle...
In the meticulously clean room, dust inexplicably began to fall.
The simple wooden chandelier hanging from the ceiling swayed weakly.
Boom!
She stopped in front of his desk and slammed a white piece of paper onto it with authority.
"Sign it."
"What? Why should I?"
Her voice, cold and unfamiliar, didn’t scare the guard captain. Instead, the shock snapped him out of his daze, and he even began to sneer as he looked at his wife.
"Do you know how much I spent to bring you here? You gladly took everything back then, and now you want a divorce?"
The woman, who had been raised to take pride in supporting her husband and wisely raising his children, had a strong sense of financial responsibility. She had sold every expensive gift he had given her, exchanged it for land, and kept it as part of her dowry.
Now, all those lands were in her husband’s name, meaning she had gained nothing financially.
The guard captain’s attitude of only remembering what he had given, not what she had received, caused the woman to feel rage boiling up inside her.
Had it not been for the gag filter, she would have collapsed crying in pity, but now she was the "ajumma," a feared figure in this world. And she was the wife of a bastard husband.
The wives of men known for their infidelity and bad habits were notorious for being as tough as generals.
For this reason, she was currently in a state of extreme enhancement, both mentally and physically, earning her the title of "strongest."
"When I tell you to sign, you sign!"
As she swung the frying pan in her hand, the guard captain confidently reached out to grab her wrist, expecting it to snap easily.
Crack!
Her hand moved with an eerie precision and delivered a ghostly blow to his head.
Crack! Crack! Crack!
"Do you think I’m a pushover just because I’ve been quiet?"
"Ugh! Stop it... Ack! Please, stop... Guh!"
Bang!
With each blow, his head was forced down until it finally slammed onto the desk with a loud thud. Blood trickled from his face. A delicate hand, clad in a white glove, grabbed a fistful of his hair and lifted his head.
With a face resembling that of a vengeful spirit, the woman spoke to the guard captain, who was now bleeding from his nose.
"So, what did you say, you bastard?"
"Huff, huff... How dare you...!"
Bang!
"Still need more?"
She slammed his head into the desk again, splitting it in half.
"Ugh..."
His vision swam as he staggered, trying to steady himself by clutching the ground. Humiliated, he tried to draw his sword. But at that moment...
Whoosh!
"Wha-what?!"
"Take this!"
The woman grabbed his legs, placed them around her waist, and began to spin like a top. The speed was so great that he became nothing but a blur, something unimaginable in the realm of dark fantasy.
"Aaaagh! S-spare me...!"
He couldn’t even finish his plea because she suddenly let go.
Crash!
He flew through the window and landed outside. In the gag world, it would have been like falling down a single stair, but here, it was a height that could easily break a bone.
Fortunately for the guard captain, he landed on the ground outside the first floor without major injury...
"Oww..."
But both his legs, which had been clutched by her, had snapped the moment she grabbed them, leaving him unable to stand.
Thud, thud...
The guard captain, his face pale, looked up at his wife descending the stairs. She still held the frying pan. The delicate body that had once only engaged in flower arrangement now appeared to possess muscles honed from years of training as a warrior.
Even her appearance seemed to have changed somehow.
"Hey."
"You monster of a woman... You demon!"
"Still haven’t learned your lesson, have you?"
The guard captain could only shed pitiful tears as his wife applied a cobra twist (a pro-wrestling move) on him in the middle of the street. It was the moment when his influence, in every sense of the word, plummeted.
"Oh... A marital spat. Scary."
Lian, who had been wandering around the village with Iris and Jess to buy supplies, shuddered as he witnessed the guard captain getting utterly beaten.
"A marital spat? That?"
Iris's eyes were filled with confusion.
"A fight to determine the pack leader!"
Jess, in contrast, was delighted, comparing the scene to a battle to determine the leader of a pack.
End of Chapter.
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A Strong Sip of Dark Fantasy
As the sky turned the color of dusk and people began heading home or to restaurants for a drink...
"This time, I’ll be it!"
"Okay!"
"Don’t sing the song too fast! Got it?"
Like children do, the village kids and the children from the Nest organization quickly grew close and played until the sun set.
With the older kids helping their parents, the average age of the group was around eight years old.
The child who was "it" covered their eyes with both hands and crouched down before starting to sing.
"In the mountains, a rabbit met a goblin."
Not knowing how to count, the child sang a song to measure time. In their eagerness, some kids would sing the song quickly, drawing complaints from the others, so the child took care to sing slowly.
The other kids, faces flushed, began to dash off to find hiding spots. Those who hadn’t thought of a spot just ran around in circles, unsure of where to go.
Thud.
"Ah!"
A seven-year-old running to hide behind a large oak barrel tripped over a stone, and their body pitched forward. Just as their soft, delicate face was about to scrape against the ground...
"Oops!"
A firm hand caught the falling child. The child looked up with wide eyes at the person who had saved them. Recognizing the familiar clothing, a bright smile spread across their face.
"Grandpa!"
"Hahaha, you’ve grown so much in such a short time!"
The village’s sole high priest, who was in charge of the temple, chuckled warmly as he set the child back on the ground. Then he pulled a neatly folded piece of paper out of his pocket.
As he unfolded it, several small candies fell out. The old man picked up a candy and handed it to the child.
"Here, this is a gift from Grandpa. Enjoy it."
"Wow! Thank you!"
The child beamed, raising a fist in delight.
"Huh?! Fesil is eating candy!"
"Really?! I want some too! Please, Grandpa!"
The children, who were supposed to be hiding, gave up and started running toward him, even the one who was "it."
"Haha, there’s plenty of candy, so line up and I’ll give you some. Here you go. You too."
The old man, with a gentle expression like the kind grandfather who visits on December 25th, handed out the candy to the children. However, the supply of candy he had on hand quickly ran out.
Seeing the kids who didn’t receive any candy looking up at him with sad faces, the old man scratched his head with an awkward laugh.
"Oh dear, I’m out of candy. But Grandpa has some left at home... Would you like to come get it?"
"...! Yes!"
"Okay!"
The village kids, who treated the old man like their own grandfather, quickly nodded.
"Those of you who got candy, it’s time to head home. The sun’s already setting."
"Yes!"
The majority of the kids who received candy cheerfully waved goodbye and left. The remaining five consisted of two kids from the Nest organization and three from the village.
The old man chuckled darkly to himself.
'Five should be enough.'
He glanced over at the hesitant children from the Nest organization.
'Hmm, kids from an outside region... They should be plump and tasty.'
Despite such horrific thoughts, his expression was so kind that the children had no idea they were in danger.
"Come on now, let’s go before the sun sets."
"Yes!"
"Heehee, candy! Candy!"
The children from the Nest organization, partly swayed by the old man’s kind face, pushed aside the warnings about following strangers. The candy was just too tempting.
As the old man and the children walked along, villagers heading home smiled and greeted him.
His efforts to maintain a spotless image in public, despite his filthy actions, paid off in moments like this.
"Oh my, if you spoil the kids too much, they’ll develop bad habits!"
"Hahaha... I’m strict with them at home, so it’s okay to spoil one of them a little."
The villager’s expression softened at the old man’s affectionate words. With no one to interfere, he successfully led the children to the stately temple.
"Wow..."
"Whoa..."
For the children who had lived their entire lives in the Demon King’s land, the temple, with its subtle holiness, seemed like a world apart. Enchanted by the sacred atmosphere, the children from the Nest organization pushed aside any lingering doubts and happily followed the old man.
Creak. The door leading to the back of the temple opened to reveal a long corridor, welcoming the old man and the children. The old man quickly made his way to his room. When he opened the door, a musty, old-man smell wafted out.
"Wait here for just a moment."
The old man entered the room and opened a drawer against the wall. From it, he took out a round glass jar. The jar’s heavy lid clinked as he pulled it open, revealing a collection of colorful candies inside.
Pop.
He removed the lid and took out two candies for each child, placing them in their hands. The old man smiled warmly, his wrinkled eyes crinkling as he patted the head of a child whose eyes sparkled with delight.
"You must be tired from the walk, so I’m giving you two candies each as a special treat."
The old man put a finger to his lips.
"But remember, it’s our little secret from the others. Got it?"
"Yes!"
"Yes, yes!"
The children’s eyes twinkled as they eagerly popped the candies into their mouths.
"Alright, head back home before it gets completely dark."
Chirrr, chirrr.
The sound of insects came from somewhere, casting a dark shadow over the old man's face as he stood with his back to the window. The children's cheerful voices echoed through the unsettling atmosphere.
"Yes!"
Not a single child remained as they all exited the temple.
That night, a few children went missing.
***
Shaak, shaak, shaak.
A sharp sound pierced through the air, ringing in Pia’s ears and reverberating inside her head.
Shaak, shaak.
'What is that sound?'
In her groggy state, Pia tried to make sense of the unfamiliar noise.
Shaak, shaak, krrk.
As her mind gradually surfaced from the depths, the noise's volume increased, growing louder in her ears.
'Ah, that sound is... someone sharpening a knife.'
Pia forced her heavy eyelids open.
Shaak, shaak.
In her foggy vision, she could make out a narrow back, white hair, and a faint, unpleasant smell that reeked of blood.
Drip.
"Ah."
A cold drop of water fell on her cheek from somewhere, fully awakening Pia. Her eyes snapped open, taking in her surroundings with clarity.
A hunched old man sat on the ground, sharpening a broad knife on a whetstone. Beside him, four candles, half-melted, cast a cold light.
'This is... a cave?'
The damp air, the uneven floor and ceiling, and the night sky visible through a long tunnel beside the old man. Pia was lying bound, her limbs tied in this unfamiliar cave.
'Why am I... here...'
She quickly tried to recall her memories.
'I was praying as usual and then fell asleep.'
Pia struggled to calm her increasingly muddled mind, forcing herself to think clearly.
'Now that I think about it, something was off when I fell asleep.'
Pia frowned as she remembered the odd sensation of passing out, as if she had been drugged.
'That kind of reaction... only happens when you’ve taken something. So when did this...'
As Pia racked her brain, trying to remember...
"Ugh..."
"...!"
A small groan came from behind her. She twisted her body and looked back, spotting a child shackled hand and foot. The sight triggered a sudden memory she had pushed aside.
'The candy...'
The child, who had received two sweet candies, had returned to the inn, eager to share one with someone special. Pia had accepted the candy without suspicion, hearing it came from the temple, and had patted the child's head.
As the memory resurfaced, Pia realized something new.
...The sound of the knife sharpening had stopped.
"Oh, you’re awake already."
"...! You...!"
Pia’s head whipped around at the sound of the old man’s relaxed voice. The old man stood beside her, narrowing his eyes as he looked down at her, holding a large cleaver in one hand.
"I was going to send you off without pain... But you must have committed many sins."
Pia remained silent, not offering any retort to the strange words of the old man. In the Demon King’s land, people like this old man were not uncommon.
'Aah... Even in this paradise-like land, impurity abounds.'
Pia bit her lip so hard it bled, cursing her own complacency in being content with a place that seemed like paradise compared to the Demon King’s land, and realizing that her carelessness had brought about this situation.
Thud, thud.
When Pia didn’t respond and continued to glare at him, the old man walked past her toward where the children lay.
"Let’s see... They’re starting to wake up. I’m not quite finished, but if they wake up, it will be painful for them. I must show mercy."
The old man spoke as if humming a tune, lifting the cleaver high into the air.
Thunk!
The sickening sound of flesh being pierced echoed through the air.
End of Chapter.
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**0.1 Second Cut**
"Ugh..."
The old man looked down at his chest. A sharp dagger was protruding from it.
Splurt!
"Ugh!"
As the dagger was pulled out, blood gushed out from the pierced chest. The old man staggered, covering his chest with his hand, and turned around.
"How...?"
The sturdy ropes that had bound her body so tightly were now shredded like paper scraps, lying in tatters on the floor, and the shackles that had restrained her ankles were split in half.
It was a miracle only possible because she worshipped the Gag Residents as gods.
'Hah... It's a good thing he let his guard down.'
Pia let out a long sigh of relief. If the old man had been more cautious, she might not have been able to pierce his heart so easily.
'Before the scent of blood gets any stronger, I need to get the children and get out of here—'
"Hehehe..."
"...!"
Before she could finish her thought, the old man, with an unsettling laugh, suddenly stood up. Pia raised the dagger, her eyes trembling.
"How...? I definitely stabbed you in the heart!"
The old man chuckled maniacally and removed the hand covering his chest. Smooth, unblemished skin was revealed, as if nothing had happened.
"....!"
"If my heart had been here—then yes, that attack would have surely killed me."
"What are you talking about...?"
Caught in the gag filter, the old man began to divulge information that he would normally never share.
"My heart was offered to the god, leaving this place completely empty. The god, in turn, granted me mercy and gave me a new heart that allows me to live forever!"
"Don't tell me... you made a pact with a demon?"
"A demon? No! He is a great god!"
The old man had sacrificed the souls of a thousand children to turn his heart into a gem. It was somewhat akin to the path liches take.
Rumble!
From the old man’s body, black energy began to spread out like tentacles.
"Hehehe, fully grown ones are too tough and lack flavor... But I’ll show mercy so you can join the god."
The old man, now enveloped in the black energy, exuded a terrifying aura. Pia gritted her teeth and tightened her grip on the dagger.
'There has to be a heart somewhere. If I can find it...!'
As if reading Pia's thoughts, the old man spoke in a chilling voice.
"Ah—are you looking for my heart?"
"...!"
"If you're curious, I can tell you."
The old man, like any villain under the gag filter, smirked and kindly explained.
"My heart is in the dungeon located in the third cell of the temple’s underground prison."
"A... dungeon?"
"In there, you'll find countless traps, doppelgängers that can duplicate your power twofold, security magic that even high-ranking wizards can't break, and ten starving chimeras waiting for you."
The old man's words were akin to declaring himself immortal. Pia felt her body tremble with deep despair. The old man, reveling in Pia's reaction, let out a more sinister laugh.
"Hehehe, as long as my heart is there, I can never die!"
Just as he declared that, the cliché was triggered.
***
Rusty iron bars, walls covered in moss, and the lack of windows due to its underground location—this was the temple’s underground prison, home to the dungeon where the old man’s heart was kept.
"Is this the place?"
Lian scratched the back of his head, deep in thought.
'Since Pia and the children disappeared, I figured they'd be in the temple.'
Usually, cults mix existing religions with various bits of information. Lian thought the religion Pia believed in was one of those cases.
Although mixed with the Lian persona, the foundation was likely an already existing religion. So, if Pia disappeared, she would head to the temple! ...Or so Lian thought.
'Hmm, so where did they go?'
Contrary to his guess, the prison was completely empty.
'Still, just in case, I should investigate thoroughly... huh?'
As he was about to scour the prison, he noticed a door blending in with the bricks of the wall, making it hard to spot.
"Could it be in here?"
Lian, his expression brightening, hurriedly approached the door. When he lightly pushed it, the door opened easily, like a simple wooden door.
"Pia? Are you in here..? Whoa!"
The moment he leaned his face through the door's pitch-black darkness, it felt as if someone had pushed him from behind, causing him to stumble forward.
Crash!
"Oww..."
Since he hadn’t summoned his demon sword, he ended up rolling heavily on the floor.
Whoosh. As Lian entered the dungeon, the torches attached to the walls of the long corridor flickered to life.
"Huh? The door is gone?"
When he turned around, he saw only a wall. Lian scratched the back of his head and stood up.
"I’m not sure what’s going on, but... I should press forward, I guess."
Like a true Gag Resident with infinite lives, he began to move forward without much concern. It wasn’t long before...
Click.
"Huh?"
He accidentally stepped on a trap trigger on the floor. Arrows shot out from the walls, piercing Lian's body.
"Ouch..."
Frowning at the sensation of someone poking his side, Lian looked down at the arrows.
"Ah! There’s a hole in my clothes!"
With several outfits already ruined during his journey, every piece of clothing had become precious. Lian immediately pulled out the arrow with a pop and made a miserable face.
"If they were going to shoot, they could have at least aimed for my face..."
Muttering some rather grim thoughts, Lian started moving again, the arrow still in his hand.
Click, click, click.
"Huh?"
As expected of a Gag Resident, he activated all the traps in the corridor.
Click, click. Countless holes, big enough to shoot arrows from, appeared in the walls.
Swoosh! Swish!
It was as if arrows were raining down in a war; they hurtled toward him.
Thud, thud, thwack!
Arrows pierced Lian’s body or thudded into the ground, rolling around. After a minute, the rain of arrows stopped. Lian, with his body full of arrows, pulled out the one stuck in his face.
The arrows clattered to the ground, and Lian, now wearing rags that could no longer be called clothes, revealed his smooth skin, his face filled with sorrow.
"My clothes... How am I supposed to go home like this?"
He sniffled inwardly as he began picking up the arrows scattered on the ground. His habit of saving things was deeply ingrained.
Holding a bundle of arrows in his arms, he continued moving forward. How far did he go? A hallway much wider than the one he had just walked through awaited him.
'...! An uphill path! If I go up there, I might be able to reach the surface!'
Lian cheered inwardly and rushed up the slope.
Rumble...
Just as he reached the top, the ceiling opened, and a massive boulder came hurtling down.
"Whoa!"
Startled, Lian threw away the arrows he was holding and ran back down. But just as he was about to dive into the narrow corridor...
Rumble...
"No, no!"
The gap between the narrow corridor and the wide corridor was suddenly blocked by a stone wall.
Crash! Thud!
"Heeek..."
Lian, now flattened like a piece of paper, floated limply for a moment before dropping with a thud onto the slope. With a pop, he returned to his original form. But his clothes were still in tatters.
"Ugh... Could these traps really keep coming?"
Lian staggered to his feet and began moving forward again. His grumbling demeanor was the epitome of a Gag Resident.
Crack, creak, crunch!
"Aaah!"
And so, Lian steadily triggered and survived each of the hundreds of traps the old man had mentioned. But none of the traps could stop Lian.
After clearing all the traps in no time, Lian arrived in a white space covered in a thick fog. The ceiling was too high to see, and the walls were nowhere in sight.
The only things visible were the passage he had just exited and the entrance leading to a new passage on the opposite side. Lian immediately tried to head for the opposite entrance.
Swoosh.
At that moment, the white mist began to swirl, gathering together to form a shape. A white mannequin-like figure blocked Lian’s path to the entrance.
"Hmm..."
Lian considered summoning his demon sword, which he hadn’t felt the need to do so far, as he looked at the mannequin-like figure.
Creak, creak.
The figure contorted its body unnaturally, like a person who had been in a car accident, but soon its form began to shift smoothly like a slime.
It grew taller, its shoulders broadened, and it started to take on human skin. The doppelgänger, which could imitate its opponent’s power twofold, steadily morphed into Lian’s likeness.
Gurgle, gurgle.
Then, as if something had gone wrong, the form that had been taking shape began to distort.
Gurgle, gurgle, gurgle! Pop!
Unable to handle the power of the gag filter, the doppelgänger burst apart. Lian stared blankly at the spot where the doppelgänger had vanished without a trace.
"What... was that?"
The old man’s proud "ultimate doppelgänger" had... been taken out in 0.1 seconds.
End of Chapter.
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**This is Mine Now**
Lian scratched the back of his head before starting to move forward. The path leading to the next room was surprisingly short, perhaps because the designer thought no one would make it this far.
"Hmm."
Lian found himself standing inside a massive underground chamber that reminded him of a gigantic gymnasium. At the far end of his line of sight was a smooth wall. A large wall, approximately 15 meters both in height and width, was covered in densely drawn magic circles.
'Should I summon the Demon Sword? No... I’ve made it this far, so that seems a bit...'
If this were a game, the Demon Sword would be as good as a walkthrough or a cheat. Having made it this far on his own strength, Lian wanted to continue relying on himself to reach the end.
After enduring countless traps that tore his body apart and having repeatedly returned to make progress, he had half-forgotten his original objective of finding Pia.
'It does look like some kind of impressive magic circle, but...'
Lian approached the magic circle. From a distance, the magic circle, which glowed a dazzling fluorescent sky blue, appeared to be engraved on the wall. But upon closer inspection, he realized it was more like a drawing.
'Wouldn’t it just be easier to erase the whole thing?'
Lian used the surviving sleeve of his clothes to rub at one side of the magic circle. The magic circle, which no spell could damage, was effortlessly wiped away under the touch of the 'housekeeper.' Not only was it erased, but it also gleamed with a polished shine.
Whooo...
As part of the magic circle was destroyed, it began to lose power and collapse. The beautiful light faded, leaving only a deep brown stain behind.
Crack... Rumble!
Cracks formed in the wall where the magic circle had been, and it soon crumbled away. Lian’s eyes widened as he watched the falling chunks of rock.
"Whoa!"
Dodging and weaving like a performer, Lian avoided the falling debris and jumped back.
*Cough, cough...!*
Dust and dirt clouded his vision. As he wiped away the tears pouring down his face like a waterfall, the dust began to settle.
"Kieek?"
Beyond the dust, a chimera, crawling on all fours, appeared. Its face was that of a chameleon, its upper body human, and its lower body that of a lion... Ten chimeras, made up of various animals, drooled as they eyed their newly revealed prey.
"Uh..."
Lian stared blankly at the ten chimeras. His face was soon cast in shadow.
"Kieek!"
"Wha—?!"
The starving chimeras lunged at Lian. A chameleon’s mouth opened wide, and its sharp teeth sank into Lian’s shoulder without mercy. Another chimera bit into his side, and yet another bit into his head.
As one of the chimeras swallowed a chunk of Lian’s flesh, its body began to twitch and change. Chimeras have an exceptionally high mortality rate when synthesizing different life forms.
However, there is one way to drastically reduce the mortality rate—by absorbing and evolving from the creatures they consume. The chimera that attacked Lian started to change for that very reason.
For the chimeras, which had evolved by consuming various organisms since birth, it was only natural that their bodies would change after eating Lian.
...That is, if what they consumed wasn’t Lian.
"Kihit?"
The moment the chimera with the chameleon head swallowed a large piece of flesh, it felt a sensation like bubbling soda bursting from within. The chimera, taken aback by the strange feeling, pulled away from Lian and looked down at its own body.
Gurgle, gurgle.
"Kieek?!"
Its belly began to churn violently, as if waves were crashing inside. The stomach, moving as if it were alive, wriggled and squirmed until...
Pop!
The chimera exploded. Its flesh splattered and fell all around. And as if that was just the beginning...
"Kihit?"
"Kihit?"
Pop! Pop! Pop!
One by one, the chimeras that had taken a bite of Lian began to burst like balloons.
Out of the ten chimeras that had attacked Lian, eight had taken a bite. The remaining two, having found no place to sink their teeth into, circled around Lian, waiting for an opportunity.
Pop! Pop!
The only ones that didn’t explode were the two chimeras that hadn’t touched Lian. They watched in shock as their comrades burst apart one by one.
Despite being creatures that didn’t fear death, both chimeras began to tremble uncontrollably. In a dark fantasy world, chimeras are terrifying monsters, mindlessly attacking humans. But in the Gag world, they were just one of many common creatures.
Because of this, the chimeras, which had been driven purely by instinct, now developed something akin to reason. The two remaining chimeras, gripped by fear, tried to distance themselves as much as possible from Lian.
"Ugh, if you’re going to keep dogs, at least put up a warning sign..."
Ferocious, aggressive, biting their targets indiscriminately—those were the traits of dogs in the Gag world.
With faces made of gold, bodies of iron, or even wobbly alien puppies that slithered around, the Gag world was full of all kinds of strange dogs. To Lian, even the chimeras felt like slightly peculiar dogs.
As Lian got up and dusted himself off, his face and body were as smooth as ever, though round bite marks remained. These were the marks left by the dogs of the Gag world.
"Whimper... whimper."
"Groan..."
Despite having witnessed their comrades’ eyes burst, their bellies split open, and their organs spill out, only to be eaten, the two remaining chimeras trembled at the sight of Lian standing up perfectly fine.
Lian didn’t feel the need to bother dealing with the two cowering chimeras, or rather, dogs. He stepped past the rubble and into the area where the chimeras had been confined.
The room was adorned with strange patterns carved into the walls, pillars erected along the edges, and large blue flames burning in massive torches. It was the perfect setup for a boss room. Realizing that the dungeon’s end was near, Lian smiled brightly.
'Let’s see... Oh, there’s a door over there.'
Noticing a small door relative to the size of the room, Lian hurried over. The door was covered in magic circles designed to keep the chimeras from passing through.
Creak.
But the housekeeper’s touch cleaned it up effortlessly. Lian wiped imaginary sweat from his brow and opened the door.
"Now... hmm? It’s smaller than I expected."
Mumbling to himself, he stepped into a room no larger than a studio apartment. In the center of the room stood an altar of unknown purpose, atop which rested a round orb, about the size of two adult fists put together.
The ceiling, walls, and floor were covered in magic circles that glowed brilliantly in a dark purple hue.
'I thought a reward room... or something like that would show up soon. Hmm, is this the reward?'
Lian approached the altar in the middle of the room and looked down at the orb.
***
While Lian was defeating the chimeras and reaching the deepest part of the dungeon, back in the cave...
Pia bit her lip in despair at the harsh reality, while the old man savored Pia’s despair with pleasure.
'Lian-nim...'
As always, in her deepest despair, Pia prayed more fervently for Lian.
'Please, show mercy and save the children...'
A faint divine power began to ripple around Pia. It wasn’t visible to the naked eye, but the old man, who had once wielded divine power, quickly noticed it.
"Ohh, so you’re actually a devout believer! Then I’ll send you to the god’s embrace first!"
The old man, truly believing his actions were for the god, smiled creepily as he approached Pia. Pia, with eyes full of resolve, took a defensive stance.
Even if she died here, she was determined to save the children. Seeing Pia like this, the old man suddenly smiled kindly.
"Don’t worry. The pain will be over soon."
Despite his gentle expression, the old man’s strike was more threatening and swifter than that of any swordsman. It was a speed impossible for his old body to produce. Pia’s eyes widened at the terrifying speed. However, that was all—her body couldn’t keep up with the old man’s movements.
As the blade swung diagonally to slice her throat, time stretched out, warping like taffy for Pia.
Pia’s body moved sluggishly as if she were the only one living in a slow world. But the old man moved normally as if he were living in a different timeline. That was how fast the old man was moving.
The moment his blade was about to carve into her neck like an animal being slaughtered...
Clang!
The blade suddenly twisted sideways and struck the cave wall. It had been swung with such force that the massive rock wall of the cave was left with a deep indentation.
"Gah! Aaargh!"
"....!"
Pia recoiled in shock, first at the old man’s bizarrely twisted attack and then at the horrific scream that followed.
'Is this... a trap?'
Was he pretending to be in pain like when she had stabbed his chest with the dagger?
As she cautiously retreated, keeping her wary eyes on the old man, she slowly inched toward the children.
"Kehek, keck! Gwuooorck!! Kyaaaargh!"
The old man clawed at his chest with his wrinkled hands, screaming in agony. His eyes bulged out of their sockets, and his skin peeled away, dripping blood.
Meanwhile, Lian...
'What’s this for? Is it used for fortune-telling?'
Lian grabbed the old man’s heart and began to pat the smooth surface, then he started shaking it vigorously as if shaking a soy milk bottle before drinking it. Before long, he realized that the silky smooth texture felt quite nice, so he slapped the orb against his palm repeatedly.
'This is a pretty nice orb, fits perfectly in my hand!'
End of Chapter.
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**Crash!**
Having found amusement in playing with the orb, Lian tossed it into the air and caught it repeatedly. Meanwhile, the old man clutched his chest and collapsed onto the floor.
"Hah, hah...!"
It felt as if he was bungee jumping from a great height! Despite his feet being firmly on the ground, the sensation of floating up into the sky and then plummeting down endlessly continued. The old man’s face turned ghostly pale.
The sight of the old man flailing on the floor was horrifying, but for Pia, it was a golden opportunity. She immediately rushed over to the children and began shaking them awake. Although she desperately wanted to scoop them up and flee, there were four unconscious children. It was realistically impossible for her to carry all four by herself.
"Ugh...?"
Fortunately, the children began to wake up one by one, furrowing their brows slightly.
"Pia unni?"
"Where are we...?"
"M-Mommy...?"
"Sob..."
The children from the Nest organization were relatively composed, having experienced various horrific scenarios before. However, the village children, faced with the dark cave reeking of a foul odor, were terrified. Even though they tried to stifle their cries, the sound of their sobs echoed through the cave walls.
Pia hastily covered their mouths, gesturing for silence. The Nest children nodded with determined expressions, while the village children clamped their hands over their mouths and nodded as well.
Pia then turned to check on the old man. He was still on the floor, clutching his chest with his head buried. As Pia observed the groaning old man, the children, unable to hide their anxiety, quickly scanned their surroundings.
And then they saw it.
"Eek...!"
In a dark corner barely touched by light was a black cell, inside which lay a small skeleton and a decaying corpse, still rotting with bits of flesh clinging to it.
One child froze, staring at the scene, and soon others followed suit, their bodies stiffening as they looked in the same direction.
"Nngh... Ugh!"
One of the children couldn’t hold back the gag reflex and turned away, retching. With nothing in their stomach, only bile came up. Meanwhile, Pia, having figured out the location of the exit, turned to the children and spoke.
"Kids, come over here."
Pia lined the children up in a row with herself at the back. She pointed to the passage where a faint light was visible.
"If you go straight through that passage, you’ll reach the outside. If you move calmly, no one will get hurt, okay?"
Perhaps it was Pia’s calm voice, but the terrified children quickly composed themselves. Just as they nodded and were about to start moving...
"Hahh, hahhh..."
The old man, who had been curled up and screaming in agony, suddenly exhaled heavily and went limp, as if the pain had finally ended.
At this point, Lian had grown tired of playing with the orb and had carelessly placed it back on the altar.
"Run!"
Realizing the situation, Pia raised her voice, prompting the children to sprint ahead. As Pia followed behind them, she glanced back. The old man was slowly getting up, with a medium-sized cleaver in his hand, glowing faintly blue.
"Hah... Hah..."
The old man gasped for breath as his hand fumbled over his chest.
'An intruder... An intruder has entered.'
The kindly expression was gone, replaced by a face twisted like a demon as he looked down at his own body.
'I need to get to the dungeon right away. I must retrieve my heart...!'
As he continued his thought, he suddenly froze and scanned the area. He saw Pia and the children running away.
'I can’t let that girl escape!'
No matter how extraordinary the old man's power was, if the guards swarmed in, he would be helpless. A slit throat or a stabbed chest wasn’t a big deal. After all, his heart was in the dungeon!
If he were buried underground, he could dig his way out. If he were discarded in a corpse pit, he just needed to gather his body and escape. And then, he could start over in a new village once he recovered the dungeon.
However, if the existence of his heart were exposed, they would surely burn his body or attempt to conquer the dungeon. The dungeon was tough for the guards or villagers to clear, but the Empire might send knights.
In any case, if the secret got out, the old man would most likely die. The old man began to stagger forward.
Step... Step, dash!
His trudging steps suddenly quickened as if arrows were being fired.
Crack.
A strange pattern appeared on his ankle. It was a demonic mark, allowing him to move at a speed impossible for a human but causing his ankle to darken as if being strangled.
As long as his heart wasn’t destroyed, his body would return to its original condition, and the wounds would heal quickly if he devoured the woman and children in front of him.
"Dear?"
Despite the twisted expression on his face, the old man’s voice was sweet and tender.
"The outside is dangerous! Come over here quickly!"
Pia broke out in a cold sweat and gritted her teeth. No matter how fast she ran, the children in front of her would inevitably be slower. The old man’s voice was rapidly closing in behind her.
"I’m, telling, you, to, come, here!"
"...! Eek!"
The old man’s sword flashed along with his voice, which was now right at Pia’s ear. In that instant, Pia’s legs gave out, and she collapsed. The cleaver that had rapidly approached her was about to slice through her neck like a snake catching prey.
Crunch!
Just as Pia’s neck was about to be severed, the sword suddenly slipped sideways and embedded itself into the cave wall. It was the power of divine force. Pia gasped as she looked up at the old man.
Had she been running so desperately in terror that her legs were now trembling uncontrollably?
"Unni!"
"Noona!"
"...! Run, kids!"
At Pia’s desperate shout, the child leading the group burst into tears.
"Wah, there’s a wall... there’s a wall... Waaah!"
"What do you mean...?"
The child’s high-pitched wail echoed through the cave. The old man smirked and said,
"Well, now you’re like a rat in a trap."
Crack, the old man’s left wrist twisted grotesquely. It was the price of forcefully borrowing the demon’s power to create a wall blocking the passage. But he had no regrets.
The old man’s bizarre appearance caused the children to either collapse to the ground in tears or sob uncontrollably. One child even wet themselves. Faced with overwhelming terror, all Pia could do was pray to her god.
"Lian-nim... Please, save us..."
"Yes, I will send you off without pain."
When Pia began to exude a strong divine aura, the old man mistook it for her seeking the god of a dark fantasy and responded with a merciful tone. Though he was losing his mind over the concern for his heart, the old man immediately raised his sword.
"Go to the god’s side!"
Just as his sword was about to strike Pia again...
Rattle, drop... Crack!
"Ah...!"
While inspecting the altar for some hidden mechanism, Lian accidentally dropped the orb onto the floor. The orb, apparently quite fragile, cracked and shattered upon hitting the ground.
Whoooosh!
As the old man’s heart shattered, the spells he had cast began to unravel one by one. The bright light that had filled the room faded, plunging the space into darkness. At the same time, the dungeon began to rumble as if it were on the verge of collapse.
"Ahh! It’s collapsing!"
Lian, covering his head with both hands, quickly looked around, searching for an escape route.
'Isn’t there supposed to be a portal or exit that opens up when you reach the end of a dungeon?!'
Even as he complained internally, his eyes diligently searched for a way out.
"...! There it is!"
One part of the wall that had been glowing blue had a small door. Without a second thought, Lian opened the door and stepped inside.
"It’s... a tunnel?"
Entering, Lian found a passage that stretched out like a mine tunnel.
Rumble, clatter...
"Ahh! Let’s get out of here!"
If he were buried here, it would take ages to dig his way out. Lian immediately started running down the passage.
After ascending a few slopes, he saw a faint light far ahead. Without a moment’s hesitation, he dashed toward the light.
Boom!
"Whoa!"
The door burst open as Lian rolled out, tumbling across the ground before finally crashing into something. He quickly gathered his bearings and looked around.
"This is..."
He found himself in a forest, densely packed with trees, overlooking a distant village. The area seemed to be a hillside at the back of the village.
'Hmm... I should head back to the village... Oh.'
Lian suddenly realized that he was nearly naked. His clothes were so tattered that they were barely recognizable.
'Hah... If I’d gone down to the village like this, I’d definitely have been dragged to the guards.’
Wiping away the cold sweat, he summoned his Demon Sword.
[ Partner, it’s way too late for dinner... Hmm? ]
End of Chapter.
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**Now, Who's the God Here?**
[ ...It seems that must be the popular style among humans. There’s no need to hide it. I, I, respect your... preferences. ]
The Demon Sword's voice quivered uncertainly. It took Lian about three seconds to realize that he was being treated similarly to the cross-dressing trench coat man he had encountered in the lab. Horrified, he quickly responded.
"T-That's not it! It's just... my clothes got ruined while wandering around a dungeon!"
[ A dungeon...? You went to such an interesting place by yourself! ]
The vibrant aura emanating from the Demon Sword diminished. It was clearly shocked that Lian had gone to such an amusing place without it.
Lian could only calm the sword down after promising to give it more blood than usual. As he looked down at the elaborate uniform he had summoned, a thought crossed his mind.
'Thank goodness it’s nighttime. If I had walked around like this during the day, I would’ve attracted way too much attention.'
With that thought, Lian started heading back to the village. The faint traces of human footsteps here and there made it easy to find his way.
Rustle.
As he pushed through the bushes and entered the village, the first thing that caught his eye was the temple situated at the highest point.
'I've returned to the place I started... Oh, wait. I was looking for something... Ah! Pia!'
It was only then that Lian realized that he had been distracted by the dungeon and had forgotten his purpose of finding the missing children and Pia in the middle of the night. And then, he noticed something he hadn’t seen before entering the dungeon.
'Huh!? There’s light coming from inside the temple...'
When he descended underground earlier, the temple’s prayer room had been dark, but now a soft light was shining through. Without a moment's hesitation, Lian headed straight for the temple.
He pushed open the half-open door and walked inside, where he was met with familiar faces. Relieved to see that everyone he had been searching for was gathered in one place, a bright smile spread across his face. Lian hurriedly walked over to Pia.
"...!"
As he got closer, a scene he hadn’t noticed before and the stench of blood assaulted his senses.
"Ah, h-hah..."
"Sob, hic... Mom... Mommy..."
A blood-soaked child lay on the ground, with three other children and Pia gathered around the child.
Pia, her face stained with tears, clasped her hands in prayer, while an unfamiliar child clung tightly to the cold hand of the fallen child, shedding endless tears.
The children who had been born and raised in this cruel land did not cry. Instead, they bit their lips hard enough to draw blood and clasped their hands in prayer, following Pia’s lead. They knew that praying was the only way they could possibly save the dying child.
By the standards of the dark fantasy world, the child was 99% certain to die. The remaining 1% chance was the possibility of being saved by a dark wizard and surviving as a chimera, which meant that in reality, the child had a 100% chance of dying.
In the dark fantasy world, medical treatment couldn’t heal a body that had been pierced by a blade and had its organs crushed. All they could do was clasp their hands together and beg the gods for mercy.
But that was only by the standards of a dark fantasy world.
'Huh? If they leave the child like this, it'll die.'
Lian watched as the child’s soul began to slip out of the frail body. Judging by how halfway out it was, death seemed imminent. From the mournful atmosphere, it didn’t seem like they were deliberately letting the child die. Without even having time to greet anyone, Lian quickly approached the child and extended his hand into the air.
"Wh-Who are you...?"
"Gasp..! Lian Hyung!"
The village child, who had been clutching their friend's hand with tear-filled eyes, looked up at Lian in a daze.
One of the two children who had been praying suddenly gasped and froze, while the other stared at Lian with a desperate expression.
Pia, deeply immersed in prayer, didn’t even notice Lian’s approach and continued to murmur her prayers. The divine power flowing out of Pia naturally connected with Lian’s body. The back of Lian’s hand began to glow faintly.
[ Ah... It doesn’t hurt anymore—... Huh? ]
The child’s eyes widened in surprise as Lian grabbed hold of the departing soul.
What came into view was a head of pure white hair and radiant golden eyes that didn’t seem human. The child’s mind went blank, captivated by the sight of the ornate uniform that looked like it belonged to a prince from a fairy tale and the dazzling appearance that complemented it.
Swoosh.
Without saying a word, Lian pushed the child’s soul back into its body. Then, he swiftly pulled out the knife lodged in the child’s abdomen. Miraculously, the wound disappeared in an instant. In the Gag world, the general rule was that once a soul returned to its body, the injuries would vanish as if they had never existed.
"Gasp."
The child’s eyes flew open as they stared blankly at the ceiling.
"Uh... Uhm...?"
"Huh...?"
"Ah... Wha..."
The children stammered like broken machines, unable to comprehend the miraculous event that had just occurred. A few seconds of silence passed.
"I... I’m alive?"
"Boohoo! You idiot!"
"Wha...?! Am I really alive?!"
"Noona! Noona! I’m alive! I’m alive!"
The children, overwhelmed with excitement, relief, and joy, reacted intensely, their bodies trembling. It wasn’t until the Nest child shook Pia’s body vigorously and shouted that Pia stopped praying and snapped her eyes open.
"What the... H-Huh, Lian-nim?"
Pia stared up at Lian, who stood like a figure in a painting, her mouth agape. The sacred temple and the children’s cheers felt surreal.
"There’s light over there!"
"Tente! Are you there?!"
"Tente!"
"Aniel!"
Voices and the flicker of orange light grew closer from outside the temple.
'Gasp! The villagers must have come to find the children! Wh-What do I do?'
Even though Lian had performed a miracle worthy of being revered as a god, from an outside perspective, he was just a suspiciously handsome man wielding the ominous-looking Demon Sword. If he tried to re-summon the sword now, he’d be branded a pervert, but if he only hid the sword, his uniform would still stand out too much.
'I-I need to get out of here!'
Like a mouse being chased by a cat, Lian’s eyes quickly scanned his surroundings.
'Ah! Over there!'
His gaze landed on the door leading to the old man’s room. Without looking back, Lian dashed toward the door behind the altar.
"L-Lian-nim? Where are you going—?"
"Tente!"
"Kyaaa!"
No sooner had Lian fled than the villagers entered the temple. Seeing the blood-soaked ground and the children’s bodies, they let out screams.
"M-Mommy!"
"Boohoo!"
Two of the village children burst into tears and ran into their parents’ arms. The parents and other villagers naturally glared at Pia with hostile expressions.
"What on earth happened here?"
"Could she be... a witch?"
"My god... Did she try to use the children as a sacrifice?"
It was only natural that the villagers would misunderstand, seeing an unfamiliar outsider and the bloodied children.
If the usual Dark Fantasy rules had applied, the villagers would have been too young and traumatized to help Pia, and she might have been wrongly accused of being a witch and burned alive.
Fortunately, Pia was a devotee of the Gag Residents, and one of the children had just been revived thanks to the Gag filter. The strong presence of the Gag filter allowed the two village children to act braver than usual.
"No! It’s not true!"
"Noona is... Noona isn’t the culprit!"
The two children broke free from their parents’ embrace and stood in front of Pia. The tense atmosphere, where it seemed the villagers would stab her with their shovels and pitchforks at any moment, began to ease.
"What on earth... happened, Tente?"
In the Gag world, if the atmosphere suggests a flashback, people nearby can vividly experience the event as if they were there themselves.
"So, actually—..."
The villagers listened to the child’s explanation as if they were possessed, immersing themselves in the story of what had transpired.
Upon hearing that the High Priest had already killed another child and was about to kill the rest, the villagers were horrified. When they heard that Pia had screamed at the children to run for their lives, they looked at her with worried eyes.
"Could it be that the injuries were..."
"This blood isn’t from the children—?"
"My god..."
Just as the villagers were about to fall back into misunderstanding, Pia quickly shook her head. Tente, who had been recounting the events, held up a hand and spoke.
"This blood is mine. When that monster grandpa suddenly collapsed, his sword flew at me and... it stabbed my stomach."
"W-What...?"
"Where?! Where did it...?!"
The child’s parents, faces pale with terror, began to examine their child’s body. The child pushed them away and said,
"I’m okay now! Lian-nim saved me!"
End of Chapter.
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**Like a Messenger of God**
"L-Lian-nim?"
"The god that our savior believes in...?"
At some point, Pia had transformed from being seen as a witch to being regarded as their savior. The two children spoke in slightly excited voices.
"Tente’s belly was bleeding so much... it just wouldn’t stop. And his body kept getting colder and colder..."
"Yeah, it hurt so much. But then suddenly, the pain stopped, and I thought, thank goodness... but then—"
The parents, along with the other villagers, were struck with shock as the children’s words pierced their hearts. The scenes the children described were strangely vivid in everyone’s minds. It was all thanks to the Gag filter.
"Just when I thought it didn’t hurt anymore... Lian-nim suddenly came up to me, grabbed me, and pulled me back to the surface!"
"Yes! That must’ve been when he brought you back! Then, he pulled out the knife, and the wound disappeared instantly! Look!"
When Aniel lifted Tente’s shirt, it revealed a smooth stomach with only faint traces of blood. It seemed unbelievable that a knife had been lodged in that spot, but the scenes playing out clearly in their minds made them believe the children’s words without any doubt.
"A miracle like that..."
"Could it be that God truly—"
Murmurs filled the air.
In the midst of the unsettled atmosphere—
Creak.
The door behind the altar, which led to the old man’s room, slowly opened. The villagers, who had been lost in the children’s unbelievable story, snapped back to their senses.
‘Could it be that bastard who kidnapped the children has returned?’
‘But he’s supposed to be dead…’
‘Maybe it’s one of his accomplices!’
The villagers, faces filled with suspicion, stepped forward to protect not only their children but also Pia and the Nest children. They raised their farming tools as if they were weapons.
In the tense atmosphere where even the sound of a pin dropping could be heard—
Click, clack.
The sound of familiar footsteps echoed through the temple. It was the distinct sound of shoes commonly worn by priests serving the gods. Just as the villagers’ wariness reached its peak, the pale moonlight streamed in through the temple’s windows, casting its glow on the figure who had just stepped through the door.
"Gasp..."
"Hngh...!"
Beneath the radiant moonlight, hair whiter than the light itself flowed gently. The golden eyes, glowing faintly even in the darkness, held an almost hypnotic power.
The ornate priest’s robes, embroidered with golden thread on pure white fabric, suited him perfectly.
Wasn’t this how the messengers of gods in myths would appear?
Without exception, the villagers gazed at Lian, utterly entranced.
"Pia."
"Ah..."
The moment Lian called Pia’s name in a low voice, someone let out a sound as if they were in pain. The gratitude they had felt moments before began to be tainted with jealousy and envy. It was the kind of jealousy humans feel toward someone chosen by a higher being.
However, Lian, unlike the others, was sweating buckets internally.
'It’s... going okay, right?'
As Lian carefully observed the atmosphere around him, his mind replayed the events that had just occurred.
A child stabbed with a knife, a fainting girl, a suspicious man running away with a cursed sword in hand.
Even with just those pieces of information, it was easy to understand—if he fled now, he could easily be mistaken for a criminal who had stabbed the child.
In the Gag world, when a crime occurs, the one who stays behind until the end or the one who flees first is often branded the criminal. If there are no witnesses, the one who remains is the culprit. If there are witnesses, the one who runs is the criminal.
In Lian’s current situation, it was clearly the latter.
'To not be mistaken for the criminal in this case... I shouldn’t run.'
That’s why Lian hadn’t fled and had instead begun opening doors inside the temple, searching for clothes to change into. If he could change quickly and then claim, ‘I didn’t run away, I just went to the bathroom real quick!’ he could avoid being falsely accused.
'But first, I need to find some clothes... Oh! Found them!'
He flung open a wardrobe in the old man’s room. Inside were pure white priest robes embroidered with golden thread. They looked luxurious at a glance, so Lian was hesitant to wear them.
[ Hmm, just an ordinary set of priest’s robes. ]
'This is ordinary?'
[ Yes, priests usually wear those kinds of robes. ]
'But the priest I saw before was wearing something darker...'
[ Well, I wouldn’t know. I’ve only ever seen priests wearing robes like that. ]
'Is that so?'
The Demon Sword wouldn’t lie. However, the priestly robes it remembered were so old that even only dragons would recall them. The robes with the golden embroidery were ceremonial vestments worn only during special events.
'This feels way too fancy, though.'
Lian rummaged through the wardrobe, trying to find something else. However, since the old man had planned to change into fresh robes after slaughtering the children, he had already packed all his everyday priestly garments, leaving nothing else behind.
'Ugh... Whatever!'
Deciding that if he delayed any longer, he wouldn’t even have time to make excuses, Lian quickly dismissed the Demon Sword and donned the pristine white priest robes.
'Whoa... This is even fancier than I thought.'
The added ceremonial significance made the robes even more ornate than those from the past. But since he couldn’t afford to disrobe again, he headed toward the prayer room dressed as he was.
'Ugh... They’re totally misunderstanding this, aren’t they?'
Seeing the wary expressions of the villagers, Lian briefly considered running away. But upon seeing Pia and the children, he steeled his resolve.
'I can’t run, just because I’m scared, when I haven’t done anything wrong!'
Summoning his courage, Lian strode forward confidently. With the meaning of ‘I’m not a bad person!’ in mind, he cautiously called out to Pia, who was visible between the villagers.
Miraculously, the tense atmosphere softened immediately.
'Looks like... it’s going to be fine, right?'
Contrary to Lian's fears, the villagers welcomed him with open arms. Waves of gratitude washed over him, with some even shedding tears.
Although Lian had no idea what was happening, he knew that it wasn’t a negative situation, so he just responded cautiously, reading the mood.
"Ah...♥"
Behind him, Pia, who had been standing with her hands clasped, let out a small moan, trembling with excitement.
'Yes... This is the right path.'
Seeing Lian's divine appearance, as though he were truly being worshipped as a god, Pia felt overwhelming joy and reaffirmed her purpose.
'I must spread Lian-nim’s greatness to more people. I need to guide as many as possible toward the path of light!'
From that day on, Pia fervently began spreading the teachings of the Church of Lian. Fueled by the terrifying ‘Gag filter’ miracles, the church would soon gain thousands of followers—but that would be a story for another time.
***
Meanwhile, during the time Lian was frantically searching for Pia.
"O-Oppa...?"
Iris was lost. She had been trying to follow Lian, who was searching for Pia, but had lost track of him partway.
"Where am I?"
She quickly scanned her surroundings. She was standing in a hallway made of dull, gray stone. Iris stood still for a moment, thinking.
'Oppa did say... to stay put if I ever got lost...'
But just by looking, it was clear that staying still wouldn’t solve anything. Wanting to reunite with her brother as soon as possible, Iris began to move.
But someone was silently watching her.
"Hehehe... Got you."
It was the middle-aged priestess with heavy makeup who had flirted with Lian and had been warned by Iris. She sat on the edge of a bed, wearing a white gown and crossing her legs.
On the bed she sat upon lay a man with handsome features, fast asleep, unaware of anything.
Her eyes roamed over the man’s body as if savoring it.
'Once I drain every drop of that girl’s blood, my work will be perfectly complete.'
The man lying on the bed was the son of the village woodcutter, who had recently married a beautiful bride from the village. The priestess was a vile woman who took pleasure in destroying the homes of newlyweds.
The more beautiful the bride, the more she became consumed by lust. Using magic, she would break the man’s mind until he clung to her, making her believe she was more beautiful and desirable than the man’s young and lovely wife, and thus she would repeat the cycle.
Tonight, she had planned to ruin the life of a childhood friend couple who had finally confessed their mutual love and gotten married.
'Tonight is going to be the best night ever.'
The thought of quenching her thirst with the blood of that annoying girl and then seducing the man, who had once called her ‘Ajumma,’ excited her. She let out a breath, eager for what would be the ultimate night.
And so, the worst night was about to begin.
End of Chapter.
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**There Was More Than One Beauty**
The place where Iris had gotten lost was a 'dungeon.' However, it wasn’t the same type as the old man’s dungeon.
While the old man’s dungeon was an ancient, traditional one, the dungeon in which Iris was now wandering was an evolved type known as the Dungeon of Enchantment.
The Dungeon of Enchantment lured its prey inside by bewitching their minds. By the time they regained their senses, they would find themselves standing in the middle of a maze with paths stretching endlessly in both directions.
Dozens of branching paths, occasional monsters, mentally corrosive debuffs, and an ever-shifting labyrinth where retracing your steps never led you back to where you started.
This was the nature of the Dungeon of Enchantment—once you entered, there was no leaving.
Normally, a Dungeon of Enchantment would ensnare any ‘human’ that passed nearby, but this dungeon was different. The woman, with the old man’s help, had altered its conditions.
The new condition was as follows:
Instead of any ‘human’ passing nearby, it would lure in ‘virgin women of exceptional beauty who had experienced their first menstruation.’
Since the standard of beauty was based on the woman’s own judgment, only women as beautiful as Iris would be drawn into the dungeon.
'Watching them wander, lost in a maze with no exit, until they finally give up in despair... it’s just so thrilling!'
Her eyes gleamed as she licked her lips, watching Iris stumble through the labyrinth.
'Now—let’s see how long you can last.'
Everything was going exactly as she had planned. Or at least, it seemed that way.
"Sniff, sniff? Hmm? I was following Master’s scent just now... Where am I?"
Jess, a beastkin with looks as beautiful as Iris, spoke up.
"...? Where am I? I was sure I was looking for Pia..."
Noah, whose hair had grown to shoulder-length because she hadn’t cut it recently and was now tied in a ponytail, had also entered the dungeon.
The woman hadn’t even noticed Jess and Noah’s presence. She had never considered the possibility that there could be as many as three women of Iris’s level of beauty—who were also virgins—within the village.
The woman was too busy cackling at the sight of Iris displayed in her crystal ball, completely unaware of what was about to unfold.
***
Question: What does a beastkin do when lost in a strange maze without their master?
1. Waits patiently for their master.
2. Uses logical reasoning to find the exit.
"Master!"
Rumble! CRASH!
3. Obliterates the walls of the maze, turning the maze into open space.
Jess possessed exceptional intelligence. But since she had learned from a young age that wise beastkin tended to die early, she either didn’t use her brains often or cunningly pretended not to.
Given Jess’s intellect, if she had focused, it wouldn’t have been difficult for her to see through the maze in front of her and find the way out. However, that method would take too much time and be inefficient.
Efficiency and speed.
By including these two conditions in her calculations, Jess quickly arrived at a solution.
Boom! Crack!
She simply had to destroy all the walls in front of her. Despite the walls being at least a meter thick, they began to crumble under Jess’s grip.
The Dungeon of Enchantment moved as though it were alive. Destroying its walls was akin to ripping apart the organs of a living creature from the inside.
As a result, the dungeon’s internal movements started to slow down.
Additionally, Jess had destroyed various magical formations and debuff traps hidden throughout the dungeon, causing the structure to lose its ability to function properly.
But Jess’s rampage didn’t end there.
Srring—Thunk!
With a single slash, Noah had cleaved a wall so cleanly that it fell to the ground as if it had been cut with a ruler.
"Pia! If you can hear me, answer!"
Noah called out with a grim expression as she stepped over the collapsed wall. The fragments of broken stone crunched beneath her feet, and she swiftly reduced the next wall in front of her to rubble.
As time passed, the inside of the dungeon became a complete mess, resembling a malfunctioning machine filled with debris, like a mad scientist’s broken robot clogged with gears and stones.
"Oppa? Are you here?"
As a result, even the paths that were not supposed to be revealed began to open up, allowing Iris to stumble upon one of them. She followed the dimly lit path, her eyes glinting dangerously. Her patience was wearing thin after being separated from her brother for so long.
Perhaps it was just her imagination, but her hair seemed to have darkened even more.
***
Overlooking the impending chaos was the middle-aged woman, who wore a dumbfounded expression.
"What... What the hell is going on?!"
It was the same woman who had dragged Iris into the dungeon. She bit her nails anxiously, stomping her feet in frustration.
"Who the hell are those girls? And why are the monsters so weak?! Why aren’t the spells activating?!"
The woman was on the verge of losing her mind as she watched Jess swat away monsters like they were nothing, and Noah decapitating them in one clean swing of her blade.
It was like high-level players had wandered into a beginner’s dungeon!
As if that wasn’t enough, Iris had ventured into the dungeon’s most secret chamber—a place she was never meant to enter—and the woman was about to faint.
"No... No! There’s an important magical artifact in there!"
Iris had unknowingly walked right into the ‘processing room,’ a place where the minds of those who had lost all sanity would be drawn in like moths to a flame. Once inside, they would find magical artifacts left completely unguarded. If even one of those items was damaged, extracting the blood of virgins to regain her youth would become impossible.
'No! If that gets destroyed, I won’t be able to return to my youthful appearance anytime soon!'
But in the end, a magical artifact was just that—an artifact.
It wasn’t impossible to acquire another. After all, there was a whole land ruled by the Demon King, where gruesome items like these were made every day.
It wasn’t the worst-case scenario, but human nature often led people to mistake even small setbacks for catastrophes.
'I can’t let this happen! I have to stop her!'
Not realizing the terrible consequences awaiting her when she stepped onto the stage, the woman hurriedly moved to prevent Iris from destroying the artifact.
The actors were all entering the stage, and the Gag filter was sharpening its edge.
'I’m sure there’s a Guardian Golem in the basement! If I can control them, I’ll manage to stop this!'
...Thus began the woman’s descent into her own personal hell.
***
In the ‘processing room,’ where the walls and floors were soaked with the stench of blood, Iris scrunched her nose as she surveyed the surroundings.
'...This is disgusting. I should get out of here.'
A sight that would terrify any citizen of the Empire, something that would haunt their nightmares, was nothing out of the ordinary in the land of the Demon King. As such, Iris wasn’t particularly shocked.
She glanced over the various magical instruments, many of which resembled torture devices, until something caught her eye. In the center of the wall was what looked like a round handle.
'Is this an exit?'
Crack.
Without thinking, Iris grabbed the handle-like object and twisted it, shattering it into pieces. Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t a handle at all but a chunk of black ore mounted on a pedestal.
"Hmm."
Iris shrugged and tossed the broken ore to the ground without a second thought. What she had just destroyed was the core that controlled the Guardian Golems.
With that, she began breaking everything else in the room.
It wasn’t intentional.
It was like guests at an escape room who, not knowing what to do, start tearing off pieces of the ceiling or dismantling fire hydrants, thinking it might help them escape.
Iris mindlessly poked and prodded things, wondering if it would help her get out.
"Oh, found it."
After smashing every artifact in the room, Iris finally discovered a passageway hidden behind a bookshelf.
It was a passage that only opened when the furniture was moved in a specific way, but Iris had no way of knowing that.
'Oppa... You’re not with another girl, are you?'
Iris’s eyes flashed dangerously as she quickened her pace down the passage.
At that very moment, the middle-aged woman was running for her life, tears streaming from her eyes. Her body had regained some youth, but it wasn’t entirely rejuvenated, so her joints creaked in protest. But she couldn’t afford to slow down.
Thud! Thud!
A horde of massive Golems, each over three meters tall, was chasing after her.
"Kyaaa! I’m the master of this dungeon!"
She screamed and shouted, but the Golems didn’t heed her cries. Because Iris had shattered the jewel that controlled them, the Golems now viewed any living being that came close as an enemy.
Unaware of this, the woman, her hair wild, and her makeup smeared, had no choice but to run like a madwoman.
After running for another three minutes, she barely managed to slip into a hidden passage and catch her breath.
"Huff... Huff..."
She collapsed to the floor, completely exhausted, her face now looking several years older, like wet laundry left to dry, wrinkled and sagging.
"This... This can’t be happening... It must all be a dream... All of it..."
Covering her face in despair, she mumbled incoherently.
"Huh? Huh?"
As she touched her face, she screamed again. Frantically, she pulled out a small hand mirror from her pocket.
"Kyaaaaaa!"
The scream, louder than even when she had been chased by the Golems, echoed through the secret passage.
"No! No! My beauty! My youth...!"
The smooth, taut skin that had once only shown faint traces of wrinkles was now replaced by hollowed cheeks and sagging flesh, her face covered in deep lines. To make matters worse, her hair was turning white from the roots.
End of Chapter.
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Pure Love Triumphs!
***
Rewinding time by five minutes before the middle-aged woman let out her bloodcurdling scream.
'Where should I go?'
Iris found herself lost once again. This wasn't due to her particularly poor sense of direction.
Just as Lian had accidentally destroyed the old man's heart, the villains of the gag world, especially those with false madness, typically meet their downfall through the ordinary actions of ordinary people.
Iris's inability to find the correct path and her aimless wandering was also an effect of the gag filter.
It was a cliché that when wandering without any particular thought, one would inevitably stumble upon the very places villains had carefully hidden.
'Ah, a door. I should be able to get out through there.'
Her steps quickened, having spent so long wandering the dungeon. Just as she was about to open the door in one swift motion.
Bzzt.
"...!"
A stinging pain surged through her, as if an electric current was flowing through the door. The fact that the magic circle remained intact despite the gag filter indicated that something important was enshrined within. However, Iris neither needed nor wanted to know such circumstances.
She quietly clenched her fist and struck the wall beside the door.
CRASH!
If there was no door, she would simply break through the wall. It was a logical course of action.
'....? This isn't it either.'
She surveyed the room, filled with unpleasant talismans plastered all over the walls, wearing a dejected expression. Red strings hung from the ceiling, suspending eerie masks in mid-air.
Drip, drip.
Blood was dripping from the masks. It was an unpleasant sight to begin with, but seeing it in her current foul mood made it even more irritating.
Snap, crack!
Expressing her anger, she grabbed the strings and yanked them hard. The strings, stronger than a giant's spider web or iron chains, were easily torn away.
The mask entangled in the strings fell to the floor with a splat. It was as horrifying as if it had been made from human skin.
'Sigh.. Where on earth is the exit?'
Iris picked up the mask with an expressionless face. As she did, the mask began to glow faintly.
[Don't you want to become beautiful?]
[Don't you want to become the most beautiful woman and rule the world?]
[All humans in this world will praise and love you!]
[Come on, use me! And become the most beautiful person in the world!]
Iris's expression soured even more at the slimy voice that invaded her mind, reminiscent of a muddy road on a rainy day.
"You want me to wear such a filthy mask...?"
[...]
The demon mask, which would devour its wearer if they had even the slightest desire to improve their appearance, was left speechless.
"Hey, do you know the way out of here?"
[No, I-]
"If you don't know, then I don't need you."
Crack.
[Kyaaaa!]
Without a second thought, Iris applied force and split the mask in half. The demonic item shattered easily under the strength of one who possessed the power of a hero.
Clatter.
She carelessly tossed the mask aside and continued her search for a door, passing through the unpleasant room.
'Ah, found it.'
It wasn't long before she found a door leading outside. The exit was connected to a small house on the outskirts of the village. By the time Iris had quickly escaped the dungeon, the sun was already rising. She had spent that much time wandering and destroying things inside.
As soon as she got out, Iris started running to find her brother.
***
At that moment, Noah and Jess had coincidentally met while destroying the dungeon and joined forces. With Noah's adaptability in various situations and Jess's animal-like senses working together, conquering the dungeon became easier than eating cold soup.
"That way!"
Following Noah's advice to go where there was an unfamiliar scent, since there was no immediate information available, Jess relied on her nose to move forward.
The two discovered a different passage from the one Iris had entered. Found in a small space hidden behind the maze walls, this passage was one of several the middle-aged woman had created to connect her room for managing the dungeon. It was a passage that could only be found by destroying the walls.
Without hesitation, the two entered the passage. Although it branched off into several spaces like an ant colony, they headed towards where they sensed a human scent.
"Jess, how can you distinguish and recognize the scent of unfamiliar people?"
"Hmm, just like how rabbits and deer have different scents, humans also have their own unique smell. But there are slight differences, so I can roughly tell when there's an unfamiliar human scent. Of course, this is only possible in situations like now where there aren't many people around or when I can concentrate."
Noah shuddered slightly at those words. It felt as if Jess viewed humans as just another type of prey, like rabbits or deer.
"Master! Master!"
Of course, seeing that bright, innocent smile, it seemed that might not be the case after all.
'Come to think of it, Jess doesn't often show her ears and tail when she's not with Lian.'
For some unknown reason, it had always been that way. Her personality also differed quite a bit. When with Lian, she seemed like a bouncy mischief-maker, but without him, she appeared more calm and sly. In battle, she became frighteningly composed.
'I guess... she really li... likes Lian?'
Having managed a massive organization like Nest, Noah was perceptive enough to notice this much. She continued her complicated thoughts with a troubled expression before lightly shaking her head.
'Now's not the time. Finding Pia and the children comes first.'
No sooner had Noah finished her thought than Jess stopped in the damp corridor that resembled an underground prison hallway. She approached the door and sniffed.
"They're in here!"
"Alright."
Noah assumed a battojutsu stance and drew her sword in an instant.
Click.
With the sound of the sword returning to its sheath, the door split precisely into 16 pieces and fell to the floor. It was an impressive display of skill.
"...? Who's there?"
"That person is..."
The two discovered a man who had achieved a perfect pure love marriage but was now captured by a witch-like woman, seemingly destined for NTR.
"Let's wake him up first."
Just as the two were about to wake the man, the middle-aged woman was rapidly aging.
"Huff, gasp... This can't be... This can't be happening."
Her hair, having turned white, began to fall out in clumps, and something like age spots grew on her face. Her eyes lost their luster and turned white. The ornaments hanging heavily all over her body weighed her down like a prisoner's shackles, pulling the old woman—for she was now indeed old—towards the floor.
"I... I... can't end... like this..."
The old woman muttered as she staggered forward, one step at a time. She was desperately searching for the mask that Iris had destroyed.
Her eyesight had become blurry with old age, making it difficult to see clearly ahead. She stumbled but continued on. However, she had no idea where she was heading.
Thud.
How long had she been walking? Her fingertips touched what felt like a door. She immediately smiled brightly and pushed it open.
'It must be beyond this door!'
The mask that had promised her eternal beauty. If she could just find that mask, she would regain her youth. Of course, she would lose her mind until she had consumed the blood of 100 virgins, but that didn't matter as long as she could reclaim her youth.
"Huff, gasp... If I can just find my youth... I'll kill that bitch and... that strapping lad Horen... I'll have a taste of him too..."
She ignited her will to live, trying to hold on just a little longer. Just as her eyes, clouded with lust, began to gleam disgustingly.
Clang!
"Urk..!"
A wok, the kind used in Chinese cooking, mercilessly struck the old woman's head. Her body, with only 1 point of durability left, immediately collapsed forward. Judging by the deep dent in the back of her head, it seemed she had died instantly from a fractured skull.
A cold breeze brushed past the old woman's body. The door she had opened was one of the exits leading outside. The person standing in front of the door exhaled roughly.
"Huff... huff..."
A woman holding the enormous wok glared at the old woman. Her eyes were swollen as if she had been crying heavily.
She gripped the heavy wok in one hand and grabbed the old woman's collar with her free hand.
"Where is my husband! Tell me now!"
Indeed, she was the wife of the man kidnapped by the old woman. According to the clichés of the gag world, she was someone who should be at the pinnacle of happiness, having succeeded in childhood friendship, first love, dating, and marriage.
The gag filter worked furiously to maintain the pure love cliché while simultaneously dealing with the old woman.
"Tell me now!"
"Down... there..."
It forcibly held onto the soul that had left the old woman's body, making her answer.
Thud!
As soon as the old woman finished speaking, the woman threw her body backward. The old woman's body flew helplessly like a newspaper tossed outside on a windy day, tumbling across the ground.
The woman was currently in a state akin to invincibility.
Crash! Bang!
She wouldn't stop until her husband was back in her arms.
***
In just one night, it was revealed that the High Priest had kidnapped children to indulge in cannibalism, and the Priestess was exposed as a witch who abducted virgins to consume their blood.
These two major incidents overshadowed the Guard Captain's story. However, this didn't mean the Guard Captain's ending was a happy one.
"W-What did you just say?!"
"Unfortunately..."
"I-I..."
"With both sides exploding like this... it's too late for any measures to be taken."
"Urk, aargh..!"
End of Chapter.
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The Human Advocate
***
After being humiliated in countless ways by his (ex)wife, the Guard Captain, unable to contain his rage, snuck into her bedroom in the dead of night. He convinced himself that last time, he had let his guard down, so he tried to attack her again. However, the result was that he was rendered incapable of performing as a man.
"Some consolation gifts have arrived."
His (ex)wife, feeling somewhat apologetic, sent him a woman’s dress and underwear. The implication was that since he could no longer fulfill a man's role, he might as well be like a woman. There was nothing more humiliating for the Guard Captain than this.
In a world where the roles of men and women were clearly defined, losing the ability to perform as a man was a significant flaw.
Naturally, the Guard Captain was also dismissed from the Guard entirely. He had become utterly unemployed. To make matters worse, the gag filter effect kicked in, and he had to return all the land deeds and house papers that his (ex)wife had brought with her when they married.
With all his sources of income cut off, he became penniless in an instant. Even though he tried to find other work, the rumors about him had already spread to nearby villages and beyond, leaving him with no job prospects.
In the end, the Guard Captain... no, the man, had to leave the village with tears in his eyes. He had to move quickly in search of a place where the rumors hadn’t reached.
However, in the dark fantasy world, moving from village to village wasn’t an easy task. The odds of him reaching a village untouched by his scandal, without encountering bandits, slave traders, or monsters, while armed with just a sword, didn’t seem very high. But this, too, was the price he had to pay for the sins he committed.
In a world where drinking and gambling were the only forms of entertainment, the Guard Captain's love affair scandal was a huge incident. It was such a shocking story that people would continue gossiping about it for years.
For those village folk, the revelation that the High Priest and Priestess enjoyed consuming human flesh and the blood of virgins was so shocking that some even fainted upon hearing the news. Indeed, a few people actually collapsed when they heard the story.
As anxiety spread like wildfire, one person wormed their way into the cracks of that fear just like a slippery eel.
That person was none other than Pia, who was fervently trying to spread the teachings of Lianism. As a follower of Lian, Pia had the ability to use the gag filter, albeit only slightly.
When the gag filter is applied continuously, it results in bizarre effects. But when applied lightly, it could create effects that could easily be mistaken for divine miracles.
"Oh, oh? It’s real! I’m actually walking!"
Pia raised a disabled person who had been unable to walk.
"Cough, cough... huh? What’s this? I... I’m not in pain?"
She healed a person suffering from tuberculosis (though sometimes, when they slept, you could hear their lungs wheeze with a 'pheeew').
"Hey! You brat! Where did you hide my money!"
"Huh? G-Grandma, you remember?"
"Of course, you brat! Bring me my money! My money, now!"
She even restored the mind of an elderly woman suffering from dementia.
'It’s not really that impressive.'
Such miracles were a common occurrence in the gag world, so Pia reflexively thought this, though she didn’t truly believe it.
After all, she knew, at least in her mind, that in a dark fantasy world, the body doesn’t heal that easily.
And yet, Pia couldn’t help but grumble, not because of the miracles, but because the villagers were looking at her with such awe and reverence that it made her want to run away!
One might ask why she didn’t just run away if it was so uncomfortable... but there was a reason she couldn’t.
'Every time I try to leave, Pia looks like she’s about to cry!'
And it wasn't just Pia who was about to cry. Even the children and the village residents would start tearing up. Lian, having no other choice, stood on the shrine platform like a statue, watching Pia heal the villagers.
'If I hadn’t done that, things wouldn’t have come to this.'
The truth was, the villagers' strong belief in Lian, to the point where people from neighboring and even distant villages were making pilgrimages to see him, was all because of a mistake he had made.
'I didn’t know it would turn out like this!'
As Pia began spreading Lianism to the anxious villagers, divine power surged within her, making the mark on her hand even more prominent.
Though the mark was slightly different from the one inscribed by the dark fantasy god, it had grown from the size of a pea to the size of an egg. Watching the mark shimmer beautifully in real-time, Lian became curious about how much power he could wield and snuck out to the shrine’s backyard to test his divine power while everyone was eating.
"...!"
As soon as he used the power, auroras filled the sky, radiating divine energy that not only engulfed the village but also covered the nearby mountain. It was such a display of holy power that even a non-existent religion could have sprung up from it.
That day, every villager who had been suffering from minor illnesses was healed, and some even experienced outright miracles. A hunter who had lost his eye regained it, and a man who had lost his leg grew a new one. Wilting crops in the fields began to flourish, and monsters in the mountains seemingly evaporated into nothing.
Lian quickly shut off his divine power, just like someone who had accidentally turned on the lights while trying to sleep in a sauna, but the auroras lingered in the sky for quite some time.
He tried to deny that it was his doing, but Pia had witnessed him using the divine power, and for about three minutes, a halo formed above his head, making it impossible to hide.
The problem didn’t end there. The next morning, animals gathered in front of the shrine, bowing their heads and offering fruits as tribute, as if reenacting a scene from some myth.
From that point on, no matter how much Lian insisted he wasn’t a god, he was seen merely as a "human advocate."
'Can we... leave now?'
The shrine, which had been maintained at a modest level, grew more extravagant by the day. Lian's face was painted on the stained glass, and the statue of the god was quietly moved into a corner storage room, with a new statue resembling Lian erected in its place.
At this point, Lian wanted to weep and run away. He even thought about summoning the Demon Sword and becoming some dark god wielding corrupt power instead.
"Ooooh, as expected of the true god who governs both life and death!"
"Death and life are intertwined. After death, we shall be with Lord Lian for eternity!"
...But that only led to the creation of more fanatical followers. The Demon Sword, upon seeing the radiant shrine, was utterly enraged.
[This is not true beauty!]
The Demon Sword despised and envied the divine power in Lian’s left hand and immediately transformed his pure white priestly robes into a lavish and beautiful uniform. Dark energy subtly emanated from it, completely changing the atmosphere. With his expression and demeanor altered, he looked like a completely different person from when he wore the priestly robes.
Lian let the Demon Sword rampage because he wanted to prevent further fanaticism. Ideally, he hoped for horrified screams, but at least wanted people to look shocked, as if thinking, 'This isn’t the god I wanted!'
But Lian's expectations were brutally shattered.
"Gasp... too... too beautiful..."
"Please do not lead us into temptation..."
His original protagonist-level looks didn’t help either. People began debating whether Lian, the god of death, or Lian, the god of life, was more beautiful and supreme.
It resembled modern idol culture. In a world with few forms of entertainment, the contrast between the decadent, sexy version of Lian and the kind, angelic version of Lian was an immensely stimulating topic.
Even in a modern world overflowing with stimuli, countless people go crazy for idols, but here, in a world with no such distractions, the obsession escalated into full-blown religious fervor.
More and more people flocked to the village every day, and Lian, half-trapped, lived in near isolation to avoid the fanatics. Jess, Pia, Noah, and even the other children seemed oddly satisfied with this situation for some reason.
They knew that Lian had a habit of easily throwing himself into harm’s way for others, so they were pleased with his current semi-confined state.
However, Lian was slowly wasting away, trapped in the madness of religious fanaticism.
'Save me...'
It wasn’t just that he lacked freedom that tormented him; it was also the pressure of the expectant gazes constantly upon him. Even though he wanted to tell them to stop, the people were so happy with their newfound religion, and their divine power was growing so rapidly that he couldn’t bring himself to say it.
"For that reason, if you’re okay with it, would you like to -"
"I’ll go."
"Pardon?"
"Shall we go right now?"
The wilted Lian perked up immediately at the knight’s suggestion of visiting the Duke's estate and nodded energetically.
At last, it was time to leave this place and send Iris back home!
'Hmm, I feel like I’m forgetting something...'
Lian tried to recall what it was, but nothing came to mind.
'Eh, if it’s important, I’ll remember it later!'
Thinking lightly of it, he quickly packed his things.
...It wasn’t until he arrived at the Duke’s estate that Lian realized he had forgotten to tell Iris, "Actually, we’re not really siblings."
***
After the decision to leave for the Duke's estate was made, the group split up. Pia, determined to spread Lianism far and wide, remained in the village with the children who staunchly believed in Lianism. About twenty villagers also chose to stay and settle in the village.
Twenty people remained behind.
'So... there were this many people who believed in Lianism?'
Lian felt a shock at the realization that more than half of the group believed in his religion. The remaining people were mostly senior members. Having spent so much time with Lian, they had not been swayed by Lianism.
"Please ensure a safe journey."
"May we not encounter monsters."
"...."
Of course, a few of the senior members still believed in Lianism. They claimed that traveling with Lian was a sacred pilgrimage to witness the journey of a god with their own eyes... and Lian had now reached a state of enlightenment.
Thus, their journey to the Duke's estate was about to begin... but then.
"Uh, um...?"
Lian stared at the carriage pulled by four horses. Pointing to the pitch-black carriage adorned with a striking white tiger emblem, he spoke.
"We’re... riding that?"
"Yes, that’s correct."
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 140
The Secret Room, Three Women, One Man
***
The pitch-black carriage standing at the edge of the forest was a masterpiece in itself. Crafted from deep, rich-colored wood, it was delicately carved with intricate patterns, and its surface gleamed as if meticulously polished. The tiger’s emblem engraved on the carriage door had such a powerful presence that it swallowed the gazes of onlookers.
The finely detailed tiger design was so lifelike that a few children stared at it in fear. The tiger’s eyes were encrusted with gems that shimmered with a color even more radiant than amber, making it appear almost alive when hit by light. Surrounding it, a golden band interlaced with precise patterns further enhanced the grandeur and nobility of the carriage.
Even the horses pulling the carriage were no ordinary creatures. Their black coats were as sleek and shiny as silk, and they were larger than any horses Lian had ever seen.
The splendid carriage unmistakably marked it as the possession of a powerful noble family. Wherever the carriage passed, people would marvel at the family’s wealth and influence. For some, it would be a great honor. For Lian, however, it was nothing but a burden.
'Is this... what it feels like to be a poor heroine?'
Wasn’t this exactly like those scenes in morning dramas? You know, where the rich guy pulls up to the company entrance in a flashy car and yells, "Hey, get in!"?
Lian fully understood the flustered emotions of those heroines who would stand there stammering, overwhelmed in front of the luxurious car.
'Am I really allowed to ride something like this?'
The knight, watching Lian approach the carriage, realized that his earlier assumption was correct.
The sturdy belt around Lian’s waist, the durable adventurer boots on his feet, and the practical outfit that suited a mercenary or adventurer were completely out of place with such an opulent carriage. And yet, Lian’s striking beauty and the subtle aura of grace he exuded somehow made it all fit together.
'Ah, after all, a tiger's cub will always be a tiger!'
The knight’s eyes gleamed with admiration, and a strange sense of duty surged within him.
'I must escort him properly!'
With a calm and composed demeanor, the knight moved toward the carriage. For some reason, his stance became more serious, almost as if the drawing style had shifted to one with sharper lines. Instinctively, Lian took a step back.
Click.
The knight smartly approached and opened the carriage door, and Lian shuddered as if Pandora’s Box had just been unlocked.
"Please, allow me to escort you."
"Ah, y-yes... yes."
It felt like that awkward moment of stepping into a clothing store, only to have a cheerful shop assistant immediately engage him in conversation. In other words, extremely uncomfortable. Lian forced an awkward smile and boarded the carriage.
The interior of the carriage was as lavishly decorated as its exterior suggested, arranged with the utmost care. The space inside was generously roomy, with luxurious velvet and soft silks adorning the seats, offering passengers the ultimate in comfort and elegance.
The seats were broad and covered in plush cushions, ensuring maximum comfort even during long journeys. The color scheme of deep black with gold detailing further emphasized the aristocratic aura.
The windows were small but impeccably designed, draped in heavy curtains that could be drawn to ensure privacy when needed.
On one side of the carriage, there was a small desk, and next to it, a sleek cabinet with an elegant design. The cabinet contained ample space to store various items or documents that might be needed during the journey.
"This is my spot!"
Jess, who had followed Lian into the carriage, growled as she threw herself onto one of the plush seats. She then curled up and rolled back and forth, and the seat was spacious enough to allow her to do so comfortably.
"Jess, this is a shared space, so you shouldn't roll around too much."
Noah, who had boarded after Jess, scolded her with a firm expression. Jess let out a small whine, "Eeeh..." before sitting up straight. Her drooping ears looked rather cute.
"Aren’t you going to sit, Oppa?"
"Huh? Oh, y-yeah, I should sit."
Snapping out of his daze, Lian quickly plopped down in a corner seat. And then...
"Um... Iris?"
"Hmm?"
"There's plenty of room on this seat, so maybe you should sit next to me?"
Iris, in the most natural way possible, had settled herself right on Lian’s lap. At some point, she had grown so much that Lian, who used to look down at her, now found himself at eye level with her.
"Is it... not okay if I sit here?"
"Ugh..."
Lian let out a groan, biting his tongue slightly in response to the pleading look Iris gave him, her big eyes brimming with unshed tears.
"Is it not... okay?"
It was only when her beautiful face came so close that he could feel her warm breath that Lian realized just how much more physically close he had become with Iris. Staring into her golden eyes, gleaming like the sunset just before the dark of night, he felt as though he were under some sort of spell.
Just as his lips, which had been moving wordlessly, were about to give an answer, something interjected between them.
"Huh?"
A hand, rough with calluses and small scars, had come between Lian and Iris. Lian’s gaze slid over to the hand's owner.
"W-What exactly are you two doing...?"
Noah’s face was burning red, as if it were set alight with flames. As Lian looked at her flushed expression, an image from the past flashed in his mind. His face began to heat up just as dramatically as Noah's.
Thud.
Iris, who had been squinting with suspicion, glanced back and forth between her brother and Noah before casually brushing Noah’s hand aside. Then, with a serene expression, she wrapped her arms around Lian’s shoulder and said softly,
"We’re just sharing some sibling affection, that’s all."
"W-What?! What kind of siblings snuggle up to each other like that!"
Noah, being Nero’s sibling herself, knew full well how absurd that statement was. She was so dumbfounded that she couldn’t even form proper words. She opened and closed her mouth repeatedly, but no words came out. Meanwhile, Jess had climbed up onto the seat, crouched like a dog, and was shrinking and expanding her pupils.
At the end of her gaze was Lian, her master, looking awkward and uncomfortable. Like a cat about to pounce on its prey, Jess licked her lips and subtly wiggled her shoulders.
Pounce!
"Master!"
"Whoa!"
"...!"
Jess leaped at Lian, nearly tackling him into a hug. The perfect triangular arrangement in the carriage completely collapsed. Outside, Lily and Nero, who had been just about to board, backed away at the chaos that was unfolding.
"Let’s take the other carriage."
"That sounds like a good idea..."
"The other carriage is bigger, so let those four ride here, and the rest of us can take the rear carriage. If we squeeze in with them, someone might get hurt."
As Lily said, there wasn’t just one carriage that had arrived. There were two, both equally opulent on the outside, though the one Lian was in was slightly more extravagant. Internally, the front carriage was also more luxurious and spacious.
The inside of the carriage was expanded beyond its physical limitations using magic tools. Thanks to this, it could comfortably house nearly twenty passengers. Most of the group, upon boarding, were either in awe or too nervous to sit in the luxurious seats.
"All right, let’s depart!"
The coachman, who had come along with the carriage, raised his voice, and the mercenary group escorting them formed a protective circle around the carriage. The knight glanced at the mercenaries and thought to himself,
'The Brown Wolf Mercenary Group... They’re known for their loyalty and exceptional skill, so their services don’t come cheap. But considering they’re escorting the young master, isn’t this a bit too modest? Why did His Grace send mercenaries instead of knights?’
The knight was certain that the grand carriage had been sent in response to his letter. After all, they had found his long-lost child. Yet, even so, it was puzzling to him that mercenaries had been sent instead of knights. But, as a knight loyal to the family, he dismissed his doubts.
'Well, there must be a reason.'
With a solemn nod, the knight mounted the massive black horse brought by the mercenaries.
Purrung.
The enormous black steed, which was on a completely different level from ordinary horses, greeted the knight cheerfully, shaking its head as if to say it had missed him. The knight affectionately stroked the horse’s mane.
Clip-clop, clip-clop.
The carriage began to move slowly forward. The mercenaries, all on horseback as well, ensured that the pace wasn’t too sluggish.
"Farewell!"
"Sniff... Lord Lian..."
"May the light be with you!"
"Hey! You damn life faction nut!"
"Make way, filthy servants of death!"
Behind the departing carriage, the sounds of the life faction and the death faction squabbling reached their ears.
Inside the carriage, Lian was busy trying to stop Jess from bouncing around like an overexcited puppy while simultaneously intervening in the bickering between Noah and Iris. But when he heard the shouting from outside, he covered his face with his hands and slumped against the carriage wall. At that, both Jess’s antics and the argument between the two girls came to an abrupt halt.
As he let his hands slide down his face,
"L-Lian, are you hurt? If you’re in pain, we should stop the carriage and..."
"Oppa, what’s wrong? Who hurt you?"
"Sniff sniff, Master is hurting? Should I lick it better?"
Jess, having used her keen sense of smell to confirm that Lian wasn’t physically hurt, gave him a puppy-like innocent look as she tentatively approached, her true intentions barely hidden. With three beautiful women, no less, crowded around him, Lian’s head began to spin.
'Wait, hold on. Why is it just the four of us in this carriage?’
It was only then that Lian realized how strange the situation was, but by that point, the carriage had already left.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 141
Please, Let It Be Hypnosis or Brainwashing
***
Inside the spacious carriage, Lian was breaking out in a cold sweat amidst the strange tension.
"Iris, no matter how close you are with your brother, it's not okay to just climb onto his lap and hug him without permission."
"It’s fine if Oppa says it’s okay, right?"
"That… might be true, but it could be inconvenient for the people around you. It’s not just the two of you using the space."
"Okay, got it. So, you’re saying it’s fine if we’re alone in a room? Oppa, let’s share a room when we get to the inn."
"W-what?! But, with so many people in our group, wouldn’t it be… a problem to share a room just the two of us?!"
"We’re siblings, so it doesn’t matter."
While Noah and Iris were locked in a heated exchange, Jess subtly slipped out of the conversation and curled up, resting her head on Lian’s lap. She then grabbed his hand, guiding it to her silky hair.
"Pat, pat."
The cuteness of Jess's whispered words, as if sharing a secret, captivated Lian, and without realizing it, he began to stroke Jess’s hair. Her ears drooped to the sides, ready to be petted, just like when she was a child, and laughter involuntarily escaped Lian’s lips.
Her twitching lips and relaxed expression turned a soft peach color. Her half-closed eyes sparkled alluringly as she gazed up at Lian. In that moment of unknown tension, Lian swallowed dryly.
"Jess..."
It wasn’t until Iris noticed Jess acting cutesy with Lian that she called out her name in a voice that could have come from the depths of hell.
"Hehe."
Realizing she might be kicked off, Jess clung to Lian’s waist tightly. Iris’s hair began to sway silently, and for some reason, a dark aura seemed to ripple behind her.
"Get off Oppa’s lap right now!"
"Nuh-uh. Don’t wanna."
Jess stubbornly rubbed her face against Lian’s stomach like a petulant child, pressing herself even closer. The feel of her soft face and her ample chest through the fabric made Lian freeze like a statue.
Noah, who had been watching with a dazed expression, suddenly turned beet red as memories of her own past behavior came rushing back. Instinctively, she covered her mouth with the back of her hand. Her gaze drifted toward Lian’s lips without her realizing it.
"Move over! That’s my spot!"
"No! Master is Jess’s master!"
While chaos brewed inside the carriage, outside, everything was calm. The knight seated in the coachman's spot smiled subtly as he thought to himself.
'As expected of the young master. He’s already so popular.’
Although he couldn’t make out the exact conversation, it was clear that there was some sort of scuffle going on over Lian.
'There’ll be no worries about an heir.'
Smiling softly, the knight urged the carriage onward, and it sped forward at an even faster pace.
***
The world of dark fantasy was composed of a single large continent. The western lands belonged to a vast empire, while the eastern lands were divided among roughly twenty different nations.
The Demon King’s territory was situated in the center of the continent, slowly growing like a cancerous tumor. The empire’s eastern border was adjacent to the western edge of the Demon King’s land, which forced the Duke, who once guarded the northern regions, to shift his focus eastward.
There were many who could defend against the monsters and barbarians pressing in from the north, but only the Duke had the capability to effectively repel the external forces pushing in from the Demon King’s domain.
For this reason, they were now heading north. The village they had stayed in was located east of the empire, closer to the Demon King’s domain than the empire’s capital.
Even so, it wasn’t overly close, so it was not a location particularly prone to frequent attacks or heavy influence.
Since their starting point was already far to the east, all they had to do was head north, and they would reach the castle where the Duke was staying.
The black horses pulling the carriage were bred from a carefully selected lineage, possessing not only impressive appearances and physiques but also superior abilities. They could easily knock down a tree and smooth out rough roads with their strength. Naturally, their speed was exceptional as well.
Traveling the distance that would typically take six weeks on regular horses was reduced to just three weeks. The coachman guided them toward the ‘Royal Road’ in order to cut the time even further.
The Royal Road was a well-paved path reserved for the use of nobility and royalty. Only those of a chosen status could travel this road, making it a place where robbers and bandits were rarely found. Several Royal Roads stretched across the empire.
Clatter!
Once the sturdy horses began galloping down the well-maintained road, their speed nearly doubled. At this pace, they would reach the Duke’s estate in just one week.
Along the Royal Road, there were inns designed specifically for nobles and royals to rest, making it far more comfortable than any camp they’d experienced so far.
However, the Royal Road didn’t lead all the way to the Duke’s castle. On the fifth day, they exited the Royal Road.
After traveling for another two days, they would arrive at the Duke’s estate.
Knight Panton took a deep breath as he watched one, then two, snowflakes fall from the sky.
'I’ve made it back alive.'
As Panton was feeling relieved that he had returned safely,
Kugugung!
A group of knights appeared, kicking up clouds of dust as they galloped forward. Their pure white armor, engraved with the delicate emblem of a tiger, made their affiliation unmistakable.
They scanned their surroundings cautiously, exuding an overwhelming sense of authority that caused both the coachman and the mercenaries to hold their breaths. However, it became clear that they weren’t here to seek out enemies as they steadily approached the carriage, slowing their horses to a walk.
"Panton... You're alive."
The knight at the front murmured in surprise upon spotting Panton. It was a natural reaction, given that very few who ventured into the Demon King’s land ever made it out alive. With a grin, Panton responded,
"It’s been a while, Captain Jeon."
"Heh… Well, it’s good to see you back."
Though they were from different knight orders, the two shared a decent relationship, so their conversation was amicable.
"What brings you here?"
"I was ordered to escort the carriage."
As soon as he finished speaking, the knights surrounded the carriage. It looked as though they were either treating the carriage as an enemy to be trapped or ensuring that it was thoroughly protected.
"Her Grace is..."
"Waiting at the estate. Let’s hurry; there’s still a long way to go."
Panton once again felt a twinge of unease at the Duke’s decision to send the knight order rather than coming in person, but he shook his head to clear away the thought. His loyalty was too strong to allow such feelings to cloud his mind.
Rumble!
The thunderous sound of dozens of horses galloping forward was like the detonation of a bomb. With Jeon leading from the front, the pace grew even faster.
Thanks to their near-flying speed, they covered the remaining two days’ distance in just one day. However, because they ate their meals on the move, the knights and those in the carriage didn’t have a chance to interact.
'Her Grace’s child, huh…'
Jeon glanced at the carriage and clicked his tongue softly.
'There’ve been plenty of those types before.'
It was common knowledge that the Duke’s child had gone missing. As a result, scammers had begun to flood in. Living in a world where magic existed, some even brought children who had been altered to resemble the Duke.
After this had happened several times, the Duke abandoned the hope that his child was alive. Instead, he slaughtered anyone who dared to claim they had found his child. After that bloody incident, the number of swindlers who approached the Duke decreased dramatically, though they didn’t disappear entirely.
'If it weren’t for Panton, they would’ve sent assassins instead of a carriage.'
Panton was a knight trusted deeply by the Duke, to the point that he had once attempted to cut off a piece of his own thigh to feed the Duke and his men during a blizzard when they were trapped in a cave without food.
Because of that trust, a carriage was sent, but the Duke’s suspicions were still strong enough to dispatch mercenaries and knights alongside it.
'Returning from the Demon King’s land… it wouldn’t be surprising if a dark sorcerer was hiding among them.'
The idea that Panton had found the Duke’s lost child—no, that was less realistic than the possibility that Panton had been affected by dark sorcery. The reason both mercenaries and knights had been ordered to surround the carriage so thoroughly was to prevent any con artist from escaping.
'Panton, please… let this be hypnosis or brainwashing.'
If Panton had truly conspired with dark sorcerers or the Demon King to orchestrate this farce, the only conclusion would be execution. Jeon prayed that Panton had merely fallen victim to either hypnosis or brainwashing.
The reason for Jeon’s certainty without even checking the face of the person in the carriage was simple.
'Anyone claiming Her Grace’s child is a twin must be under hypnosis or brainwashing.’
The story Panton had told contained a glaring inconsistency. Jeon wasn’t the only one who thought so. Everyone waiting for Lian’s group at the estate shared a similar thought.
Thus, time passed, and the guests—whom no one was particularly eager to welcome—arrived at the snowy palace.
End of Chapter.
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Real or Fake?
***
The office of the Duke’s household was filled with luxurious furniture and shelves packed tight with books. At the center of the room was a large desk, over which important documents, thick books, and fine ink with a quill were neatly arranged.
The Duke sat behind the desk in a leather chair. Her posture was elegant, and her gaze was serious. Beside her stood the butler, maintaining a proper stance. The scent of books that filled the room and the warmth of the low-burning fireplace contrasted with the heavy atmosphere.
Without taking her eyes off the documents, she spoke in a detached voice.
"Is Panton safe?"
"Yes, though he has various minor injuries, no limbs have been severed."
Swish.
The sound of paper rustling as it was turned echoed through the room, sharp as the edge of a blade. When no further response came, the butler cautiously spoke again.
"What shall we do with Panton’s companions?"
Not her children, just companions.
Both of them had already concluded that those traveling with Panton were not the Duke’s bloodline. Silently, the Duke stamped her signature onto the final document and rose from her seat.
"I’ll be stepping out for a while. Take care of the rest."
"...You don’t need to meet Sir Panton?"
"Even if there’s nothing wrong with his body, there might be something wrong with his head. It’s better to treat him first before talking."
Bang!
She flung open the terrace doors of the study and, in an instant, threw herself off the balcony. The butler watched silently as his master disappeared.
'She’s probably going to blow off some steam.'
Whenever thoughts of her child or the Hero came to her, she would grab a sword and go slash through hordes of monsters. It was her way of relieving stress.
"Haa..."
With a light sigh, the butler quietly left the study and began to walk down the long corridor toward the castle’s entrance. His steps were heavy. Fine lines of worry etched themselves on his usually immaculate face.
'It’s fortunate that Sir Panton returned safely, but...'
Swallowing another sigh, the butler quickened his pace.
A carriage slowly approached the entrance of the castle on the paved stone road. As the sunlight shone brilliantly over the day, the long shadows cast by the carriage made it seem as though time itself were slowing down.
The guards at the gate saluted as the carriage approached, opening the way. The imposing and ancient castle gates swung open, and the carriage began to move inside at a leisurely pace.
The sound of the wheels clattering against the stone pathway shattered the silence in the air.
Once inside the castle, the carriage turned toward the central square. Knights, butlers, and the head maid stood gathered around the square, watching the carriage’s arrival. Though their eyes were focused on the elegant carriage, their gazes were cold and distant.
No one among those gathered believed that the person in the carriage was truly of Her Grace’s bloodline. Hence, the atmosphere remained icy.
As the carriage came to a halt in the square, the knights, butlers, and even the head maid prepared themselves to greet the passenger. Some of the knights even placed their hands on the hilts of their swords.
In an atmosphere that felt as tense as the seconds before an ambush, the door of the carriage creaked open. Every gaze in the square immediately fixed on the figure stepping out. The faces of the gathered crowd were momentarily frozen in shock.
"...!"
"Gasp!"
The first thing to catch their eyes was hair as white as the snow on a mountain. His skin was pale like the moon, and his golden eyes carried a depth that could overwhelm anyone who looked into them. His perfectly balanced features, with a sharp nose, made it clear he was an extraordinary beauty.
But that wasn’t the end of their surprise.
His hair, cascading down to his waist, had a faint silver sheen. His golden eyes, with their intense depth, reminded one of a tiger’s gaze. His pure white, delicate features seemed to light up the surroundings.
The cold, piercing look in his eyes reminded the knights of their master, causing some of them to flinch and avert their gazes.
The knights’ eyes widened in shock; the butler’s mouth slightly parted, and even the head maid briefly raised her eyebrows, unable to hide her surprise. They exchanged brief glances with one another before once again turning their eyes back to the person who had alighted from the carriage. Confusion and astonishment were written on their faces.
'Ugh... There are way more people here than I expected!'
Lian, who had anticipated fewer people, wore a flustered expression and tensed up. Iris stepped in front of her brother, her brow slightly furrowed, annoyed by the intense stares everyone was giving him.
"Ugh! We’ve arrived!"
Jess hopped out of the carriage with a bright smile, stretching as she did. Her cheerful voice seemed to ease the tension in the air just a little. Meanwhile, the door of the carriage behind them opened, and soon the square was filled with more people.
The butler, shaking off his brief moment of surprise, took a step forward to perform his duties.
"Welcome. I am Sevan, the butler. We have been expecting your arrival. You must be tired from your long journey; please come inside. Everything has been prepared for your comfort."
Following the butler’s polished greeting, the head maid quickly regained her composure and spoke.
"...I am Benny, the head maid. It is an honor to welcome you as our esteemed guests. Should you need anything during your stay, please do not hesitate to let me know."
The overly respectful attitude left everyone in Lian’s group, except for Lian himself, feeling bewildered. Before they knew it, they were led by the skilled servants to their luxurious accommodations and washed in a lavish bathroom.
***
Meanwhile, in the butler's office...
The butler, the head maid, two knight captains, and one magic division leader sat on the sofas, their expressions serious as they discussed the situation.
"White hair and golden eyes are the most prominent traits of the Duke’s bloodline."
"I was startled for a moment too, but... changing hair and eye colors isn’t impossible. Haven’t we seen someone try something like that before?"
"Yes, but it’s impossible to make it pure white. Back then, it was closer to gray, not white."
"What’s important is that there are ways to do it. If they’ve refined the magic since then, it wouldn’t be impossible. It could also be the power of a magical artifact."
White hair and brilliant golden eyes were indeed characteristics of the Duke’s bloodline. Given that this fact was widely known, many had attempted to exploit it. Hence, none of them were quick to dismiss their suspicions.
"Even if that’s the case, they could be distant relatives of the Duke’s family."
"Though unlikely... it’s a possibility."
"Haa... If I had known this would happen, I would’ve insisted that Her Grace stay."
The butler let out a quiet sigh, a bitter expression crossing his face. The magic division leader, who had been silently listening, finally spoke with a serious look.
"We detected no magical reactions."
"Does that mean..."
"It means neither magic nor a magical artifact was used to alter the hair color. It also means that Sir Panton hasn’t been affected by mind control magic."
"Ah..."
"Whether that’s good or bad news remains to be seen."
The fact that Panton wasn’t under mind control magic could be good news, implying that he was in his right mind. However, it could also mean something worse—that he had been physically brainwashed and completely swayed to the Demon King’s side.
Faced with the possibility that what they had dismissed as a scam might be the truth, a deep sense of concern weighed heavily on everyone’s faces. The head maid, who had been silently pursing her lips, finally spoke, her expression as dignified as ever.
"For now, let’s observe them closely until Her Grace returns."
"That seems like the best course of action."
"If possible, let’s approach them in a friendly manner and gather information."
Thus, the meeting for the day concluded.
***
'Wow, this place is amazing.'
Lian wandered around, wide-eyed, after being told he could explore the castle. Since the place hadn’t been described in detail in the original novel, it caught his attention even more.
The first thing that stood out upon entering the castle was the towering ceiling. It was adorned with intricate wooden carvings and delicate stonework, and a large chandelier hung in the center.
The hallways were long and wide, their floors polished with gleaming marble, making every step echo throughout the quiet space. Large vases filled with fresh winter flowers were placed here and there, breathing life into the castle’s interior.
Each room in the castle had a unique purpose and theme, making it all the more enjoyable to explore.
'The fanciest rooms I’ve seen so far are probably mine and Iris’s. I guess it’s their way of thanking me for bringing Iris here?'
Lian had become so accustomed to the idea of dropping Iris off at the Duke’s estate that he had completely forgotten to clarify that he and Iris weren’t actually siblings or that Iris was truly of the Duke’s bloodline.
Because of this, Lian was blissfully unaware that he was being mistaken for the Duke’s child. He was simply excited to explore the magnificent castle, thinking, 'When else would I get to see a place like this?'
End of Chapter.
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***
For the next few days, they received truly lavish treatment. The knights personally offered to teach them swordsmanship, and part of the library was opened for their use. Every meal was a grand feast, enough to make the table legs creak under the weight of the dishes, and they even got to enjoy sweet desserts.
No matter how tough a person may be, once they experience a comfortable life, their body and mind tend to relax. It was the same for their group.
There were moments when they tried to stay alert, knowing that eventually, they’d have to go back to their original lives. But whenever they did, sweet suggestions would float their way.
"You have more talent than I thought. Have you ever considered becoming a servant? If you don’t have a home to return to, settling here might be an option."
Being a servant wasn’t something just anyone could do. It often required a recommendation or was an inherited position passed down within families. For those without a hometown, the idea of becoming a servant was tempting.
"Hmm... You’ve got quite a bit of talent. Have you thought about joining the Imperial Army? Joining the army doesn’t always mean going to the battlefield. Some soldiers focus on maintaining security in cities, and others handle cooking. The pay is regular, and it’s stable, with a good chance of being stationed in a large city. The quality of life is pretty decent. If you want, I can write you a recommendation letter."
A stable job, a life in a big city. For those who had been wandering like refugees with no place to call home, it was a sweet offer.
"You know basic arithmetic and even how to read? Have you thought about studying further? We’re always short on administrative personnel."
Those who had a thirst for learning were easily swayed by these words.
Maybe they could remain in this paradise forever. Perhaps an even brighter future awaited them. As these hopes flickered before their eyes, the group’s resolve softened like pudding.
As their fondness for this place deepened, so did the looseness of their tongues.
"Yeah, I’ve rarely seen hair as white as my brother’s. How does he maintain it? His hair? We’ve been together since childhood, but it’s never changed color once."
"He’s someone I really admire! Someday, I hope to be like Lian too."
"Oh, you want to know the secret to Lian’s life force? Huh? Where are you going?"
"If it weren’t for my brother, I wouldn’t have known how happy it is to share a meal together. Without knowing such small joys, I wouldn’t be here today."
Though some strange fanaticism seemed to be mixed in, the praise was overwhelming. The eyes of those speaking were filled with adoration, as though they were gazing at a ‘Hero.’ The butler, noticing this, couldn’t help but shiver.
There was a fact known only to a very select few within the household: the Duke’s husband was the missing Hero.
'Blood doesn’t lie—... No, no, that can’t be.'
He shook his head to clear the troubling thoughts, but once the seed of doubt had been planted, it only grew. And he wasn’t the only one having such thoughts.
The saying goes, “A tiger’s cub will grow to be a tiger.” If Lian and Iris truly were of the Duke’s bloodline, they would indeed show some talent with the sword. And with growing rumors of their exceptional skills, a sparring match was arranged.
"Hoo..."
The Knight Commander would never forget the thrill he felt that day. The overwhelming sense of awe he had experienced the first time he faced Her Grace now echoed in the presence of a young man who seemed barely into adulthood.
'He is undoubtedly of Her Grace’s bloodline!'
As if to confirm his hasty conclusion, Iris then showcased her astonishing swordsmanship. Her expression, devoid of any emotional fluctuation, and the distant, unapproachable aura mirrored the Duke’s demeanor when she wielded her sword.
The Knight Commander was thrown into confusion!
'B-but, I was sure Her Grace only had... one child?'
Only now did he understand why Panton had claimed that the Duke had two children. The Magic Division Leader, who had been shaking his head, convinced that Lian’s gentle demeanor couldn’t be that of Her Grace’s offspring, also froze with a stiff expression.
'The Hero... If he’s the bloodline of that man, it might make sense.'
The Hero, warm like the sun, and the Duke, colder than the glacial peaks of a snowy mountain. The child born between those two couldn’t easily be categorized.
It was hard to tell who resembled the Hero more, for both Lian and Iris shared similarly gentle appearances. It made it difficult to distinguish between them at a glance.
The Magic Division Leader, who had only seen the Hero in passing once, couldn’t definitively say which of the two looked more like him. Only someone like the Duke, who had spent time with the Hero, would know.
As time passed, the confusion subsided, and at some point, the belief that Lian was Her Grace’s child started to spread.
His almost pure white hair, smooth skin like that of nobility, and resplendent golden eyes.
The grace and manners (instilled by the cursed sword) that emanated from his body gave the impression that, despite having lived among commoners, he had never lost his noble bearing. His soft and polite demeanor only reinforced this image of a well-educated noble.
The dark aura that seeped from Lian’s body caused others to shrink back, while the divine power he exuded melted their hearts.
Fear soon turned into reverence, and by the second week of the Duke’s absence from the castle, most people within the castle had concluded that Lian was indeed Her Grace’s child. However, the butler and head maid clung to reason, fighting against the urge to fully accept this conclusion.
If they were wrong—if they had been manipulated by the Demon King’s forces or deceived by a con artist—it would lead to a disastrous outcome.
One day, as the butler kept a watchful eye on Lian, examining his every move, a major incident occurred.
"Well then, I’ll be heading out now."
"...Excuse me?"
"I feel like I’ve stayed here too long. Oh! It’s just me leaving, though."
The butler’s brain froze. He had been worried about whether they were dealing with a conman or a pawn of the Demon King’s forces, but he had never expected the person in question to up and say they were leaving on their own.
Lian, oblivious to the butler’s shock, continued to pack his things.
"The others seem to want to settle down here or elsewhere, but I’m leaving on my own. I have no intention of dying alone in the wilderness, so if you could just prepare some rations for me, I’ll be off. Ugh...!"
He placed his pack down on one side. Though it wasn’t heavy thanks to the subspace bag, a light grunt escaped his lips out of habit.
"Uh... Ah, but... shouldn’t you at least wait for Her Grace to return and say goodbye...?"
"She’d be angry if she found out I stayed this long."
"T-that’s certainly not the case!"
"Thanks, even if it’s just for appearances. I’ll say my goodbyes if I ever get the chance."
The butler stumbled slightly when he saw the words ‘Though that’s unlikely to happen!’ practically written across Lian’s face.
'If he’s truly Her Grace’s bloodline, I can’t... I can’t just let him leave like this!'
The butler’s rational mind began to short-circuit as he realized that the assumption—that those with ulterior motives would want to remain at the Duke’s household—had crumbled. Cold sweat trickled down his back as he scrambled for the right words, but just then, an unexpected ally came to his rescue.
It was Iris, who had come looking for Lian due to her acute case of Lian-Dependency Syndrome.
Iris hurriedly rushed into the room, intending to throw herself into her brother’s arms, only to stop dead in her tracks when she saw that Lian looked like he was preparing to leave at any moment.
"Brother, what are you doing?"
"Ah... I was just about to leave... Huh?"
In the middle of his reply, Lian froze, as if he had suddenly realized something.
"Leave? Where to? Wait, I’ll pack my things and be right back."
Since Iris instinctively felt that her place was by Lian’s side, she didn’t wait for his response and immediately began to move, intending to gather her belongings.
But in that instant, Lian quickly grabbed her arm, turned her around, and firmly gripped her shoulders.
"Iris!"
"Huh?"
Startled by the sudden physical contact, Iris’s eyes widened, her cheeks turning a faint shade of pink. From Iris’s perspective, the situation felt like a romantic scene with flowers blooming, but from Lian’s viewpoint, intense, dramatic background music was blasting through his mind.
'Damn it! I was supposed to tell Iris that we’re not siblings and that she’s the Duke’s bloodline, but I totally forgot!'
Cold sweat trickled down Lian’s face. He could already picture himself being beheaded by the Duke in the near future.
'The Duke hasn’t returned yet, so... it’s not too late if I tell her now!'
With a serious look in his eyes, Lian spoke, fueled by his desperate internal reasoning.
"Iris, you and I are not siblings."
Lian’s voice rang heavily through the now-silent room. As he continued, he stared directly into Iris’s eyes, which had widened for a different reason this time.
"And you’re the Duke’s only true bloodline."
"Gasp..."
The butler, standing nearby, swallowed audibly, his eyes widening at the unexpected turn of events. His fingertips turned white as he gripped his hands tightly, looking like a housewife engrossed in a dramatic morning soap opera.
Iris, on the other hand, didn’t respond for a long time after hearing Lian’s words. She simply stood there, her mouth slightly open, as if the words were a foreign language she didn’t fully comprehend.
"Wh-what do you mean?"
Her face was filled with clear confusion. To Iris, the fact that Lian was her brother was an undeniable truth, so she couldn’t grasp the meaning of his words.
She stared at Lian’s lips, trying to understand the meaning behind them, but her thoughts kept hitting a dead end, as if her brain had short-circuited.
"I’m not your brother. We don’t share the same blood. We’re just... just two people who happen to have similar hair and eye colors."
"No, that’s not true."
Iris shook her head firmly, her expression resolute. Lian bit his lip in frustration, finally speaking the words he had hoped to avoid.
"...Iris, we’re not family."
"...!"
At those words, Iris’s face went pale.
End of Chapter.
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***
'Wait... wait, so that young lady is Her Grace’s daughter...?'
The butler could not hide his confusion as he tried to organize his chaotic thoughts.
As he processed the situation, he recalled various events he had witnessed while serving the household throughout the years. Those experiences had taught him how to remain calm in any circumstance.
It didn’t take long for a peaceful smile to return to his face. Although he hadn’t completely shaken off his surprise, he managed to keep his composure and avoid making a scene.
'But how can they be so sure the young lady is Her Grace’s bloodline?'
The butler's gaze shifted back to Iris and Lian, who were still deep in conversation.
'Could it be... that Lian just wants to leave his sister in a good family at least?'
By now, most people living in the castle suspected that Lian and Iris could be the Duke’s bloodline.
No one would dare say it out loud, of course—those who did were swiftly dismissed during their probation period—but there was never 100% certainty.
If someone with loose lips or someone who had been bribed had planted ideas in Lian’s head, it would explain the current situation entirely.
Her hair was slightly grayer than Lian’s pure white, and her golden eyes even more brilliant. Her striking appearance, her pristine, noble-like skin, and even her personality, so uncannily similar to the Duke’s.
If someone had set this up meticulously, it wasn’t impossible to pull off.
'But... this old man just wants to believe.'
He knew it was foolish, yet he wanted to trust like an ignorant fool that the only lost bloodline of the Duke had finally returned.
While the butler was lost in the soft, nostalgic emotions, like looking at a faded photograph, the atmosphere between Lian and Iris had frozen over, as cold as the snow piled up outside the castle walls.
To Lian, this was simply something he had to say eventually—an inevitable story that had to be told. But for Iris, it was like a bolt of lightning, impossible to comprehend.
Iris had gone missing when she was just a baby—so young that even the butler hadn’t known her gender at the time.
In the world where she grew up, she learned more about how near death was and how quickly it could come, rather than words like ‘mom’ or ‘dad.’
Bearing the blood of the Duke, the greatest swordsman in the Empire, and the Hero who had saved the world, she managed to survive even in the worst of environments. But even she had her limits.
Her first friend, the older sister who had shared food with her, even the one-eyed rat whom she had befriended by sharing her scraps—they all died, turning cold right before her eyes.
With no one left to rely on, her heart crumbled easily. She shattered and shattered again until there was no form left to hold onto.
To survive, she closed her ears and shut her eyes. In the silence, as quiet as death itself, Iris had wished to sleep forever. But then, a gentle warmth cautiously approached her.
Iris’s heart, like land long frozen in winter, started to thaw in response to Lian’s affection, slowly regaining warmth as if touched by the first rains of spring.
His every word, like precious rain falling in the desert, breathed life into her dried-up emotions. She felt as if she had found the haven she had longed for all her life.
But a part of her heart remained uneasy. Her happiness was like a small boat swaying in the wind, trembling with each joyous moment.
Do I deserve to be this happy? What if all this happiness is just an illusion?
Why is Lian so good to me?
In the lands ruled by the Demon King, love and affection required an equivalent price—whether in money or power. Having grown up in such an environment, Iris believed that nothing could be gained without a cost.
But Lian never asked for anything. He just poured endless, unfathomable affection onto her, asking for nothing in return. While Iris felt happy, she was also deeply afraid that this happiness would collapse like a sandcastle at any moment.
The one word that blew away all of Iris's anxieties was ‘family.’
"We’re family. Of course, it’s only natural for us to care for each other!"
Because they were family. Because they shared the same bloodline. The same white hair, the same golden eyes.
The same... the same... the same...
To Iris, ‘family’ was a free pass to receive Lian’s love without any expectation of repayment. It was her ‘privilege,’ allowing her to love him to her heart's content, to whine and ask for hugs whenever she wanted.
"I was planning to tell you... I meant to, but I got so excited at the thought of taking you home that I forgot. I’m sorry, Iris."
Lian’s white eyebrows drooped slightly, and his lowered gaze was filled with an apologetic emotion. His voice, usually as soft and pleasant as warm sunshine on a spring day, now sounded eerie, like the cry of birds feasting on a corpse.
"From now on—..."
His voice sounded muffled, as if he were speaking underwater. Iris began to hear distant cheers and applause from faraway places.
A metallic scent lingered in the air, and the sound of a pitiful wail filled her ears. The metallic scent was strong.
Yes, that smell. It was the scent of a corpse disposal ground. The voices of the arena, filled with bitter, icy heat, and the death of her brother, whose body had grown cold before her eyes.
The moment Lian denied their relationship as family, Iris recalled the day when her brother had completely left her.
Something deep inside Iris, which had been repressed, began to stir.
[Could someone who isn’t even family love you?]
[You’ll be abandoned.]
[Look, he’s already packed his things, ready to leave.]
It whispered sweet words alongside her growing despair.
[Lock him up.]
[Lock him away so he can never leave.]
[And just as your brother did for you, pour your love onto him.]
[All you need to do is give him back as much as he gave you.]
It wouldn’t matter if she shackled his ankles or broke his legs. Her brother, immune to pain, might simply smile awkwardly as if it were a slight inconvenience.
If they built a house at the end of the world where no one could find them, and lived together like in those blissful days—...
Just as her thoughts were about to spiral into madness, and her white hair started to turn gray, Iris shook her head, ever so slightly.
'No, I don’t want that.'
Her eyes, which had returned to their original color, were now filled with moisture. Desperation and emptiness coexisted in her gaze, but the madness that had briefly appeared had vanished without a trace.
'...I don’t want to make my brother unhappy.'
Though she wanted to keep him by her side, Iris knew that such a desire was born purely from her own selfishness. She truly loved Lian and didn’t want to make him suffer.
That’s why she clung to him so desperately. Her fingers trembled like those of a child about to be abandoned.
"No... brother... I... I can’t."
Don’t go. Please, don’t leave me.
"I’m... I’m your little sister. That’s the way it’s supposed to be."
Tears had started to well in her eyes, her voice trembling. As a drop fell down her cheek, countless more followed, flowing uncontrollably.
At that moment, a warm embrace enveloped Iris, as if waiting for her. The hand patting her back and the body, stiff with uncertainty, radiated the affection Iris had longed for.
She cried into his arms as if she had returned to the innocent days of her childhood, pouring out all the pent-up sobs she had held inside.
***
'Was it too much, too sudden?'
Lian was unsure how to react as Iris continued to sob loudly, her shoulders shaking. All he could do was pat her back gently, just as he used to do when she was little.
'...When did she grow this much?'
It felt like just yesterday that she was learning to walk (a gross exaggeration of his memories), but now, she had grown so much that the top of her head reached his chin.
He had vaguely thought, ‘She’s grown a lot—’ every time she clung to his waist or climbed onto his lap, but it was only now that he realized just how much she had truly grown.
Srrrk.
As her sobs turned into sniffles, her arms slipped down to wrap around his waist. The distance between the two of them closed completely.
"Huh...?"
Lian, who had previously only felt the warmth of a child in his arms, was now suddenly aware of the delicate curves of her waist and the soft pressure against his chest. A flustered sound escaped his mouth.
'W-what am I thinking in a situation like this!'
He barely managed to shake off those inappropriate thoughts, awkwardly patting Iris’s back as she sniffled.
The butler, observing them, quietly stepped back.
'I’m still curious as to why the young lady is believed to be Her Grace’s bloodline... but it doesn’t seem like the right time to ask.'
He left the room without making a sound.
Srrrk.
The door closed soundlessly behind him, and the butler, standing in the hallway, sank into deep thought.
'Whatever the reason may be... it will only be confirmed once Her Grace returns.'
The butler sighed softly as he pondered.
'...Her Grace tries not to show it, but each time something like this happens, she is deeply hurt. I had hoped to handle this before it reached that point.'
Though the Duke had gone hunting to calm her anger, there was no way she would have gone far, given the looming threat of an attack by the Demon King's forces. If they sent a messenger to the front lines, she would return within a few days.
Even though he knew this, the butler had delayed contacting her, worried about the wound the Duke would suffer when she returned with hope in her heart.
End of Chapter.
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***
'If she turns out not to be Her Grace’s bloodline this time... I’ll have to prepare some drinks.'
Ever since her comrade, with whom she had shared many drinks and laughter, passed away yesterday, she could no longer find joy in alcohol. Even the temporary comfort it provided had become painful for her. Yet there were moments when she would indulge in a drink.
Those moments were the day her child and husband went missing, and the day her cherished subordinate entered eternal rest. The butler recalled the sight of the Duke swallowing bitter alcohol, drowning in her sense of loss. The desolate pain in her hunched figure felt as dry as the autumn wind sweeping over a barren field.
'But if—if, by any chance, that young lady truly is Her Grace’s bloodline...'
It would bring immense hope to the one who has been running alone, ever so close to the end, racing toward death.
Wishing for the story to conclude with a sweet, hopeful ending, the butler hastened his steps.
***
The commotion of tears had passed, and it was now late afternoon. After sending the messenger bird, the butler had finished handling some small tasks and prepared a set of tea known for its calming effects, heading toward Lian’s room.
When he knocked, a voice from inside told him to come in.
"Excuse me."
As the butler carefully opened the door and entered, he saw Lian sitting on a long white sofa, with Iris asleep, her head resting on his lap.
Her eyes were red and swollen, evidence that she had cried for quite some time even after the butler had left the room. Judging by the fact that there were no tear streaks on her face, it seemed someone had wiped them away. Smiling gently, the butler approached the sofa.
"I’ve brought some tea that’s good for calming the nerves... Should I prepare it a bit later?"
"When Iris wakes up, please."
"Understood."
Having served Lian for two weeks now, the butler had grown accustomed to such conversations. Without making a sound, he placed the tea tray on the table in front of the sofa. Then, with a graceful bow, he spoke.
"May I have a brief conversation with you?"
"Oh, yes! Of course!"
Startled by the sight of the much older butler bowing deeply, Lian quickly gestured to the opposite sofa with both hands. The butler offered a word of thanks before sitting across from him, his face lighting up with a warm smile, reminiscent of a kind grandfather.
"You two seem to get along incredibly well."
True to his role as the Duke's butler, he didn’t ask any direct or intrusive questions, instead using light conversation to ease the mood. The two exchanged trivial small talk for a while. Once the atmosphere had warmed, the butler paused for a moment before speaking again.
"I have one question, if you don’t mind me asking."
"Feel free."
The butler straightened his posture and locked eyes with Lian, his gaze serious.
"On what basis do you believe Miss Iris to be Her Grace’s bloodline?"
"...!"
The old butler’s intense gaze bore into Lian, both scorching and cold at once, as if it could burn through him. Lian felt his mind go blank.
'Basis...? Proof...? I don’t have anything like that... what do I say?'
Did Lian come to the Duke’s residence without any thought or plan?
That wasn’t the case.
'In the original story, the Duke immediately recognized Iris as his daughter just by looking at a photograph, so I thought proof or evidence wouldn’t be necessary.'
To summarize briefly:
In the original story, a knight of the Duke's household, Panton, found Iris, who was presumed to be the Duke’s daughter, and rescued her. The kind-hearted Iris brought Lian along with her.
Once the original Lian discovered that Iris was the Duke’s daughter, he claimed to be her brother, using their white hair and golden eyes as proof, and indulged in the sweet taste of power.
But then, Lian, realizing he could inherit the family if Iris wasn’t around, tried to kill her. As a result, Iris fled the Duke’s household and began living as a fugitive.
When the Duke later returned and saw a photograph recorded in a crystal ball, he became enraged. The image of his daughter was so clearly etched in his mind.
Despite having a wicked heart, the original Lian was incompetent, and when the Duke found out about his attempt to kill Iris, he was brutally killed by the Duke.
Knowing this flow of the original story, Lian had believed that simply bringing Iris to the estate would be enough for the Duke to gladly accept her. However, that was only possible if the Duke was present in the castle.
'Of all times... why did she have to be away now?'
Sweat began to drip down Lian’s forehead as his eyes darted nervously. He desperately needed to come up with an answer, but nothing substantial came to mind.
'If I can’t answer here, won’t they think I’m a con artist and kick me out?'
Everything would be resolved once the Duke returned. However, that was a different issue from the one Lian faced now. If he were branded a fraud at this moment, the Duke might look at Iris with prejudice once she came back. Worse, the Duke might mistake her for an imposter and draw her sword.
In this dark fantasy world, it wasn’t an impossible scenario.
'There has to be a way out of this...!'
Lian's eyes instinctively drifted toward his own hand, as if expecting the cursed sword to appear and miraculously solve the problem, just as it always had whenever he faced an insurmountable challenge.
Though his hand was smooth and unmarked, as he had concealed the sigil for everyday life, he found himself staring at it subconsciously. As he gazed at his hands resting on his knees, a sudden thought flashed through his mind.
'But this...'
The solution that came to him wasn’t ideal, but he had no better option. Gritting his teeth, he made up his mind.
'If I’m going to do it, I might as well do it properly.'
The butler, observing Lian’s determined expression, let out an inward sigh of pity.
'Ah... So, in the end, he must have told a lie without any real basis, just wanting his sister to grow up in a good household.'
Seeing Lian sweating, his eyes darting back and forth and biting his lip, the butler looked at him as if he were facing an unsolvable problem. He couldn’t help but feel conflicted.
'...With some gentle guidance, I can teach him. Even if it’s a lie, it’s one told for his sister’s sake, and he’s still young.'
Just as the butler had finished organizing his thoughts and preparing to deal with the situation—
"Actually..."
Lian lifted his head and looked the butler squarely in the eyes, his expression serious. Their gazes met—Lian’s eyes, a little brighter than Iris’s, shimmering like gold. The butler had assumed Lian was about to confess to his lies. That assumption was shattered in less than a second.
Fwoosh!
"...!"
As Lian stretched out his left hand, the divine sigil began to glow on the back of it. At that moment, a pure and sacred energy enveloped Lian, as if light from the heavens had descended upon him.
His white hair shimmered as though bathed in divine light, and his golden eyes glistened more brilliantly than any jewel, their depths as mysterious and profound as a starry night sky.
The holy aura illuminated the surroundings, announcing Lian’s presence to the world. It was as warm as the first sunlight at dawn and as mystical as the starlight in the night sky. The butler, awestruck by the magnificent sight, stood frozen in place. It was as if he were witnessing one of the divine messengers from ancient legends.
As the light gradually faded, the divine energy receded back into the sigil, which now glowed faintly. The sigil had grown more intricate and elaborate, likely due to the increased number of followers. Lian averted his gaze from the ever-growing sigil and looked back at the butler.
The butler’s normally composed expression was now one of disbelief, his eyes wide and his mouth agape. Even as he stood there, stunned, his lips moved slightly, as if he had something to say, which Lian found somewhat amusing.
"W-what... is this...?"
Lian felt a signal flash through his mind like a neon sign.
'Now's my chance to wrap this up!'
Without missing a beat, Lian switched into high gear, speaking rapidly as if he were an experienced salesman pitching insurance, study guides, or mobile phones.
"You asked how I could be certain that Iris is the Duke’s, Her Grace’s, bloodline, correct? To get straight to the point, it is thanks to divine guidance. As you saw just now, I have been chosen by the gods. The gods told me to bring the only child of the Hero to the place she belongs. And so, following the gods' guidance, I found Iris and escaped that wretched land of the Demon King. Ah, you might be wondering why I’m only telling you this now, but that’s because—(omitted)..."
The butler, who had spoken to all sorts of nobles—from the most corrupt to the most manipulative—had never experienced a conversation that left him this mentally exhausted.
Lian’s voice was calm, but the speed at which he spoke was overwhelming. However, every word was enunciated so clearly that each one lodged itself firmly into the butler’s brain. He understood the words, but the situation made it impossible to fully grasp what was being said.
With his modern-day consultation skills, which could effortlessly bewilder anyone, Lian left the butler in a dazed state, reduced to mechanically nodding and saying, "Yes, yes."
After several minutes, Lian wiped the sweat from his brow and asked,
"Phew... So, does that explanation work as proof?"
"Y-Yes, more than enough."
The butler’s once neat and tidy hair was now disheveled, and his face showed clear signs of fatigue.
Had he harbored any ill will toward Lian, he would have been subjected to days of mind-numbing explanations until blood poured from his ears. That was how mentally exhausting Lian's speech had been.
"Well, I-I must go now, as I have pressing matters to attend to."
"Yes, please take care."
The butler staggered out of the room, and Lian smiled with a peculiar sense of victory. As he chuckled to himself, he suddenly remembered Iris and looked down.
End of Chapter.
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***
'Are you sleeping well?'
Iris was fast asleep, her expression so peaceful that she probably wouldn’t have noticed even if someone carried her off. Lian gently brushed the hair covering her face, revealing her lips pressed together in a cute little "S" shape. Looking at her adorable face, he couldn’t help but smile.
'...Should I stay here until the Duke returns?'
Since he hadn’t committed any crime, even if he met the Duke, things would likely go smoothly. As the butler had said, he might even end up receiving a significant reward. Yet, there was a simple reason why he was so eager to leave the Duke’s estate as soon as possible.
'It’s because everyone’s eyes are shining more and more these days...'
The more Lian demonstrated his extraordinary abilities, the more the people of the Duke’s household began to look at him like hyenas eyeing prey. To put it nicely, their eyes sparkled; but to put it bluntly, their gazes were filled with greed.
In a world where simply being able to read and do arithmetic could make someone a decent administrator, even Lian making minor contributions to administrative tasks was seen as groundbreaking.
And that wasn’t all.
His swordsmanship was enough to shock even the knight captain, and his household skills were so remarkable that even the head maid struggled to keep her composure.
Although everyone kept quiet because they believed Lian to be a member of the Duke’s bloodline, if it turned out he wasn’t... a fierce recruitment war would break out.
Lian instinctively understood that if he stayed any longer until the Duke returned, he would end up tied down here.
'But...'
Despite knowing that, he couldn’t easily leave. Lian’s gaze fell on Iris, who was sleeping peacefully.
Having been with her since they were young, he had become more attached than he had expected. Because of that, he couldn’t bring himself to push away the hands that clung to him so desperately.
'Urgh... Let’s try to slowly persuade her once Iris wakes up. The Duke isn’t coming back immediately, anyway.'
As Lian was organizing his complicated thoughts, the butler, with a dazed expression, returned to his office and collapsed onto the sofa.
'I always thought there was something extraordinary about him, but... to think he was a Saint.'
Various emotions flickered across his face. At first, he had been shocked, but soon, his eyes were filled with deep understanding.
'Even the Holy Power of the Pope wasn’t as pure and awe-inspiring as his. He must really be a Saint.'
Before he knew it, his eyes were brimming with joy.
'...This time, it might truly be real. No, it has to be real. That kind of divine energy can’t be a lie.'
The butler pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiping away the tears streaming down his face.
"Oh, young lady... You’ve truly returned."
His tears, filled with both guilt and overwhelming emotion, flowed endlessly. The handkerchief became soaked, and his eyes grew red before the tears finally stopped. After quickly pulling himself together from the emotional mess, the butler’s gaze turned thoughtful.
'The Saint said he would leave... but that won’t do.'
He couldn’t simply let the benefactor of the Duke’s household go.
'Even if that weren’t the case, the young lady absolutely needs the Saint right now.'
Recalling the image of the young lady sobbing in sorrow, his expression darkened.
'I need to make sure the Saint feels at home here, like it’s his own domain. That way, even if he leaves to follow the will of the gods, he can always return to the Duke’s household. He should also be able to accept any help the Duke’s household offers without hesitation. Only then can we properly repay our debt to him.'
The butler's eyes sparkled just like the rest of the Duke’s staff when they looked at Lian.
'To make that happen... Yes, adopting him into the family would be the best course of action. From what I’ve investigated, it doesn’t seem like he has any family. Plus, the young lady already sees him as her real brother, and with his white hair and golden eyes, which signify the Duke’s bloodline, it shouldn’t be difficult to officially adopt him.'
His rusty mind began whirling at full speed, and soon, an even better idea popped up.
'Or—... Yes, having the two of them marry would be an excellent solution. With his impeccable character, dignity, and ability, the Saint would be a perfect match for the young lady.'
The butler, eyes half-closed, started imagining Lian♥Iris holding a grand wedding under the sound of jubilant bells.
'The most important thing, of course, is the young lady’s feelings... but I already know the answer without even asking.'
In the harsh world of noble society, one had to be perceptive. That’s why the butler had long since noticed the feelings Iris harbored for Lian.
'Still, just in case, I’ll ask the young lady for confirmation.'
The butler grinned inwardly as he eagerly began crafting his plan to turn Lian and Iris into a married couple.
***
At that moment, deep within a distant forest far from the Duke’s estate...
A woman with a face as pale and cold as a carved piece of a snowy mountain gazed blankly at the dense trees. Her thin voice, so fragile that it seemed it could be swept away by the wind, trembled as she spoke.
"Child...?"
Her gaze was fixed on a girl quietly standing there, dressed in a pure white dress. The girl’s long white hair cascaded down to her waist, and her slightly curved eyes revealed a hint of gold between their lashes, giving off a mysterious and enchanting aura.
The girl, who looked like a mirror image of Iris, smiled softly as she looked up at the Duke.
Her smile was blinding, but there was something strangely unsettling hidden behind it that subtly spread through the air. Standing in the shadow of the trees, the girl stretched out her arms toward the Duke as if begging to be embraced, like a child pleading with her parent.
The girl’s actions were completely out of place in the dangerous forest, where monsters roamed, adding to the unsettling atmosphere.
"Child..."
However, the Duke didn’t notice this. Or even if she did, she wouldn’t have been able to stop herself. A parent who has lost their child will instinctively reach out upon seeing a child, whether it’s their real one or not.
As the Duke took a step toward the ominous-looking girl—
Flap!
The messenger bird perched on the Duke’s arm suddenly startled, sensing the ominous energy, and took flight. The letter neatly tied to its ankle was soaked with the blood of monsters that had splattered onto the Duke’s arm. The bird was supposed to fly back to the Duke’s household.
Rumble!
Right after the bird flew up into the sky, the entire forest began to shake violently, as if caught in an earthquake. The branches collided with each other in a fierce uproar, and the trees, both large and small, trembled as if their roots themselves were quaking. Even the monsters in the forest seemed momentarily startled and fell silent.
Where the Duke had been standing, there was now nothing but a massive, deep pit that seemed to have no bottom. It was clear that the tremors shaking the forest were caused by this enormous hole.
The ground, like a living creature, slowly closed its gaping mouth. The pit disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, leaving no trace. The entire event had only lasted a few seconds, and soon, as if nothing had happened, the place where the Duke had stood returned to its flat, undisturbed state.
***
"What is... this..."
The butler, with trembling hands, unfolded the bloodstained letter. It was the very letter he had sent. His face turned paler than it had ever been.
The fact that the messenger bird had returned unscathed meant that the blood wasn’t from an attack. In other words...
The butler muttered with a voice that sounded like he was on the verge of collapsing.
"Something has happened... to Her Grace."
The butler, who seemed ready to crumble into pieces, slapped his cheeks hard, forcing himself to regain his composure.
'Now more than ever, I need to keep my wits about me.'
With a resolute expression, he gathered the head maid and the captains. He quickly relayed the news. Even for those who had endured countless experiences, hearing that something had happened to the Duke was deeply shocking. The Duke had been their spiritual anchor.
Despite the shock, their loyalty was strong, and they didn’t falter. Instead, they began moving swiftly. The atmosphere in the Duke’s estate turned tense and urgent, and the guests staying there even started helping out, albeit somewhat confused by the situation.
"Thank you so much for your help."
"No, it’s nothing. I’ve already received so much assistance up until now."
"Even so, we’re still grateful."
Since time was of the essence, the people of the Duke’s household did not refuse the help of the guests. As preparations moved rapidly along, there was one person who was beyond shocked, utterly dumbfounded.
'Something happened to the Duke? Is that even possible?'
Lian’s mind had stopped functioning the moment he heard that the Empire’s greatest sword (at least by the Duke’s standards) had gone missing in what was essentially a beginner’s hunting ground.
End of Chapter.
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Searching for Mother
The idea that the Empire’s strongest being was in danger was hard to believe, but this wasn’t some lighthearted gag world. It was a dark fantasy world, far more cruel than reality itself. It wasn’t entirely impossible.
'More importantly... in the original story, the Duke ends up dying eventually. So it’s not something that can’t happen.'
That being said— it was still a difficult thing to imagine. The Duke’s death had only become possible after the Demon King had grown several times stronger than he was now.
'The original plot has deviated so much that I don’t know what kind of variables could have come into play. I need to treat this seriously.'
Having made up his mind, Lian declared that he would join the search party for the Duke. The butler initially refused, saying he couldn’t possibly send their benefactor into danger, but after seeing Lian’s healing abilities, he reluctantly accepted. Priests who could wield healing magic at Lian’s level were rare.
"Huh... My finger grew back."
"Amazing, isn’t it? I’ve heard that miracles like this don’t just happen for no reason."
Quietly, Lianism began spreading its roots within the Duke’s household. Given the chaotic situation and how discreet Lianism’s followers were, it was difficult to detect.
Two days passed, and all preparations were complete. Lian, Jess, Iris, Nero, and Noah ended up joining the search party.
Jess, a beastman known as a master tracker, was naturally included. Nero, thanks to his exceptional swordsmanship, also secured a place. As for Iris... the butler opposed her inclusion on the journey, but she refused to be separated from her brother even for a moment, so she inevitably joined. Given that she could easily defeat knights, there was no one who could oppose her participation.
'Why is Noah over there?'
What surprised Lian was that Noah had been assigned to a different unit. The unit, known as the "Ranger Unit," was one Lian had never seen inside the castle before. It was said that no one could move faster than them in the forest. They were known to mostly reside outside the castle, setting up camp deep in the woods.
'She’s been busy training lately, and now I know why. She’s been training with the Ranger Unit. No wonder I couldn’t find her when I was looking.'
It seemed Noah had spent quite some time training with the Rangers, as her attire and movements looked well accustomed to their ways. Their eyes met.
'Oh...'
Noah quickly averted her gaze. Lian awkwardly scratched the back of his neck and looked elsewhere, failing to notice how her ears turned red.
"What’s up? Something going on?"
"Ah, nothing at all."
"Doesn’t seem like nothing. Wait, are you interested in that girl?"
The Ranger helping Noah with her training gave Lian a mischievous look, nudging him with her elbow.
"Shohan. This isn’t the time for jokes."
"Yes, sir! I’ll stop immediately!"
At the commander’s stern voice, Shohan straightened up at once.
"As we discussed earlier, our unit will take the lead and scout the forest. If we find anything, we’ll use the communication device, or in an emergency, we’ll send up a signal flare."
As they always moved swiftly like the wind, they replied with simple gestures. Before long, the Ranger Unit vanished without a sound.
About 30 minutes after the Rangers disappeared, the knights finished their preparations and mounted their horses. The soldiers were also on horseback to ensure rapid movement. The mages would be riding in carriages to conserve their stamina.
The carriages were intended to be used for medical purposes in case of any injuries. There were two carriages: one carried the mages, and the other had Lian, Iris, Nero, and Jess.
Unlike the knights and soldiers, who had trained extensively and could move as one, Lian’s group wasn’t as coordinated, so they had no choice but to ride in the carriage.
"Let’s move out!"
The sound of the black horses’ hooves hitting the ground echoed like thunder.
***
The Duke was likely out hunting nearby, ready to return at a moment’s notice if needed — or so the butler had predicted. The problem was that "nearby" was based on the Duke’s standards.
As a result, it took them three days of relentless travel to finally reach their destination. The knight captain led the horses to a stop by a river that ran through the forest.
"We’ll rest here."
"Everyone, we’ll be resting here!"
The vice-captain relayed the knight captain’s words in a loud voice to those in the rear.
Even the finest horses would be exhausted after running for three straight days without rest. The soldiers quickly brought out wooden buckets from the carriages and started drawing water.
In places where there weren’t nearby water sources, they relied on mages to provide water, but with the river so close, there was no need to waste magical energy. Some soldiers prepared meals while others filled the horses' buckets so the animals could quench their thirst.
While the soldiers busied themselves with these tasks, the knights searched for signs left by the Rangers.
"They must’ve arrived much earlier than us."
There were markings left on a nearby tree, indicating that the Rangers had anticipated their rest by the river. Judging by the traces, it seemed they had arrived a day earlier and begun their search.
'By now, they should have completed their investigation.'
The Rangers’ job was to ensure that the outskirts of the forest were safe. While they could delve deeper, only the most skilled commanders or vice-commanders would be able to do that.
This area wasn’t without danger, as dangerous creatures roamed these parts. However, that would only be the case in a full-on confrontation or if a significant disturbance occurred. For covert reconnaissance, the area wasn’t particularly difficult.
Considering the Rangers’ skill, they should have already emerged from the forest and been waiting to deliver their report.
'The fact that they’re still inside the forest means... something must’ve gone wrong.'
The knight captain gazed at the pale, snow-covered forest with heavy eyes. Though the forest looked relatively safe compared to the treacherous mountains, with snow barely reaching the length of a pinky finger, the ominous feeling lingered.
"Meal preparations are complete!"
Hearing the shout from behind him, the knight captain finally tore his gaze away from the forest. At that moment, the shadow of a tree flickered slightly, but no one noticed.
Since they couldn’t predict what might happen in the forest, lunch consisted of a hearty soup filled with meat they had hunted along the way. After filling their stomachs, they immediately set off into the forest. They couldn’t afford to wait indefinitely for the Rangers.
Of course, since they didn’t know what might have happened to the Rangers, the mages cast various protective spells as they moved. It might be a waste of magical energy, but it was better than risking danger.
[Huff, phew—... Partner, how about building a house here? This land feels really nice.]
'What? Are you serious?'
Lian and the demon sword were having an oddly carefree conversation, despite the fact that something strange could leap out at any moment. Mindful of the others' gazes, the demon sword, less flamboyant than usual, trembled slightly as it spoke.
[Yes, it reminds me of the place you used to live. I quite like it.]
'The place I used to live... You don’t mean Cardishian in the Demon King’s lands?'
[Ah, the overflowing demonic energy was wonderful... Don’t you think about moving back?]
'No way!'
Lian broke out in a cold sweat as he continued his conversation with the sword.
'Why on earth does a place in the Empire have such an abundance of demonic energy? Is that even possible?'
[It’s not impossible, just a bit of work.]
'What kind of work are we talking about?'
[To put it simply—... You have to corrupt the land’s owner.]
'The land’s owner?'
Just as Lian was about to inquire further—
"What’s that?"
"Is that... fog?"
A gray mist began flowing in from all directions, filling the previously still forest in an unsettling manner. The knight captain lowered the front of his helmet and spoke.
"It could be poisonous fog! Everyone, prepare yourselves!"
Like the knight captain, those with helmets engraved with protective magic adjusted their headgear, while the soldiers covered their mouths and noses with special cloths designed to block most toxins. The mages simultaneously cast protective barriers around the carriages.
Swish.
The fog, rolling in like a tsunami, swallowed their entire field of vision. The knight captain, his face grim, began to vigilantly scan the surroundings.
Lian knew that, in situations like this, the words you didn’t hear often became the most important clue. Ignoring the turmoil around him, he pressed the demon sword for answers.
'So what exactly is the land’s owner? If they get corrupted, does that mean the land gets taken over by demonic energy? And what happens to the land after it’s consumed?'
[Ask slowly. The land’s owner is simply the being that governs the land. Most of the time, it’s a spirit, but sometimes it’s a mystical beast. If the land’s owner gets corrupted by demonic energy, the land follows suit. It’s not really “corruption” per se, just a change in nature. The land becomes more suitable for creatures familiar with demonic energy. However, there are a few problems...]
'What kind of problems?'
Just as Lian was about to ask for more details—
"What the—?"
"That fog..."
The eerie silence in the forest was broken by the sudden appearance of thick, gray fog creeping in from all directions. The knight captain quickly lowered the brim of his helmet.
"It might be poisonous fog! Everyone, be on guard!"
Like the knight captain, those knights equipped with enchanted helmets adjusted their gear, while the soldiers covered their faces with special cloths designed to block most toxins. The mages simultaneously activated spells to protect the area around the carriages.
Swoosh.
As the fog moved like a living creature, it began to coil around the black horses’ bodies.
[It seems the master of this land prefers to destroy minds rather than outright devour them. Perhaps it has an affinity for brains? What a strange taste. It doesn’t know that hot blood is the real delicacy.]
Lian, feeling a chill at the demon sword’s casual mention of such inhuman thoughts, asked with a trembling voice.
"...How do we restore the land’s owner to normal, then?"
[Hmm? There is no such way, though?]
Neighhh!!
Even before the demon sword’s words fully registered, the black horses let out a wild cry and began to buck wildly. At that moment, Lian’s gag filter kicked in.
End of Chapter.
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Taking Shelter in a Cave
"Aaaaah!"
"Graaaah!"
The horses’ eyes were filled with anxiety and fear, their muscles rippling wildly as their bodies twisted and bucked. The fog seeped into their minds, amplifying their already growing panic.
Dust swirled around, and the knights and soldiers on their backs were tossed about as if they might fall at any moment. The knights, having undergone rigorous training, managed to cling on even as the horses raised their front hooves, but the soldiers were not as fortunate.
"Aaaaaah!"
One by one, most of the soldiers lost their balance, thrown into the air before crashing down to the ground. They curled up, bracing themselves for the inevitable kick from the horses’ hind legs.
But no amount of preparation could stop the power of a horse’s kick, especially not with the armor the soldiers wore. As they hit the ground, time seemed to slow, and they saw flashes of their lives passing before their eyes. They clenched their eyes shut, ready to embrace the death that was surely coming.
Neighhh!
"Huh...?"
But instead of the expected kick, all they heard was the frantic cry of the horses as they bolted forward, leaving the soldiers lying stunned on the ground. The soldiers could only stare at the backs of the horses as they galloped deep into the forest.
'I... I’m alive! I survived!'
While one soldier marveled at his luck, similar scenes were playing out all around.
"Aaah!"
"Megilius! No!"
As if they had been programmed to flee into the forest the moment their rider fell, the horses dashed off without a second thought. The soldiers, left sprawled awkwardly on the ground, reached out in vain, calling after their steeds, but the horses were long gone, running faster than ever.
"Ugh! Be careful not to fall off your—! Gah!"
Neighhh!!
The knight captain, who had been riding the sturdiest horse, raised his voice to shout, only to be thrown off his mount. The other horses then reared up on their hind legs as if they were about to flip over.
"Uwaaah!"
"Graaah!"
The knights, who had been barely holding on, were all thrown to the ground as well.
Boom! Boom! Boom!
The thunderous sound of dozens of horses’ hooves pounding the earth echoed like a massive thunderclap.
"Noooo!"
"Come baaaack!"
Despite the frantic cries of the knights and soldiers, the horses didn’t even look back as they disappeared from sight. The knight captain quickly got to his feet and began checking for casualties with the vice-captain.
"It’s a miracle that no one died... but not a single injury?"
It made sense for the knights, who were physically robust, but the same couldn’t be said for the soldiers. Even if they were lucky enough not to be trampled or kicked by the horses, falling from such a height should have resulted in at least a few broken bones.
The knight captain found the situation, where not a single person was injured, unsettling, but he quickly shook off the thought. Just in case, he asked the mages to check for any suspicious traces.
The mages, also curious about the lack of injuries, eagerly began using their magic to investigate.
"There’s nothing out of the ordinary. I suppose we’ve just been... incredibly fortunate."
"Hmm..."
The knight captain let go of the lingering unease in his mind after hearing the mage’s explanation. He then began rallying the now-dismal knights and soldiers back into order.
While the situation was being sorted out, Lian was busy shaking the demon sword.
"Is there really no way to fix this?"
[Grrrr...!]
The sword seemed to enjoy being shaken. As soon as Lian stopped, it started whining, asking him to do it again. Ignoring the sword’s complaints, Lian surveyed his surroundings.
'The fog... it seems to have gotten thicker?'
The mist had grown so dense that the silhouettes of the knights were barely visible.
"Iris, the fog is getting too thick... huh?"
When Lian turned to ask Iris for her opinion, he was met with an empty space. Iris, Jess, Nero, even the mages— everyone had disappeared.
"What the...?"
Finding himself alone in the carriage, Lian immediately stepped out and headed toward where the knights had been. But that area was empty as well.
"What is going on...?"
[They’ve fallen under the forest’s spell.]
"Spell?"
[Yes, everyone except you, who has strong mental fortitude, has been bewitched and scattered by the forest.]
"What? When did that happen?"
[Oh, probably when you were in the corner of the carriage, shaking me?]
"You should have said something earlier!"
[You didn’t ask.]
Lian sighed softly and strapped the demon sword back to his waist.
'First, let’s find the closest person.'
[Hmm... the closest one is in that direction.]
A dark, reddish energy oozed from the sword, pointing toward one direction. Without hesitation, Lian started walking in that direction.
The forest, shrouded in mist, was eerily quiet, as if time itself had stopped. It hadn’t even been ten minutes since everyone had scattered, yet the silence felt unnervingly unnatural.
The fog clung to him like a living entity, pressing in from all sides, making it hard to breathe. Each step revealed the shapes of trees, their branches stretched out like ghostly hands, adding to the eerie atmosphere.
'This... this feels like a graveyard.'
In gag worlds, graveyard-like places were often enveloped in thick fog, and all sorts of spiritual beings roamed such areas. The more one feared ghosts, the more likely they were to be tormented by them.
That meant the calmer one acted, the less likely anything would happen.
'With the gag filter in place, it wouldn’t be strange if something popped out of nowhere. I need to stay as calm as possible—'
Before he could finish his thought—
Drip.
"Huh?"
A cold sensation hit the top of his head. Reflexively, Lian raised his hand to touch his scalp.
Drip... drip, drip, whooosh—
Suddenly, rain began pouring down as if a hole had opened up in the sky. The raindrops were ice-cold, almost as if they were half-frozen.
Lian hurried to the nearest tree for shelter. But the tree, smaller than the others, did little to block the rain. As he looked for another tree—
Grab!
"...!"
"Come here."
A familiar voice cut through the sound of the falling rain. As he turned his head, something was placed over him— a hooded cloak.
It felt as though it had been treated with something special, or perhaps the fabric itself was unique, as the rain that had soaked his hair and clothes now flowed harmlessly off the cloak. It seemed to be a raincoat commonly used in this place.
Lian tilted the hood back slightly to clear his vision and looked ahead. A green raincoat stood before him, the rainwater sliding down its surface. Lowering his gaze, he saw a familiar hand clutching his wrist.
It was a hand that was small for a man’s, but slightly large for a woman’s.
Drip, drip.
The sound of raindrops hitting the raincoat brought Lian back to his senses as he followed the person mechanically.
'Wait, isn’t this some sort of ghost trick?'
The image of a ghost mimicking a familiar face and playfully saying, "Do I still look like so-and-so?" flashed through his mind. A chill ran down his spine, and he was about to shake off the hand holding his wrist when—
"Found you."
The low voice carried through the rain, and the pace quickened. Moments later, the pouring rain abruptly stopped.
"Here…"
The thick darkness welcomed him as he looked around. Naturally formed stone pillars and damp walls surrounded him, with a mostly rock-covered floor beneath his feet. It was the perfect shelter from the rain— a cave.
Fwoosh.
The sound of a fire crackling reached his ears. Glancing over, he saw the figure in the green raincoat tending to a fire that was now starting to blaze, having been lit using dry firewood prepared in advance.
"Phew... This should keep you from losing body heat."
Smiling softly, the person in the green raincoat pushed back their hood, revealing a face with small scars. Brown hair scattered loosely, and soft green eyes curved into a gentle smile. The person in the raincoat was none other than Noah, who had left with the Ranger Unit.
"Your clothes are wet, right? Come closer and dry off."
Lian started to approach the fire but stopped when he noticed the water dripping from his raincoat. Seeing Noah’s curious expression, he quickly took off the raincoat and folded it inside out to keep the wet side from touching the floor.
"W-wait! Are you... that soaked?"
"Huh?"
Noah’s cheeks were a little flushed, perhaps from being close to the fire. Her gaze flickered nervously before landing briefly on Lian, then looking away again.
Lian’s hasty removal of the raincoat made it seem as if he was about to strip off all his wet clothes to dry them. In Noah’s mind, thoughts of, 'He’s not seriously going to take off his clothes, right?' clashed with, 'But if he doesn’t dry them, he might catch a cold...'
End of Chapter.
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It's Okay, We're Friends, Right?
The more she thought about it, the clearer the explicit scenes in her mind became. And it was all thanks to those romance novels that somehow found their way to her via the Ranger Unit.
The Ranger who had been teaching her thought she was a man and insisted that to be loved by a future partner, she needed to read such things. So, they lent her these adult-rated romance novels, completely unaware of her true gender.
At first, she had firmly refused, but the words “You need to learn these things for your future lover” made her hands tremble as she opened the first page— and began reading.
The knowledge from those books lingered in her mind, conjuring up all sorts of embarrassing scenes. Especially since many of the novels the Ranger had carried were set in snowy mountains.
A man and a woman stranded in a snowstorm, surviving by melting snow for water and chewing on herbs to raise their body temperature, but they continued to freeze.
To survive, they had no choice but to share body heat by pressing their naked skin together. As they stripped down and embraced, the herbs they had shared earlier began to show an unexpected effect— an overly dramatic scene from one of those romance novels.
Now, Noah found herself in an eerily similar situation.
Instead of snow, rain was pouring down. And while it wasn’t freezing to the point of frostbite, the cold was biting enough that the rain felt like icy needles. Moreover, they were alone in a cave— just like in those novels.
A scene from one of the books flashed through Noah’s mind. The image of the man undressing had transformed into Lian, and the trembling woman was now herself.
"Noah?"
"...! Uh! Uh, y-yes?"
"I was asking if you were okay with the water dripping on you."
"Oh..."
Noah’s gaze followed the drops of rainwater seeping from her raincoat, soaking the floor, and then drifted to Lian, who sat by the fire after neatly folding his own raincoat.
"Y-yeah... I should..."
Her voice lost strength like a deflating balloon, growing weaker with each word. At the same time, her face flushed even redder than the flames in front of her. Perhaps due to the influence of the gag filter, a soft mist seemed to rise from the top of her head.
'Ugh... This is so embarrassing.'
Though Lian hadn’t caught on to her thoughts, the fact that she’d misunderstood and imagined something so absurd made her want to crawl into a hole and hide. She wanted to yank the hood of her raincoat down to cover her face, but if she did that, Lian would probably just give her a strange look. So instead, she clenched her eyes shut and quietly placed her raincoat beside her.
'I can’t even look up...'
Her face was burning with heat, as if Lian’s imagined embrace had left a scorch mark on her mind. She kept her gaze firmly on the ground between the fire and the dirt, biting her lip to keep from speaking.
Whoooosh—
As silence settled between them, the sound of rain pelting the cave’s entrance and the crackling of the fire filled the air. The cold rain outside made the cave’s atmosphere feel even chillier. Fortunately, the cool air helped bring the color back to Noah’s face.
Trying to shake off the lingering heat in her cheeks, Noah began recounting what had happened earlier.
The Rangers had entered the forest for their investigation, but it didn’t take long before they were swallowed by the thick fog. When they regained their senses, they were scattered. They tried firing signal flares, but the fog made it impossible to see them. No matter how much they walked, it felt as though they were going in circles. Eventually, they decided to stay put and establish a base.
"That’s when you found me."
"Yeah. Sorry for dragging you along without a word. The rain in this area comes down from the snowy mountains, and I was worried you might catch a cold."
"You were just concerned about me. It’s fine."
Whoooosh—
Another wave of silence followed. Noah fidgeted with her hands absentmindedly, scratching at the itchy sensation on the back of her hand.
The two of them shared the same age and gender, and they had built a strong bond on equal footing. Noah had Nero to care for, and Lian had Iris— both of them shared the common trait of having someone they needed to look after.
One had a strong sense of responsibility, and the other was kind to a fault. Both were good-natured at their core, making their deep friendship a natural outcome. They had always been close friends— or at least, that’s how it had been.
'When did things start feeling so awkward?'
Both Noah and Lian had the same thought at the same time. After a moment, they both recalled the same memory and, as if they were living out a scene from a romantic comedy, lowered their heads in sync.
Neither of them had ever experienced a proper romantic relationship— one had been recognized by a unicorn, and the other had lived her life pretending to be a man.
"Haha... It’s a bit hot."
"Maybe… we put too much firewood."
"Yeah, maybe."
"Yeah."
The awkwardness and itchiness rolled around between them, filling the silence. After about three minutes of this unbearable tension, Noah suddenly stood up.
"I-I’ll check if the rain is blowing in."
"I’ll help!"
"No, someone needs to stay and keep adding wood to the fire so it doesn’t go out!"
Noah grabbed the firewood she had set on a dry cloth and plopped it down next to Lian with a thud. The heavy sound made his eyes widen.
"You carried something this heavy?"
"I-I didn’t carry it. I made it after we got here."
"You made dry firewood?"
"Yeah, it’s a technique I learned from the Ranger Unit. You can even turn wet wood into dry firewood."
"Wow... That’s amazing. You could make a fortune with that."
"Pfft..."
Noah couldn’t help but burst into laughter at the unexpected comment. And just like that, the atmosphere between them lightened, as if by magic.
"It requires using magic power, so it’s actually more of a loss than a profit."
"Oh, is that so?"
"Most of the survival techniques used by the Ranger Unit require magic, so they’re not very efficient. Who would seriously waste magic power on making dry firewood?"
"Oh... What other kinds of techniques do you know?"
With the ice broken, the two began chatting happily as if they had been waiting for the opportunity. Noah, now visibly more relaxed, tended to the cave entrance to ensure no more rainwater was coming in. She then pulled out some herbs she had gathered from the forest and carefully ground them in a small bowl she kept in her belt pouch.
She poured the green juice into a dish smaller than her palm, placed a long wick into it, and pulled the end out to light it. Strangely, though the wick caught fire, it didn’t burn away. A bitter, herbal scent began to fill the cave.
Soon after, something in the shadows, just beyond the fire’s reach, began to scurry away. There were so many of them that Lian’s face turned pale. It was as if he was watching a horde of bugs fleeing in terror.
"W-What are those?!"
"They’re probably the insects or reptiles that lived in the cave. When the surroundings warm up, they sometimes wake up from hibernation and crawl toward the light because they’re hungry. This scent repels them, so they’re running away."
"Did you learn this from the Ranger Unit too?"
"Yeah."
"That’s amazing."
It felt like a reminder that while he had been lounging around without a care, she had been constantly working and improving herself. It made him feel a bit embarrassed.
"It’s really not that amazing. I just..."
Noah’s voice wavered, growing weaker toward the end. The sound of the rain outside and the crackling of the fire continued, but it was so quiet that her voice seemed to echo clearly in the cave.
"...I just want to protect you. I want to be helpful."
"..."
Lian’s eyes widened as he stared blankly at Noah. Her confession was so unexpected that it left him speechless. But at that moment, Lian felt an overwhelming sense of peace.
'This is just like Noah.'
Always prioritizing others’ safety, someone who, even while looking far ahead, still reached out to help those who had fallen nearby.
Noah was, and had always been, a kind and selfless person.
Lian shook his head vigorously, hiding his flushed ears. He felt both flustered and embarrassed by this sudden shift in his friend, but he didn’t dislike Noah. It was just... unfamiliar.
But that was all there was to it. Noah was still Noah— whether back when he first found out she was a woman, or now.
"I’m sorry, Noah."
"...?"
"I know I’ve been acting a bit distant. The truth is... I was just really confused when I found out you were a woman. I didn’t know how to act around you. It suddenly felt unfamiliar, strange."
"..."
Noah silently looked down at her hands, which had tensed up without her noticing, and listened to Lian’s words.
"But Noah is Noah. Nothing’s changed except your appearance. You’re still my friend— that hasn’t changed at all. I’m sorry it took me so long to say this."
Lian apologized sincerely, then smiled warmly as he continued.
"So, if it’s okay with you, let’s go back to being as close as we were before. Haha... Now that I’ve said it, I feel really embarrassed."
He awkwardly rubbed his face with his hands, stealing a glance at Noah. Noah, whose hands had relaxed, smiled softly and thanked him.
"...Thank you."
The flickering flames reflected in her eyes as if they were holding back tears.
Following Noah’s response, a brief silence fell between them. It seemed like the rain had lightened, as the sound of it was softer now.
"...Lian."
"Yeah?"
"Then... when it’s just the two of us, is it okay if I stay in my female form?"
"Uh? Uh..."
Lian sputtered incomprehensibly, as if his brain had short-circuited.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 150
We Must Protect the Dark Fantasy Residents
***
Noah, her face flushed—whether from the fire or the emotions—continued speaking.
"You said we’re friends no matter how I look. So, I was wondering if it’s okay to be comfortable when it’s just us."
"Uh... uh, yeah... right? That’s... right."
"Thank you."
Noah immediately unbuttoned the top button of her shirt, causing Lian’s eyes to shake as if an earthquake had struck his mind.
"Wh-why are you undoing the buttons?"
"Well... if I change like this, my clothes will get ruined."
"Oh... Ahh—ha, ha... I see... yeah..."
The focus disappeared from Lian’s eyes as he let out a drawn-out, awkward laugh. He had broken down; the man acknowledged by the unicorn was malfunctioning. As Noah’s trembling hand reached for the second button—
RUMBLE!
"Ahhh!"
"...!"
"...!"
The ground shook violently as though an earthquake was happening, and a scream of terror echoed from outside the cave. The two immediately locked eyes, their expressions hardening.
RUMBLE!
Thud, thud...
The ground trembled again, more violently this time, causing dust and small rocks to fall from above. Fearing they might be buried if they stayed any longer, the two dashed out of the cave. The rain had stopped, but the thick fog remained.
"Is this... a plant?"
What appeared before them looked like tree roots, thicker than a wrist, emerging from the ground as if they were being pulled up by some force. The roots repeatedly rose and sank back into the earth, like a needle stitching through the soil.
Looking at the rapidly approaching tendrils, Noah shouted with a grim expression.
"It’s a plant-type monster, a Raphle!"
"Raphle?"
"It usually takes the form of a giant flower bed or tree, devouring any creature that comes close. What’s shooting out of the ground are its roots."
The plant’s rapidly moving roots were sliced in half by Noah's sword. Though tough, they were severed with a slight delay, indicating their durability.
"If the roots catch you, they’ll pull you into the ground, so be careful!"
After dealing with the encroaching tendrils, Noah added sternly.
"Unless we kill the main body, it’ll keep sending out more roots. We need to find the source."
"There’s something more important! The scream we heard earlier—"
Before Lian could finish speaking—
"Aaaah!"
"...!"
"That voice!"
A bloodcurdling scream resounded in the distance. The two of them immediately sprinted toward the source of the scream.
Whip! Whip!
Roots, hidden beneath the ground, shot up, aiming to impale Lian and Noah. However, they were cut into pieces with a few swift strikes.
"Grrk, ugh... Hyung!"
"...! It really is Nero’s voice!"
"Damn it..."
Lian shouted with a grave expression, and Noah cursed under her breath, accelerating even faster.
Thanks to the rain clearing some of the fog, their visibility was slightly better than before. As a result, they were able to clearly see the massive flower head standing in a wide-open space.
The first thing they noticed was a flower bud the size of a carriage. Between the tightly closed petals, sharp teeth were lined up in rows, and a sticky liquid dripped from them.
Sssss...
The liquid made a sizzling sound as it hit the ground, seemingly melting it. The stem was as thick as a person’s torso, towering as high as two carriages stacked on top of each other.
Instead of leaves, the monster had tendrils as thick as a wrist, writhing like tentacles. As they got closer, they could see the tendrils wrapping around a person, pulling them toward the flower’s maw.
"...!"
"Nero!"
The one trapped by the tendrils was Nero. He hung limply, as if unconscious from the crushing pressure. Seeing him about to be devoured, the two rushed forward, throwing caution to the wind.
Whip! Slash!
The roots sprang up from all directions but failed to leave even a scratch on the two as they fought their way through.
"Nero!"
Noah immediately slashed through the tendril holding Nero. His body, which had been hanging in midair, plummeted to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. Noah quickly caught him in her arms.
"Raaagh!"
Enraged at having its prey snatched away, the Raphle lunged at Noah, baring its rows of teeth.
Swoosh!
With a sound like a soft petal falling gently to the ground, five deep slashes appeared across the giant flower bud.
BOOM, BOOM!
With a delay, the flower’s head split into several pieces and collapsed to the ground.
Splat!
Green liquid sprayed from the severed stem, reminiscent of blood gushing from a severed arm.
Thud, thud...
As the chunks of the Raphle’s body hit the ground, Lian quickly approached Noah and Nero.
"Noah, are you okay?!"
"I’m fine, but Nero..."
Noah looked down at Nero lying in her arms, her gaze filled with concern. Lian, who had caught up to them, pulled a blanket from his bag and spread it on the ground.
"Let’s lay him down here first."
"...Right, we need to give him first aid."
Now that her mind had settled a bit, Noah carefully laid Nero down on the blanket. As soon as he touched the soft surface, Nero groaned and opened his eyes.
"Ugh..."
"...! Nero!"
"Hyung...?"
Nero slowly blinked up at Noah. Just as she was about to speak with a voice full of concern—
"Noah! Look out!"
"What?"
Before she could even process what Lian had said, something yanked her from behind. Her eyes widened, and time seemed to stretch out.
In that slow-motion moment, she saw Lian rushing forward, as if to shield her from whatever it was, and Nero, who had been unconscious just moments ago, now smiling brightly with an expression too clear for someone who had just fainted.
Thwack!
With the sound of flesh being pierced, time resumed its normal flow, and Noah’s body rolled across the ground, landing in a pool of the Raphle’s blood. The stench of iron filled the air as blood dripped onto the earth.
"Huh?"
Nero tilted his head, looking down at his hands. The sword that had impaled Lian’s stomach shattered into pieces, falling to the ground in fragments.
Sss...
The blood that had soaked the ground evaporated, as if being sucked back into something.
[How dare you covet my blood...!]
'Wait... isn’t that my blood?'
[We made a pact. Your blood is my blood, and my blood is yours!]
'You don’t even have blood.'
Lian, ever the Gag Resident, exchanged banter with his cursed sword while looking down at his stomach. His clothes were torn where the dagger had pierced him.
'Huh... Cold air is coming in.'
[See? I told you not to be stubborn...]
'But the clothes you give me are way too flashy.'
[Hmph! Just because you flatter me doesn’t mean your foolish decision will disappear!]
'...Yeah, thanks for thinking that, I guess.'
After finishing his conversation with the cursed sword, Lian turned his gaze to Nero, who was smiling strangely.
"Hyung."
With eyes so clear they seemed almost eerie, Nero reached out and embraced Lian. Lian’s face twisted in confusion.
'What the...? Did he go mad from a mental attack? Should I just stand still since it doesn’t seem like he’s attacking?'
As those thoughts swirled in his mind, the sound of someone scrambling toward him reached his ears. It was Noah, who had been thrown quite a distance, now rushing desperately toward them.
"Lian!"
At the same time Noah, her face pale as a sheet, shouted Lian’s name—
RUMBLE!
The ground split apart, even more violently than when the Raphle had torn through it earlier. The earth beneath Nero and Lian cracked open, as if some massive creature had just opened its mouth wide to swallow them whole.
"Huh?"
Only then did Lian realize something was terribly wrong. He whipped his head around to look at Noah. While Lian himself could survive a fall from a hundred stories, Noah might not be so lucky. Instinctively, his eyes darted toward her.
"Lian!"
"Ah."
Seeing Noah stretch out her hand toward him with a desperate expression, Lian smiled in relief. The pit that had opened beneath him wasn’t large enough to pull her in as well.
In his final moment of thought, his body was swallowed by the endless darkness.
"No!!"
Noah screamed and tried to throw herself into the pit after him, but the ground sealed itself shut faster than she could react. Just like when the Duke had disappeared, the earth smoothed over in an instant.
Thud!
Noah’s fist, charged with magic, slammed into the ground furiously. The impact left a deep crater, as if a massive boulder had fallen from a great height, but beyond that, nothing happened.
"No... no... no!!"
The cold, rain-soaked ground had frozen solid, becoming hard as rock, but Noah continued to dig desperately. Magic swirled around her hands as she dug, pulling up chunks of earth.
As the ground became uneven, the green blood that had soaked the battlefield pooled into the hole she had created, forming a small pond.
Drip. Drip.
"No... no... Lian... please..."
Her tears fell from her face, mixing with the green blood. Though the sight was grotesque, Noah didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop.
'Lian... Lian...'
The pit that had been so dark it seemed bottomless, those gentle eyes that had softened in a moment of danger, and the lips that had unconsciously mouthed something.
'I’m glad you’re safe.'
Lian’s muttered words burned into Noah’s mind like a scar, filling her with endless pain.
End of Chapter.
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Chapter 151
A Gag Resident Has Fallen!
***
The Duke, covered in dirt, staggered inside the artificially-made cave, like an ant's burrow, gasping for breath.
Grit.
She bit her lip hard as she slammed her sword into the ground. Blood trickled down from her hand, which was tightly gripping the hilt.
"How dare you..."
Through her disheveled hair, her fierce gaze was revealed. At the end of her sight stood a woman with white hair, dressed in a pure white dress. The woman smiled brightly as she approached. She looked like she could be Iris if she were slightly older, perhaps when she became an adult.
"Mom."
"...!"
That single word easily bound the Duke, who was known as the Empire's greatest swordmaster, rendering her helpless. The figure, with peach-colored cheeks resembling Iris, ran toward the Duke like a child yearning for their parent's embrace.
The Duke tightened her grip and yanked her sword out of the ground. At the same time, ‘Iris’ spoke again, her voice much higher and thinner than the real Iris’s, lacking even a semblance of authenticity.
"Mom, I missed you."
The creature that had approached with a smile, so similar to her precious Iris, spreading its arms for a hug, spoke the words she had longed to hear. She knew it wasn’t her daughter. Even knowing that—she couldn't stop the strength from draining from her body.
That brief moment of vulnerability inflicted a grave wound.
Thud!
"Urgh!"
The thing's arm morphed into a black scythe and slashed at the Duke's arm. She dodged quickly, escaping with just a shallow cut. Her already torn lips bled again as she bit down hard, her eyes flashing with sharp resolve.
Crack!
The Duke’s sword sliced through the thing’s waist. Its form wobbled, melting away like a dissolving shadow, before vanishing completely.
"Haa... Haa..."
Breathing heavily, the Duke once more drove her sword into the ground. She had been fighting these things for days with no proper rest, and now she was utterly fatigued.
"Tch..."
The gaps in her defense had been costly. Especially during an earlier battle, shortly after she landed in this place, when her stomach had been pierced. She had performed emergency first aid, but she had lost so much blood that it wouldn't have been surprising if she fainted any moment.
Her arms, legs, sides, and thighs were all riddled with minor wounds. Despite clearly knowing those things were not her daughter, the thoughts of "maybe" and "what if" endlessly circled her mind.
‘Idiot...’
Her rationality screamed at her to stop this foolishness, but her body refused to listen. She heaved a sigh and straightened her stance. Though her body wobbled dangerously from her injuries, she wasn’t completely unable to move.
"Tch..."
Clicking her tongue in frustration at her blurry vision, she yanked her sword out of the ground once more. Then, she scanned her surroundings.
‘Should I risk it and break through the ceiling after all?’
She had no idea how deep this place was, but if she recklessly caused a ceiling collapse, there was a chance she could end up buried alive. No matter how exceptional a swordmaster she was, there were limits to how long she could survive without oxygen.
‘But I can't destroy the walls.’
At first, she had thought about digging her way out—like a criminal tunneling out of prison—by chipping away at the walls. However, that plan became impossible. The floor she stood on, as well as the walls, were about one-third all mixed with dirt, stones, and Apen.
Apen was a mineral that caused mental disorientation. When struck, it emitted an invisible wave that threw its enemies into confusion, making them see hallucinations and hear auditory illusions.
Due to that, she couldn’t carelessly dig into either the walls or the floor.
Though she described this place like it resembled an ant cave, there were no passageways leading out. The only entrance, and exit, was the distant, impossibly high ceiling from which she had fallen.
‘Haa... There are two options... no, three?’
Either she risks her life and breaks through the ceiling, waits for the one who trapped her here and torments her with "those things" to appear, or...
‘Wait for external help.’
As she pondered carefully, she staggered.
"Waaah!"
"Mom!"
"I missed you!"
Was the hallucination from the Apen reacting as she leaned against her sword to keep herself from collapsing? The sound of her children laughing, as pure and white as snow, filled her ears.
"Haa... haa..."
The ground seemed to tilt beneath her feet, and her head spun. The wailing cries of a newborn rang in her ears, loud and persistent.
‘I should... hold them... ah.’
Her vision tilted completely, and darkness crept over her sight.
***
In pitch-black darkness, Lian and the demonic sword were falling into the endless void.
[ Partner, you're incredible in so many ways... Attack. ]
"Attack."
[ ...! Damn it, I was about to say that! ]
"Your turn."
[ Damn it, I don't have any attack cards left... Or do I? Ha! You thought I was out? Behold! I have a defense card! Block, protect me from the enemy! ]
About five minutes after they started falling, the two began playing a game of one-card in midair. It was the kind of scene that could have disrupted the mana flow of countless dark mages.
The demonic sword—transformed into a whip—gracefully laid down its card with flair. Lian, looking perfectly nonchalant, placed two Joker cards flatly on the surface.
[ ...! Again! Let's start from the top! ]
Shuffling sounds were heard as the excited demonic sword flailed about, but the cards tumbled downward into the abyss below. Lian, who was yawning and looking bored, suddenly spoke.
"When do we stop falling?"
[ That’s not important! Shuffle the deck! One more round, come on, just one more! ]
After losing five times in a row, the demonic sword flailed like a wriggling snake, begging for another match. Watching it wiggle amusingly, Lian suddenly noticed a change in the flow of the wind and looked down.
“Huh? Looks like we’ve arrived.”
[ Then just one last round before we land— ]
Boom!
Before the demonic sword could finish, Lian’s body slammed into the ground. A crater formed where he hit, dust swirling around him. At the same moment, purple smoke began to seep from the ground.
That was the result of the Apen reacting to the impact. Its pulse, normally invisible to the naked eye, was now spewing out suspicious-looking purple smoke thanks to the gag filter at work.
“Ouch... well, hold on—what's this?”
Lian, who emerged from the crater completely unscathed, stared while blinking slowly at the strange purple fog that wrapped around him.
“Hah... hah... late again!”
A clear, delicate voice, accompanied by the sound of running footsteps, came from across the smoke. Emerging from within was a girl... running on her hands with her legs pointed toward the sky. Her skirt and clothes had defied gravity, making the scene feel utterly bizarre.
“Kyaaa! A- A strange person!”
The girl who had suddenly appeared screamed when she saw Lian. She looked at him as if he was something grotesque before her face turned bright red.
“Goodness... if you walked around like that, wouldn’t people only stare down there?”
She muttered while sneaking glances at Lian’s lower body with a very suspicious expression. But the absurdity didn't stop there.
Thud! Thud!
"Yuri! Good morning!"
"Hey, everyone!"
One by one, students walking on their hands started to appear. Each of them, emerging from the mist, stared at Lian, their faces filled with shock. Some of the girls even shrieked, their faces bright red.
Having lived for a long time in the gag world, Lian immediately grasped what was happening!
'My lower half is where my face should be, so of course they're reacting like this.'
...His understanding wasn’t focused on why the situation had occurred, but rather how he could survive it. Immediately, Lian placed his hands on the ground and performed a flawless handstand.
“Wow... what a handsome guy!”
“Kyaaa!”
As soon as he shifted his posture, the atmosphere around him changed instantly. Normally, a handstand still seemed awkward, but with his flawless execution, it looked as though Lian had spent his life upside down in that position.
Even the illusions conjured by the mist could no longer confuse him. Sensing that, the mist quickly retreated. No—more accurately, it dispersed.
Whoosh...
When the fog cleared, it left only Lian, performing a perfect handstand, and the demonic sword—now in whip form—collecting the cards off the floor.
[ ...What are you doing, partner? ]
The demonic sword tilted its head in confusion, then suddenly made an exclamation.
[ It's the latest trend! I see now! ]
With an exclamation, the demonic sword abruptly formed itself straight into a rigid line, performing a handstand at the tip of its whip form. It was a circus-worthy movement.
Watching the bizarre performance unfold, Lian collapsed to the ground and clapped his hands.
“Wow...!”
[ Hmph, more! Praise me more! ]
Wobble, wobble.
The demonic sword shook its whip-like body like a toy snake, proud of its own performance. Just as Lian was having a good laugh, clapping cheerfully—
“Ugh...”
"...!"
The sound of someone groaning pierced through his thoughts. Lian's gaze snapped sharply to the side.
End of Chapter
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Isn't It Exciting?
***
"Hah...!"
A body, full of traces of brutal battle, filled his vision. The leather armor was torn and scratched all over, soaked in blood to the point where its original color was unrecognizable. Blood constantly flowed from unhealed wounds, pooling on the ground.
Her once white skin had grown so pale it seemed as though all color had drained from it. Her face was twisted in pain, and soft gasps escaped from between her lips, as though she were trapped in a nightmare, unable to wake.
Lian quickly approached her and laid her down flat. Her breathing was irregular, and just by touching her briefly, his hands became sticky with blood. Some of the wounds looked like they had been there for a while, with scabs falling off.
'Thank goodness. She's not dead yet!'
Lian sighed in relief, gently placing his left hand over the area just above her solar plexus.
"Ahh..."
A faint groan escaped her as though the spot was also wounded. At the same time, a warm light flowed from Lian's hand.
[ Ugh...! This feels awful! ]
The demon sword, unable to tolerate the intensifying divine power, far stronger and denser than before, moved away from Lian. He looked down at his left hand with a dazed expression.
'Why is it so much flashier now?'
The intricate pattern on the back of his hand had transformed into a complex and ornate magic circle, and three identical magic circles hovered just slightly above it. The impact was several times stronger than before.
It was proof that Pia's teachings were progressing smoothly.
*Shhhh...*
As much as the appearance had changed, so had the power. Small wounds began to close one by one, as if time were rewinding. The more the wounds healed, the more the Duke's pained expression eased.
Once all the minor injuries healed, the larger wounds began to recover as well. As the healing neared completion, the tension in Lian's body melted away, replaced by a wave of relief.
Just as Lian softly smiled and shifted his gaze to check her face, his vision blurred.
"Ungh...!"
A strong grip seized him by the collar and threw him harshly to the ground. He rolled like a bowling ball, hitting a nearby wall with a thud! If there had been others, they too would have been knocked aside like bowling pins because of Lian, but unfortunately, only the two of them were present.
"Huff..."
Even though the biggest wound in her abdomen hadn’t yet healed, her body still pulsed with waves of pain. But that didn't mean she couldn’t bear it. After getting into a proper kneeling posture, the Duke scratched the back of her head and glared fiercely at Lian, who struggled to rise.
"Ha... Are you a man this time?"
Her soft, white hair, meticulously groomed, now flowed freely, and the brilliant golden eyes peeking through gleamed like pure gold—a signature trait of the Duke’s bloodline.
Smooth skin and noble features, as if sculpted, were characteristics impossible for anyone but aristocrats to possess.
To the Duke, who had fought for days against imitations of her own child, Lian was no different from those. Only the gender was different.
'I've killed the ones appearing as my daughter, and now they show up as my son?'
Iris had disappeared shortly after being born. The only ones who knew Iris's gender were the midwife who had helped with the delivery and herself. That was it. The midwife had passed away a few years ago from an illness, leaving only the Duke as the one who knew Iris’s gender.
She looked at Lian and let out a savage smile.
'As expected -... this is a trap someone has set for me.'
Her reason had been whispering that this place was a trap ever since falling into this situation. However, part of her still clung to the thought, '...Could it be the curse cast by my child, who died so painfully?'
Losing Iris had left a deep scar in her heart.
"Sigh..."
The Duke inhaled deeply, brushing off the ashes of her scattered emotions. Then, she staggered to her feet and stared at Lian, who was still scratching the back of his head.
"Oh..."
Unlike the previous impostors, the thing standing before her looked dazed, making a dumbfounded sound while staring blankly at her, blinking rapidly. His lips moved as if pleading for some clumsy mercy.
Lian stared at the Duke, still dumbfounded, and thought to himself:
'That person... or rather, Her Grace... right?'
Only now did Lian catch sight of familiar features as he focused on the face of the person he’d been too focused on healing to examine properly earlier. Despite the ends of her hair being drenched in blood and dirt, her brilliant white hair and sharp golden eyes, reminiscent of a snow-covered mountain, were enough to identify her as the Duke, even from 100 meters away.
Once he realized this was the Duke, the terrifying reality hit him hard.
'Wait... Her Grace got hurt this badly? Is that even possible?'
Recalling how she had looked like a near-corpse, his face paled.
'That means something strong enough to push the Duke to the brink is lurking in this forest...!'
He suddenly realized how perilous their situation was—everyone, scattered in various directions. It felt as if he were the lone character left at the start of a horror movie. Mini versions of Lian raced around in his mind, screaming in chaos.
Starting to bring his chaotic thoughts under control, Lian took a deep breath.
'...First, I need to finish healing Her Grace and then get out of here.'
Just as he cobbled together this sensible plan, a burst of white light exploded before him.
Clang!
The demon sword was already in his grasp, and in that moment, Her Grace had rushed toward him. Their swords collided fiercely, with the Duke's sword meeting the demon sword between them.
Though Lian's face was on the verge of displaying confusion, the demon sword forbade it. His expression turned blank and his composure returned in an instant.
‘Phew... I almost said something ridiculous.'
If the demon sword hadn’t intervened, he may have really spit out something utterly foolish like "Uh… huh?" Relieved, his body automatically engaged in a fierce clash with the Duke.
The two moved swiftly, with blows too fast for the untrained eye to follow. The demon sword, which had spilled the blood of countless humans over the decades, displayed savage yet elegant swordsmanship, while the Duke’s techniques were disciplined and refined.
Though the demon sword was capable of overwhelming Her Grace with brute force, it didn’t. Even with its immense power, it chose not to simply crush its foe.
The resounding clash of steel rang through the air, the precision with which they fought resembling an intricate dance. Finally, both fighters recoiled, leaping backward almost simultaneously.
[ Haha... It's been a while since I've felt my blood boiling! ]
'You don't even have blood.'
[ I'm talking about your blood, partner! Doesn't this get your heart racing? ]
Lian remained silent, his lips slightly pressed together. His lips were indeed tinged with a subtle red, just as the sword had pointed out.
The more blood the demon sword absorbed, the closer it became with Lian. They shared a bond tight enough that they could understand each other’s thoughts without needing to speak aloud. Because of this connection, Lian instinctively knew the demon sword’s intentions with each movement before they occurred.
Knowing how your body would move like that gave a thrill that was nearly indistinguishable from controlling yourself.
The fight against such a formidable foe, Lian had to admit, sent an electric rush through his veins, just as the demon sword said. But he couldn’t easily give in to that feeling.
'Could I really tell Iris's mother that I'm excited? No, there's no way...'
As Lian wrestled with his thoughts, the Duke rushed at him again. Their swords clashed as they readied for another intense bout.
"Mom."
"...!"
"....?!"
From behind the Duke's back, a small shadow formed, revealing a creature barely tall enough to reach her knees.
"Mommy -..."
A child, resembling Iris, appeared, grinning brightly as she clung to the unguarded Duke's leg.
Crunch!
The Duke’s calves and thighs were suddenly pierced by black spikes that jutted out like hedgehog quills from the child's body.
"Argh...!"
Her Grace collapsed, falling harshly to the ground.
[ How dare this counterfeit interfere with such a noble fight?! ]
Furious over the interruption, the demon sword instantly slashed through the creature.
"Kyaaak!"
The usual illusions that had scattered away previously now let out a scream, turning to white dust and crumbling onto the floor. It was the final death of the doppelganger that had continued to appear again and again despite being struck down.
"Your Grace!"
Lian immediately rushed toward the Duke, who was still lying on the ground, unsteadily trying to push herself up, using her sword as a crutch.
"Ugh... Damn it!"
She spat out profanities, forcing herself up, but her body betrayed her efforts and crumpled again. Blood gushed from her wounds, soaking the ground. Lian, rushing to her side, tried to channel his healing power, but as he approached within a meter, the Duke’s eyes flared and, despite her condition, she stood defiantly.
The sudden movement caused even more blood to spill, staining the ground. If she hadn’t viewed Lian with hostility, she might have been treated as an ally, and her injuries would have been far less severe. However, because she saw Lian as an enemy, the wounds had worsened compared to usual.
Had Lian not considered her an ally, it's possible the Duke's gag filter may have activated, leading to his death as he bled out from innumerable wounds.
Unaware of all this, the Duke glared at him like a wild animal would a veterinarian holding a syringe.
End of Chapter
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Great Fortune Brings Misfortune
***
Great fortune brings misfortune.
No matter how much the Duke was wary of him, Lian couldn’t just leave things as they were.
If he had been a resident of the gag world, perhaps he would have pondered for a moment or easily uttered words to persuade the other party. But Lian was no different from those residents of the gag world, with their seemingly infinite endurance.
Thus, without hesitation, he stepped forward toward the Duke.
Sensing extreme tension, the Duke pulled out a short dagger hanging at her waist and swung it at Lian.
Squelch!
The dagger pierced through Lian’s thigh. The one taken aback was the Duke. Her eyes widened and her slightly parted lips showed her surprise. After all, she knew that someone on Lian’s level could easily dodge such an attack with their eyes closed.
It was only then that the reason, which had been paralyzed by her survival instincts, returned to her.
Lian, keenly aware of her subtle shift, gently grasped her hand that still held the dagger embedded in his thigh.
"At this point, you may find it laughable for me to say this, but... I’m not your enemy."
"You...! Nonsense...! Cough, hack!"
As she tried to speak, the Duke spat out blood. The wound in her abdomen, left untreated, had opened further.
Her lips were not just pale, but had turned blue, and her eyes lost focus for a moment before regaining it repeatedly.
It was clear that if things kept going like this, the situation would worsen. Lian quickly decided that actions would speak louder than words.
"Excuse me."
"Stay... Stay away!"
As Lian reached toward her thigh, the dagger sank even deeper into his own flesh. Had the Duke had just a bit more stamina left, she might have tried to sever his leg on the spot.
But with trembling hands, all she could do was push the blade deeper into him, unable to muster any more resistance. The Duke’s blood soaked the ground, creating a red pool, soon mixed with Lian’s own.
Unconcerned about whether his leg was stabbed or cut, Lian placed his left hand on her leg and invoked his holy power.
Hummm.
A radiant symbol appeared on the back of his hand, and the Duke’s wound began to heal rapidly.
"What... is this...?"
The warm and serene energy caused the Duke’s eyes to slowly soften. As her tense body relaxed against her will, a wave of drowsiness overwhelmed her.
Mumbling with a dazed expression, the Duke’s lips just barely moved before she lost consciousness.
***
A dark and dingy study located somewhere.
The dim violet light spreading out from the corners of the room lent it an eerie, unsettling atmosphere. But one couldn’t tell where the light was coming from.
High bookshelves lined the walls of the study, but there were gaps where bizarre objects, such as skulls with candles sticking out of their eye sockets, dried frogs, herbs, bones, and cryptic statues resided. Some items dripped black smoke or drops of blood.
There were books, but not too many.
'How to Handle Souls: A Guide for Necromancers'
'The Language of the Underworld: Conversations with the Dead'
'Bone Magic: Secrets of Structure and Reinforcement'
'Beyond Death: A Guide to Soul Journeys'
'Soul Binding: How to Gain Eternal Loyalty'
'Curses and Protection: Necromancer's Defense Magic'
Clearly, the owner of the study had a deep interest in necromancy—or perhaps was a necromancer themselves, given the number of related books scattered around.
In the center of the 2.5-pyeong-wide room sat a well-worn, wide, dark brown wooden desk that had obviously been used extensively for many years. On top of the desk rested a thin, three-legged stand, and placed on that, a large crystal ball the size of a person’s head, polished to a gleaming shine.
Behind the desk, a woman cloaked in a black robe, with a hood pulled up to cover the tip of her head, sat with a sly grin.
Her angular jawline and slender neck peeked out from the robe, while her seductive lips curved into a teasing smile, with a beauty mark just below her lips.
"Ahh... Just a little more, and it will be mine..."
She let out an intoxicating moan and gazed at the crystal ball as if entranced. Inside the crystal, a vivid scene unfolded: the figure of the Duke, under attack by a girl dressed in a white dress.
"If I can make her—who is said to be the Empire’s strongest—mine, then my seat among the Four Heavenly Kings is guaranteed. And then, by Erboan’s side... me... I will be... khehe!"
Unable to suppress her excitement, she twisted her body in ecstasy. She then began muttering things she hadn’t even been asked about.
"To think I was able to break the Empire’s protection magic... Even Lord Erboan couldn’t destroy it, after all...! This must be a sign from the Demon King, wanting to unite me and Lord Erboan. It has to be! Heheheh!"
The entire Empire was shielded by protective magic that made it impossible to infiltrate using teleportation magic from the outside. On top of that, divine magic cast near the borders made it nearly impossible for anyone carrying magical energy to infiltrate.
Though there were a few methods around these barriers, the risks involved far outweighed the benefits. Therefore, only those with almost no trace of magical power could enter the Empire as spies.
The woman had merely eavesdropped on stories about Erboan, so there was no way she could have known the details. She was just happy with the delusion that she had succeeded in something even Erboan had given up on.
But how had a woman, clearly only beautiful on the surface and lacking common sense, managed to break through the Empire’s protective magic and set a trap for its greatest sword?
It was all thanks to the blessing of the God of Fortune.
Her first stroke of good fortune was obtaining a doppelganger, an incredibly rare find. The doppelganger had been near death when she acquired it, but through some stroke of luck, she managed to bind its soul as well. As a result, unlike other undead, the doppelganger retained its full abilities.
Her second stroke of good fortune was successfully merging that doppelganger with a fearsome monster known as the Reaper of Darkness.
This fusion was the result of an accident while she was learning the basics of undead synthesis. She had intended to merge two skeletons as part of her training but had mistakenly fused her two most prized undead instead.
The success rate was a mere 0.004%, but as if the God of Fortune had smiled upon her, she succeeded on the first try!
The reason why the doppelganger the Duke was battling could remain unscathed and return in perfect form was thanks to its fusion with the Reaper of Darkness, a shadow-like monster.
Had it not been for this second stroke of fortune, the woman wouldn’t have dared entertain the idea of turning the Duke into a Dark Knight—instead, she would have been busy running for her life.
Her third stroke of good fortune came just as she attempted to teleport to Erboan’s office. At that very moment, the Spirit King connected a portal between the Empire and the Demon King’s lands.
The magical barriers protecting Erboan’s office rebounded her teleportation spell, which then, in a twist of fate, connected to a spot within the Empire—against astronomical odds, she ended up linking to the Forest Master’s resting place. This was her fourth stroke of fortune.
Like a parasite feasting off the efforts of another, she corrupted the slumbering Forest Master, polluted the surrounding forest, and used the Master’s power to enhance her doppelganger.
'A doppelganger that can perfectly copy the appearance of the person dearest to its target... With this, Lord Erboan will... will finally praise me... aaah...'
No matter how much Lian scoured the original story, there was no way for him to figure out what was happening. The trap had been set thanks to a series of haphazard, nearly impossible strokes of fortune.
"Haaah... What kind of masterpiece will I create next!"
She sighed dreamily, looking happily through the crystal ball. But her smile didn’t last long.
*Sizzle...*
"Huh?"
The image of the Duke flickered with interference. The image became as foggy as if shrouded in mist, only to clear up repeatedly. The woman, who had a flustered look, tapped the crystal ball.
"What... What the heck’s wrong with this? Is it broken or something?"
Just as she was about to harvest the prize, the sudden malfunction caused her anxiety to spike. She stomped her staff on the ground and summoned a skeleton mage. A skeletal figure clad in a black cloak appeared with a clatter.
“Fix this crystal ball!”
The mage immediately raised its brown staff and began casting a spell.
*Zap…*
“Ugh! It's completely dead now!”
The crystal ball remained unresponsive after the spell, prompting the woman to fling her hood back in frustration, shaking her pink hair. It revealed her bewitching eyes and full lips, as well as her small but well-defined nose—features reminiscent of a haughty noble lady.
"Ugh... now I’ll have to go check in person..."
Her original plan had been to wait for the Duke to fall unconscious so she could quietly approach and transform her into a Dark Knight. Now, thanks to the broken crystal ball, she’d have to check the situation herself.
"Since she’s called the strongest sword in the Empire, it should take, what, two days? But... what if she dies in the meantime? If that happens, I won’t be able to harvest her soul, and its potential would be drastically reduced."
Seemingly accustomed to talking to herself, she nervously mumbled while biting her nails. Then, like someone losing her mind, she grabbed the now-useless crystal ball and began to whine.
"Fix yourself! Come on, fix already! Wahhhh!"
She was so caught up in her tantrum that she missed the scene that briefly flashed inside the crystal ball—the sight of a man with white hair and gold eyes dropping into the trap.
Rattle...
She also failed to notice the skeletal mage silently turning its head to look at her.
End of Chapter
Chapter 154
Chapter 154
Black Doesn't Wear Clothes
***
A warm scent wafted in. It felt as if a soft breeze carried the fragrance of flowers, tickling the tip of her nose. Like the gentle petals of a spring day, a sense of calm and softness made her smile faintly.
A tender warmth clasped her hand. As a tight feeling filled her chest, she felt a tickle at her toes. Shyly, like a girl on the verge of her first love, she opened her lips.
“—…”
She softly called his name. When the familiar, kind response didn’t come, she hurriedly repeated his name over and over. But there was no reply. Just as her heart was on the brink of tightening with unease,
He smiled quietly and held her hand tightly. The warmth that filled the gap between them let her set aside her anxiety, even just a little. Just as her lips, which had drawn a line, were about to curl again into a smile…
She woke from the dream.
“Ugh…”
The Duchess groaned, feeling a stiff sensation as she strained to open her heavy eyelids. In her blurry vision, the familiar stone ceiling came into view. With a blank expression, she began to piece together her memory.
‘What was I doing—’
As she searched her mind, the memories before she fainted came flooding back. She remembered battling the being that had imitated her child, having her thigh pierced after being attacked from behind, and then—
‘...Could he... not have been an enemy?’
Even as her thigh had been pierced by a dagger, the image of the hand reaching out to save her hovered before her eyes. As her thoughts reached that point, the fog that shrouded her mind began to clear.
Her eyes moved, scanning her surroundings. Fortunately, no enemies were nearby.
“...!”
Her gaze stopped at the man with white hair sitting at her side, dozing off with his hand tightly holding hers. Only then did the Duchess realize where the warmth from her dream had come from.
Thanks to the divine power that had healed her wounds, although her stamina had been significantly depleted, her mind, which had been clouded as if blocked by a thick fog, was now clear.
The Duchess, who quickly grasped the situation, clicked her tongue softly and muttered under her breath.
“...What a foolish fellow.”
As she murmured, a small smile played on her lips—it was clear that she had grown fond of Lian. Quietly, she sat up, making sure not to disturb him. She wanted to lay him down comfortably so he could rest, but as she touched his shoulder, Lian woke with a start.
“Ah!”
“...!”
The Duchess couldn’t hide her surprise. Though Lian had comparable abilities to her, he had been defenseless, and she had deliberately hidden her presence.
The fact that he had sensed her presence and reacted so sensitively meant either his abilities far surpassed hers—or he had lived a life where he had no choice but to react sharply even to the faintest presence.
With her mind unnaturally clear, thanks to the divine power, the Duchess narrowed her brows slightly as she thought.
‘He acts as if he doesn't value his own life… He’s not an angel after all, is he?’
White hair and golden eyes were traits of the Duchy, but also characteristics of angels. Because of this, there were once rumors that the Ducheline family were descendants of angels.
The Emperor and the Pope, wary of the rise in the Duchy’s prestige, joined hands to erase records and manipulate public opinion. As a result, very few people currently knew of this connection.
“Um, well… ahem, are you feeling alright?”
“...Was it you who healed my wounds?”
“Ah, yes! If you’re still in pain anywhere, please tell me. I’ll heal it immediately!”
His harmless smile resembled an excited puppy. The Duchess narrowed her eyes and glanced down at Lian’s thigh. His pants were torn, soaked in blood from where they had been stabbed by a sword. Even though the blood had dried and crusted over, it was hard to tell if the wound was healed or not.
One thing was certain—he hadn’t treated the wound.
“Did you... not tend to the wound on your thigh?”
“Huh? Wound?”
Lian tilted his head, confused as if he didn’t understand what she was talking about. Then, as he followed her gaze and looked down, he finally seemed to realize what she meant. His face immediately showed an ‘oops!’ expression.
“With everything going on, I completely forgot…”
As he said this, his apologetic expression jabbed at the Duchess’s conscience. She was about to apologize when—
“Fortunately, it tore cleanly, so it won’t show much once it’s mended. Ah—since I need to wash it before the blood dries, why don’t we get out of here quickly?”
Lian, who spoke so casually about sewing his clothes as if his own pain or safety didn’t matter as much as fixing his torn clothes, left the Duchess speechless.
She couldn’t muster an apology or even a word of thanks for his help, merely staring at Lian’s calm, smiling face.
Again, the image of someone who used to sacrifice himself for others overlapped with Lian’s face. The Duchess’s gaze drifted somewhere in the past, her eyes clouded as if wandering through distant memories. Words surged up to the tip of her throat, but in the end, she couldn’t say a word.
The person who had once listened to her thorny pleas was no longer in this world, so she swallowed her burning words, as she had so often done.
“...Do you know the way out?”
“I fell down from above, so I’ll have to find the exit from here. But, um, how did the Duchess—”
“Wait, how do you even know who I am?”
If he lived near the Duchy’s estate, he might have recognized her face, but Lian’s distinct appearance was too striking. Even if he had been hiding, rumors would have spread, so she was curious and questioned him.
Lian then proceeded to explain everything in detail: the sudden disappearance of the Duchess, the panicked butler, the knights running out in search, the group being scattered by a mysterious phenomenon, and how he had been swallowed by the ground and fallen underground.
After listening quietly until the end, the Duchess eventually thanked him.
“I am deeply grateful for your help. And—”
Her gaze shifted to Lian’s thigh.
“Though it was a misunderstanding, my actions were careless. I sincerely apologize.”
As she bowed her head slightly, Lian panicked and waved his hands wildly.
“No, no! It wasn’t a big deal at all, hahaha!”
At those words, the Duchess’s eyebrows furrowed slightly.
“You are…”
“Yes?”
“No, never mind. By the way, what is your name? I am Cyprien, head of the Cyprien family.”
“Oh, my name is Lian! I don’t have a family name.”
“...”
She silently looked at Lian’s face once more. His pure white hair and brilliant golden eyes—traits identical to those of the Duchy.
‘It’s no wonder I’d mistake him for my own blood.’
If she didn’t know her own child’s gender, she could easily mistake Lian for her own. His coloring and presence were so nearly identical to those of the Duchess’s family.
‘Is he from a distant branch?’
If he wasn’t an angel, he was likely a distant branch of the Duchy. The closest branch families had long perished, so in a sense, they were practically strangers now.
‘It’s said such cases can occur sometimes.’
She mentally clicked her tongue, thinking that Lian’s parents probably had entirely different colors than his. Being born with a color so different from one’s parents often became a source of familial discord.
His attitude of treating his injuries as trivial, his skill that exceeded his apparent age, his non-human recovery rate, and his alien coloration that likely made him an object of suspicion in the past.
The pieces that came together were not pleasant conclusions. She silently looked at Lian, deep in thought.
‘If it’s this child—he wouldn’t be bad to take in as an adopted son.’
He was a pitiable existence that reminded her of ‘him,’ as well as her savior.
Besides, even if he was from a distant branch, the Duchy’s blood likely flowed in his veins, so there would be no problem with the justification. As she pondered these thoughts, Lian was panicking internally.
'Ah… She's so beautiful and intimidating that I feel like I’m going to stutter.'
[This is all due to a lack of training. Had you trained with me daily, you wouldn’t feel fear from something like this!]
'I don’t need that!'
[Over time, your shyness will vanish.]
While the cursed sword was going on and on, Lian begrudgingly admitted that maybe he did need to build up some tolerance toward women.
The girls he once saw as younger siblings had all grown into ‘women,’ so it was now hard for him to even make eye contact. Especially Jess and Iris, who had been so physically affectionate with him since they were young—it had become awkward.
With his head turned away from the Duchess, Lian thought about it further.
'Training is fine, sure, but can we do it with clothes on?'
His cursed sword promptly shattered the compromise he had devised with a shocking statement.
[Why are you so obsessed with clothes? If that’s what you’re thinking, I’m still naked, after all.]
'Aaaah! I didn’t hear that! I don’t know!'
Expecting someone not to think of an elephant when told not to imagine one, the image of his cursed sword's past form popped back into Lian's head. The sword, fastened haphazardly to his waist by a leather strap, shifted slightly and tapped against him.
[Was it not you who left my scabbard in the cave? Therefore, it was you who made me naked, partner—]
'Gargandoa! You can make your own scabbard!'
[Drawing on one's own body does not make it clothing, does it? How distasteful.]
The cursed sword, once held hostage by threats over meals, now saw a perfect opportunity and relentlessly teased Lian. His face flushed red, and his brows furrowed deeply.
Just when Lian was about to offer another retort—
Swoosh.
“...!”
“Do you have a fever?”
The Duchess approached without hesitation and placed her cool hand on Lian’s forehead. Her breathtaking, sculpted beauty, now right in front of him, left Lian frozen on the spot.
End of Chapter
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Crybaby Black Veil
***
The waterfall-like flow of her snow-white hair made her seem as noble as a moon shining in the midwinter night. Her calm eyes, reminiscent of a golden lake tinged with the sunset, were beautiful, but they also held an unreadable depth that sent chills down one’s spine.
Her beauty, though stunning, emitted a sharp elegance like a bewitching blade, making it hard to approach. Even though she didn’t take special care of her looks, her smooth skin, long eyelashes, and soft lips bore a resemblance to Iris.
'So this is where Iris gets her looks from.'
Lian, with a dazed expression like a swordsman who had just achieved enlightenment, stared at the Duke’s face in a trance, only snapping back to reality when her hand withdrew. He awkwardly rolled his eyes and opened his mouth.
"It seems you don’t have a fever—"
"Haha! Yes, no fever at all, just brimming with energy! Thank you for your concern."
The Duke misinterpreted Lian’s nervous reaction to the sudden contact.
'He must not be used to receiving concern from others. Despite living such a life, he still expresses gratitude so earnestly...'
This world wasn’t a fairy tale or some feather-light gag universe. It was a dark fantasy world, where tragic backstories were as common as dirt.
In such a world, people with a dark past who remained kind were incredibly rare to find.
'If that side of him isn’t fake...'
The Duke suddenly smiled bitterly as she thought.
'...Perhaps a new Hero has appeared.'
Considering that Iris, the daughter of the Hero, was poised to become the next one herself, it might seem plausible to think that the Hero’s legacy was passed down through bloodlines. But that assumption was wrong.
A Hero became one not because of their lineage, but because they held the power to defeat the Demon King. While a Hero’s descendant might possess a more robust body and a basic level of holy power compared to ordinary people, that was the extent of it.
Their abilities were on par with, or perhaps slightly inferior to, the aristocratic families that brought in outstanding talent to continue their bloodlines.
The title of Hero wasn’t passed down through blood, but chosen by the gods. Anyone could potentially be chosen, be it commoner, noble, or priest, as long as they possessed a vessel capable of holding a vast amount of holy power and an innate talent for swordsmanship.
Lian had skills that surpassed the level of genius, possessed holy power strong enough to heal the Duke's wounds in an instant, and even smiled lightly at those who had once stabbed him.
It was only natural that the Duke mistook Lian for a new Hero.
Thanks to this misunderstanding, the Duke's usual stern demeanor had softened. Anyone who had served her for a long time would have fainted at the sight. Of course, it didn’t show outwardly, though.
"Ahem, let’s start figuring out how to get out of here then!"
"Agreed."
The two of them, along with the voice of a cursed sword (which the Duke couldn’t hear), began to brainstorm several escape plans.
***
Meanwhile, at that very moment.
The Necromancer, a luckiest of her kind who had managed to trap both the mightiest warrior of the empire and a character belonging to a gag world, was nervously pacing around her room.
"What do I do? Should I go now? But what if they're still alive? Then everything I've worked for will go up in smoke!"
She stomped her feet in frustration, her face scrunching into a distressed pout. It didn’t take long before she burst into tears for what felt like the hundredth time.
Clatter.
"I had them this time! This is so unfair!"
Clatter, clack.
"Why did I feel lucky in the first place! Uwaaah!"
Clatter, clatter.
Between her sobs, the sound of a Skeleton Mage clacking its jaw rhythmically filled the room. Annoyed by the oddly persistent sound, she glared sharply in the mage’s direction.
"Argh! Why are you so noisy today?!"
Clatter.
The Skeleton Mage, which usually stood still like a statue, pointed its finger at its own body. It was a gesture the Necromancer had never seen before, causing her eyes to widen in surprise.
"Wh-why are you moving on your own?"
After hurriedly wiping the residual tears from her eyes with her sleeve, she walked up to the Mage. The Skeleton Mage seemed to be indicating both its body and the crystal ball on the table.
"You mean... you’re saying you’ll go and check?"
Clatter.
The Skeleton Mage nodded. The Necromancer stood there gaping, her mind ablaze with two thoughts at once.
'Wait, I haven’t harvested its soul, so how does it have self-awareness?' and 'Why didn’t I think of this earlier? I could’ve just sent an undead in my place to check whether they’re alive or dead!'
Curiosity momentarily flared within her, but she suppressed it. Right now, securing the Duke—the Empire’s strongest warrior—was more important.
"Alright! Go confirm and come back quickly!"
With an excited face, she re-summoned the Mage and then immediately summoned three additional Skeleton Mages, ten Skeleton Knights, and two Skeleton Rangers above the ground. Like Lian and the Duke, she too was hidden underground, so it was a necessary step.
'Even if they run into some monsters along the way, this much force should be enough to win easily.'
With a satisfied smile, she sent the undead towards the pit where Lian and the Duke had fallen.
While commanding the Forest Master to tunnel through the ground was an option, it consumed ten times the amount of magic compared to overground movement and would likely dissipate the dense fog that blanketed the forest.
"Hehehe, now all I have to do is wait..."
She crossed her legs and leaned back into her gaudy chair, her sleek, pale legs fully revealed.
"Erboan, wait for me. I’ll be right—"
Once again, she lost herself in her wild imaginations, drooling slightly as she envisioned a future where Erboan adored her. While daydreaming about bearing him ten children, she muttered to herself with a silly grin.
"Eh...?"
Suddenly, the undead party she had sent began to be forcefully unsummoned. The distance was too great to share detailed information, so she immediately sent a signal.
"Red... beast?"
That was all the information she got before the entire party was wiped out. She stood there, mouth agape in shock, before shaking her head wildly to regain her senses.
"Heh... hahaha... They must've run into a strong monster. I’ll have them take a detour."
Once more, she summoned undead and sent them on a slightly different route. As she focused on the receding magic from her undead, she felt herself calming down.
As the second group of undead neared their destination, her initial tension gradually eased. Fortunately, whatever that 'red beast' was, it seemed to be a territorial monster.
"Phew... Looks like I’m pretty smart today?"
Feeling very pleased with herself, she shrugged her shoulders and muttered something that made her look quite foolish. Then, sensing that her undead were now close to their goal, she shot up from her chair.
"This is no time to be sitting around. I should be preparing to start the ceremony!"
Though she’d already done most of the preparation, it wouldn’t hurt to check things over one more time. With excitement and her face flushed red, she opened the door on one side of her room and moved into the adjacent chamber. The atmosphere in the windowless room was grim.
A dark red magic circle drawn with precious herbs and monster materials covered the floor, and at its center lay an altar large enough for one person to lie on. The altar, inscribed with geometric symbols, exuded an ominous aura.
After checking the altar’s condition, she meticulously inspected whether there was enough blood for the ritual. Simultaneously, she felt something off again.
"Huh? Again?!"
The connection to her undead party was being severed once more. She quickly ordered three of her Skeleton Rangers to flee. Standing idly like before would only result in them getting wiped out.
While she could always resummon fallen undead, if they were destroyed too quickly, she wouldn’t get the critical information she needed.
She focused on the information the surviving Rangers managed to transmit about their opponent.
"A human woman with white hair...?"
Just as she had been wracking her brain trying to imagine what kind of monster could be described as the 'red beast,' that information came through, dumbfounding her.
"Are you telling me that there are two beings powerful enough to wipe out a knight-level party? And one of them is human?"
Even after subduing the Forest Master, she hadn’t let her guard down, thoroughly checking the monster levels in the forest. While there were rare cases where fallen Forest Masters triggered powerful mutations, the probability was near zero.
To think such an unlikely event would actually occur, introducing a being powerful enough to be dubbed the 'Red Beast,' and on top of that, a human of similar strength roaming around...
Once again, she felt tears welling up in her eyes, ready to cry, "Uwaaaah!" all over again.
However, her misery didn’t end there.
Thanks to the Skeleton Rangers, which could move quickly in the forest, the remaining undead were rapidly approaching her hiding spot. As the undead crossed into a 10-kilometer radius, she activated her magic, allowing her to seize their vision.
A faint red glow flickered in the empty skulls where their eyes should have been—an indicator that the Necromancer was peering through the undead’s senses.
'Sh-she’s really human?!'
When she saw Iris' white hair fluttering as she sprinted towards her at breakneck speed, the Necromancer’s face turned ghostly pale.
'Wait a second, that girl... she looks familiar—'
Just as she began to realize how much Iris resembled the Duke’s doppelgänger—
CRASH!
Several trees on the Ranger’s right were smashed apart as though crushed by a massive boulder.
"Growl..."
Through the wreckage stepped Jess, a beastman with red hair, furred ears, and a tail.
End of Chapter
Chapter 156
Chapter 156
Return Lian!
***
At the moment when the Necromancer was being soundly defeated by Jess and Iris, Noah was in a pit dug about three meters deep, gasping for breath, staring hopelessly at her blood-soaked hands.
"Hah... Hah..."
Her breathing was harsh, her throat tight with fear, anxiety, and sheer terror. Her whole body felt as if it had been submerged in ice water, growing cold and numb.
Once neat and orderly, her hair had become a disheveled mess, and her face was smeared with dried tears and dirt. Her lips were cracked and bleeding from how hard she'd been biting them.
“Ugh... Hah..."
A mournful cry seeped through her parted lips as she bent forward, her back curling in on itself. The sheer weight of misery and guilt bore down on her spine.
Memories of past horrors—long forgotten in the peace she'd grown accustomed to—came flooding back, scattering her thoughts in cruel and chaotic fragments. Regret settled over her like a tightening noose, suffocating her without mercy.
“...”
At some point, Noah had stopped clawing at the dirt with her broken nails, no longer letting out groans of pain. An eerie silence settled over the space, the only sound being the cold wind blowing past her.
Thud.
Her bloodstained hands pressed down against the dirt floor mixed with tree roots and rocks.
“Ugh..."
With a small groan, she staggered to her feet. The brilliant green of her eyes had lost its luster, now clouded and gleaming with dangerous resolve.
In the past, when she still lived in Cardishian, Noah would have wallowed in endless despair, dragging herself into her own personal hell. She might have even, in the peak of her anxiety, tried to harm herself.
Noah knew now that such actions were nothing more than attempts to alleviate her own guilt. She was no longer the foolish child drowning in tears.
Her gaze, which had been fixed downward like a blade on a guillotine, slowly lifted toward the sky. At the same time, a terrifying aura began to unfurl around her.
Boom - …
The trees outside the pit swayed violently as if caught in the throes of a hurricane, while the invisible force of Noah's magic spread throughout the entire forest. The overwhelming amount of mana surveyed every inch of the surrounding area, bringing the information back to Noah.
'I need to find the cause...'
The hotter the anger burned, the deeper the despair, the colder her mind became. Only by chilling her mind could she make rational decisions. The principle that had never worked in front of Lian was finally proving effective today.
Noah quickly went over the information in her head.
At first, when she had been frantically digging through the dirt, Noah had believed that the 'unknown monster' had used the plant-type monster ‘Raphl’ as bait, and that 'Raphl' had used something that mimicked a human appearance as another bait.
If she had thought about it logically, it would have been easy to realize how absurd that theory was. However, after seeing Lian disappear right in front of her eyes, Noah hadn’t retained even a shred of rationality, and it took her far too long to understand.
‘Something is controlling the entire forest. That thing swallowed Lian.’
A chilling, murderous aura spilled over her otherwise expressionless face. Her cold, inorganic eyes rolled downward, gazing at the ground. Maxing out her mana had heightened her senses to the point where every unnatural energy that filled the forest became apparent to her.
Her power spread faster than a shot arrow, picking up the movements of Nero and Lily as they moved with a few knights, Jess and Iris pausing amidst their conversation to glance around in response to Noah's strange aura, and even the Rangers fiercely battling monsters.
But none of that mattered to Noah, whose mind was set on one thing and one thing only: rescuing Lian. She ignored everyone else’s presence as she extended her power further and further.
It wasn’t until she had the entire forest nearly enveloped that—
Boom!
"!"
At the edge of her expanding reach, a revolting energy, too thick and sticky to describe in words, was detected. It was nauseating, like the stench of maggots writhing on a decayed corpse.
"...Found it."
Noah’s eyes turned a cold, dangerous shade of blue.
Boom!
In an instant, Noah leaped out of the pit and shot forward at a terrifying speed. Watching the trees blur by, her already split and bleeding lips were bitten once again.
‘If only I'd used my full strength from the beginning... I could have saved Lian.’
Noah believed that Lian was lost because she had failed to act decisively, but that wasn’t the truth. The real reason she could draw so much power now was because she was in the midst of a partial berserk state.
Noah’s mind, consumed by a mixture of sharp guilt and festering rage, only fueled her further down the spiral of self-blame. The berserk state progressed rapidly.
Thud! Thud!
As she rushed forward, the trees were knocked down, bushes smashed underfoot. After sprinting for a while, the fog around her began to thicken.
The closer she got to the heart of the forest, the fog grew heavier and more disorienting. Noah expelled the fog around her with her mana, held her breath, and kept charging forward.
Crack... Boom!
A barrier that the Necromancer had constructed stood in her way, but it tore apart like a mere piece of paper before Noah's overwhelming power.
Breaking through the fog, the sight before her opened up to a wide, open space. The first thing she saw was a huge lake, glowing red like blood, and the strange creature standing atop it.
"Khh... Grr?"
It—the master of the forest—had taken the grotesque form of a stag. Its large, gnarled antlers were full of holes, as if they had been gnawed upon by insects, and the head attached below was halfway rotten, with part of its skull exposed.
Its back had melted away as though rotted, yet its legs remained strangely intact, still covered in hide and fur. Fetid black energy oozed from its hollowed-out head and decayed back.
Even Noah, who had seen her fair share of corrupted beings during her time in Cardishian, felt revulsion claw at her throat from the sheer foulness of the creature's aura.
The corrupted energy that poured out of the monstrous creature's body constantly dripped into the crimson lake. Its hideous appearance was enough to stir primal fear in humans, but that wasn’t the worst part.
“Krrrr..."
The being had once been a revered spirit, long dedicating itself to guarding the forest. Its dignity and sacredness, however, had transformed into a suffocating sense of menace and strangeness after it had fallen into corruption.
The power exuded by the creature was so overwhelming that an ordinary person would've fallen into shock or died of a heart attack on the spot. Even Noah broke out into a cold sweat.
Every instinct she had screamed at her simultaneously: Run. Get away from that foul and terrifying thing!
“...Give him back.”
Noah, willingly suppressing both her instincts and reason, took another step forward.
“Give Lian... back!”
She shot forward, sword now tightly in hand. Her mana-clad feet skimmed across the surface of the lake as if it were solid ground. The energy from the corrupted lake made it possible to run with even a small amount of mana.
The glowing sword zoomed towards the neck of the forest master. The creature slid backward as if gliding, but that alone wasn’t enough to escape the sword's range.
Crack.
Its neck bent grotesquely to avoid the deadly blade by a mere hair's breadth.
Splash!
From the creature's stripped back and head, the foul energy gushed up like a massive rock thrown into a pond. Noah stepped back, gritting her teeth, as she stood her ground against the overwhelming aura emanating from the forest master.
Thus, the battle began.
***
Meanwhile, at that very moment, Lian was searching for a way to escape the underground with the Duke.
"Looks like there's no choice but to break through the ceiling."
“...That really does seem like our only option.”
Suppressing his unease, the Duke reluctantly responded to Lian's suggestion.
"Ugh... We can’t just break through it carelessly since it might collapse… Oh, would you like another drink?"
"Please."
Pour.
Lian had pulled out a small white tea table from his bag and seated himself in a sturdy wooden chair. The chair, seemingly of high quality, gave off a pleasant fragrance, and intricate designs were carved into its surface.
On the tea table rested a set of elegant cups and a teapot full of a fragrant tea that neither the Duke nor anyone else had ever tasted before.
'...I’ve never had anything like this. And it's clearly high-quality. Where on earth did he find such a tea?'
It was nothing more than a barley tea Lian had summoned using his gag filter, but to the Duke, who had never tasted a roasted grain tea before, it was a shockingly novel flavor.
'Why do I keep wanting more? And… how in the world does that bag hold so much? How expensive must it be to fit so many things in there?'
Although space-expansion bags were fairly common, their price wasn't cheap. The larger the interior space, the more astronomical the cost—but Lian’s bag seemed to be able to produce an endless supply of items.
Before long, they had transformed the underground chamber into a rather well-equipped campsite.
End of Chapter
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Home Run!
***
The first sign was the sound of "growl..." coming from the Duke's stomach.
True to his homeland, where enduring hunger was not part of their values, Lian immediately began to prepare for a meal.
As Lian lit a campfire and set up the food, the Duke needed a place to rest. Thus, a temporary tent was pitched.
It wasn't necessarily bad to eat on the ground, but the thought of seating the Duke, who was both Iris's mother and held the title of ‘Duke,’ on the cold ground to dine felt improper.
So, Lian pulled out a brand-new white tea table and chairs—which weren't in the bag before—covered them with a white cloth, and served the meal.
He thought about preparing dessert, but since the Duke wasn't fond of sweet things, he served tea to cleanse her palate instead.
Although he wanted to offer her something like expensive black tea, not knowing her exact taste, he served barley tea instead—it was well received.
While they sipped tea, they discussed ways to get out of this area.
The surroundings were filled with Apen ore, and the only feasible method seemed to be breaking through the ceiling.
The problem was, no one knew how deep they were, and attempting to break through the ceiling could result in them being buried alive.
[If that's the issue, I can solve it.]
'What? How?'
Without answering, the cursed sword immediately sprang into action.
A wave invisible to the eye spread out rapidly. Just like Noah had done earlier to scout their surroundings, the cursed sword unleashed its power to search for the exact location of this place.
"Just now, that was...!"
The Duke, who seemed highly sensitive to the energy of the sword, shot up from her seat and placed her hand on her sword hilt.
After coaxing some answers out of the cursed sword to figure out what it had done, Lian hurriedly calmed the Duke down.
Thanks to Lian's frantic explanations, the Duke finally sat back down, letting out a sigh of admiration.
"Considering how full the area is with Apen, it must have been difficult to search around. Impressive."
"No, it's really nothing."
Lian humbly tried to downplay his accomplishment, but the Duke firmly shook her head.
"The trials and challenges you must have faced to reach such a level... You shouldn't belittle your strength. It would be like denying your past."
"..."
At those earnest words, Lian’s gaze dropped downwards, his eyes rolling as his cheeks reddened, and he pursed his lips.
The truth was, the strength he had gained was thanks to a ‘gag filter’ that worked like a cheat.
He hadn't swung the sword dozens of times like Noah had, nor had he gained his abilities through the tribulations the Duke had spoken of.
This thought brought a wave of embarrassment, causing his face to grow hot. To the Duke, it made him look like someone unaccustomed to receiving praise, and she gazed at him with even deeper sympathy.
'To have such skills, yet be unfamiliar with compliments... He must have lived a life where he hadn't been recognized.'
While the Duke’s mind wandered off into all kinds of speculative thoughts, Lian suddenly had a realization.
'In this world... it’s true that strength comes from the trials one endures.'
The dark fantasy world was brutally realistic and cruel. Yet, even in such a world, hope existed.
In the harsh reality of this world, there are those who save others, dream of a better future, and never stop loving. These are what people call 'heroes.'
For such 'heroes,' trials are inevitable, and the more they overcome, the brighter their light shines, becoming a beacon in a world devoid of hope.
It's like a comedic world where a frail, helpless girl can have weak strength one moment, but when chasing after a handsome senior, she gains the force of a bulldozer capable of knocking over everyone around her.
Each world has its own governing 'rules.'
'Iris, Noah, and even Jess probably need to face such trials as well.'
As the original storyline had changed countless times, the futures of Noah and Jess joining the hero’s party to defeat the Demon King may have changed too. However, Lian had an inexplicable feeling—a kind of certainty—that the three would eventually stand on the battlefield to face the Demon King.
This intuition had developed thanks to the divine power that continued to accumulate, but Lian had yet to notice it. He only realized one thing—that for the others to grow stronger, they would need to experience many trials.
Just as his thoughts were about to deepen further, the cursed sword’s voice pulled him back to reality.
[I’ve finished checking. It’s not as deep as I thought.]
Given the amount of time that had passed, the cursed sword originally expected that they had fallen thousands of kilometers, but it seemed it wasn’t that far down after all.
[If the two of you launch simultaneous attacks, you should be able to break through the ceiling without any trouble.]
'Really?'
[Yes! So hurry up and get us out of here! I need you to offer me some sweet blood!]
Having skipped lunch because Lian couldn’t figure out a way to feed it without the Duke noticing, the cursed sword's anger had reached its peak. Its every thought was now dominated by the desire to escape the wretched space and indulge in its partner’s sweet, life-giving blood.
Lian immediately informed the Duke of the situation. Since the Duke was also eager to escape and check on her knights’ conditions, her expression noticeably brightened.
After quickly packing up, Lian and the Duke set their sights on the ceiling.
Around the same time, atop the land above the area where Lian and the Duke were trapped, someone was standing, panting heavily.
"Hah... Haah... Finally... made it..."
A woman with disheveled pink hair peeking out from under her deeply hooded cloak—her face twisted with a hint of resentment—stood there, leaning on a sturdy branch like a makeshift staff.
Her body trembled, to the point she looked ready to collapse at any moment, but she barely managed to maintain her balance.
"Heh... hehe... Even if I couldn’t get a soul... I’ll take at least the corpse with me."
The Necromancer had assumed that the Duke had already become a cold corpse by the time she arrived too late. While she smirked and muttered that even getting her hands on a corpse would be worthwhile, her eyes were filled with both fury and fear.
Her thoughts flickered to Jess’s savage face, tearing into her throat. Since she had been using the Ranger’s eyes when hunted down, the fear of having her own neck ripped open clawed at her mind.
At the same time, a deep, dark rage simmered within her. Had it not been for that damned Red Beast, she would have obtained the strongest weapon in its perfect form… and these regrets, coupled with rage, flooded her mind.
"Hmph... First, let’s go down before the corpse rots further."
Once she regained her breath, the Necromancer tossed the branch aside and stared down at the ground.
'No way... they can't still be alive, right?'
A sudden worry popped into her mind, but she quickly shook it off.
'If that were the case, the doppelgänger would have been sent back.'
Since the Duke was trapped so deep underground, it became impossible for her to determine what her doppelgänger was up to.
Normally, whenever there was a problem with one of her undead minions, it’d return to her through reverse summoning, which gave her some peace of mind.
However, she couldn’t have known at that moment that this ‘rule’ had been completely broken by the cursed sword and the gag residents.
"No matter! Even if they're alive, it won’t be a problem. I came well-prepared!"
She gave her chest a few confident pats on the fabric of her cloak. Inside, there were multi-layered, expensive defensive magical tools bought with every last cent she had, along with an incredibly powerful magical artifact capable of reflecting back any attack, but only once.
Finally managing to dispel her sense of dread, the Necromancer took a deep breath and, standing some distance away, ordered the Forest Master to reopen the ground beneath her.
Rumble.
The hole that swallowed up Lian and the Duke reappeared.
Just as her body was about to fall through—
Bzzt!
"Huh?"
A defensive magical artifact buried in her clothes suddenly activated.
Crash!
"Wha?!"
Before she even had time to fall, an incoming attack smashed through the many layers of shielding in an instant.
Boom, whoosh!
Before she could even process what was happening, a black-red arc of energy came slashing towards her, slicing through what remained of her magic barriers. The cursed blade's attack nearly cut her in two.
Crackle!
Thanks to the defensive artifact she had spent her last dime on, the cursed blade’s attack was reflected. The clash was so strong it didn’t simply bounce back; instead, the energy wobbled bizarrely in midair with an eerie sound.
"What... What the hell is this?!"
Panicking, she shrieked as she tried to summon her undead servants; however, the power of the cursed blade overpowered the defensive mechanism even faster.
Crack!
Had it been a cheaper magical item, it would have shattered long ago and left her body in pieces, but the tool was so valuable that it narrowly prevented her from being sliced in half.
"Wha—wait! Hold on a sec!"
But since the defense wasn't stronger than the cursed blade either—
Bang!
"Kyaaaah!"
Like a baseball striking a bat, she was launched skyward, flying away so high into the sky that she became a small, twinkling dot before vanishing completely.
"Did you hear something just now?"
"Hmm? Hear what?"
"I thought I heard something... But it might be just my imagination."
The Duke shook her head, dismissing the scream she had heard as nothing more than a trick of the mind.
End of Chapter
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I Want to Be Your Salvation
***
The clock rewinds slightly to the moment when Lian and the Duke were in the middle of a meal. Deep in the forest where Lian was absent, a scene from a completely different genre was unfolding.
“Haah... haaah...”
Noah felt the metallic taste of blood and the sweetness of exhaustion simultaneously in the back of her throat. Her breath was rough, but she couldn't afford to stop.
Just as she rolled her body to the side, a massive horn brushed past the spot where she had been standing.
Brrrr.
A corrupt energy boiled up from the back of the Forest Master, bubbling like water, and then shooting into the sky like a whip. The sinister aura split thinly in midair before converging and raining down on Noah like arrows.
Crack!
Noah darted between the trees, dodging the onslaught of attacks. Each strike was so powerful that the trees around her either broke with a sharp crack or melted away into nothingness.
Sizzle— Wherever the attack brushed against her, flesh melted away with excruciating pain. Noah gritted her teeth, swallowing the agony as she narrowly avoided the attacks. All the while, she was closing the distance between her and the Forest Master.
Noah thrust her sword toward the Forest Master. Her attack, swift enough to be nearly invisible, was blocked by an enormous horn.
Crash! Boom!
The sound that reverberated was rough and violent, completely unlike the sound of a sword clashing with a horn.
“Kugh...!”
The force of the Forest Master's strength made her muscles spasm. This moment of distraction left an opening. The corrupt energy, coiling like a tentacle, surged toward her neck.
Time slowed, the seconds stretching out. For a brief moment that felt like an eternity, Noah channeled her magic into her legs, launching herself upward like a dragon ascending into the sky.
Boom! Rumble!
The corrupt energy grazed just below her foot, embedding itself into the ground and the nearby lake. The sizzling sound that followed suggested that whatever it touched was being eaten away.
As Noah began to descend, she aimed her sword precisely between the horns and swung down with force. She poured all her chaotic energy into the strike, plummeting like a meteor.
Crack!
“...Kugh...”
The strike that seemed powerful enough to split the Forest Master’s decaying head in half was abruptly thwarted by the vile energy. Noah, her attack blocked, pushed off with her sword and leapt back.
“Hah... haah...”
The creature flicked its massive head like a wild animal, eyeing Noah with an unsettling gaze. Its foreleg lightly pawed the ground, as if preparing to charge again.
Noah bit down hard on her tattered lips, her eyes gleaming.
'It’s not that my attacks don’t work.'
Her gaze fixed on its hide, where her earlier strikes had connected. Cracked, festering wounds wept with corrupt energy.
'The problem is... that disgusting aura.'
Each time Noah landed a proper hit, the energy waited to counter her attacks. At first, she thought the Forest Master had incredibly high physical durability, but the fact that its hide could be cut disproved that.
'Unless I weaken that energy... it's impossible to gain the upper hand.'
Noah quickly began to sift through information and find a solution.
‘The only times I succeeded in piercing through that energy were when I delivered a powerful blow followed swiftly by a relentless follow-up attack. If I think about it... the creature concentrates that energy in one spot to fend off my assault.’
If the corrupt energy wasn’t inherently strong enough to effortlessly block Noah’s attacks, it meant that the creature was gathering the energy in one location every time her sword struck, explaining why her consecutive attacks had gotten through.
'The strategy is... that’s the only way.'
While her mana was still barely half-full, the fact that she had already used so much without restraint meant that she had no choice.
Dodging the Forest Master’s attacks while alternating between strong and weak strikes seemed like an impossible task in her state.
Still, wielding her sword to protect someone, plunging herself into a fight that seemed impossible—that’s what made Noah a true hero.
Thus, her current challenge became another 'trial.'
"Hraaaah!"
Without hesitation, Noah charged at the being of a higher realm like someone with nothing left to lose. Even though the horn tore through her left forearm, and part of her thigh melted away, she didn’t stop.
Her actions were undeniably noble, but to anyone watching, she seemed possessed by madness.
As time passed, Noah’s wounds only multiplied. The corrupt energy wormed its way into her mind, clouding her thoughts, pushing her closer to the brink of losing her sanity.
And thus, the tide of the battle began to turn in favor of the Forest Master.
However, Noah wasn’t merely being overwhelmed.
One of the Forest Master’s horns had been severed, and from the place where one remaining eye had once been, corrupt energy was leaking profusely. Wounds across its body also oozed with the energy, each one inflicted by Noah.
“Haa... haah... haah...”
In her daze, Noah could hear her own labored breathing echoing in her ears. Her body moved mechanically, dodging incoming attacks and swinging her sword in retaliation.
Beep—
A high-pitched ringing echoed in her ears, and her head grew hazy. But even in that state, her body was nimble, dodging attacks and seizing opportunities.
‘What am I doing here?’
As both her body and mind were pushed to their limits, such a question rose to the surface.
‘Why am I fighting this monster?’
The answer to the question came almost immediately.
Lian. She was fighting to protect Lian. To save him.
‘But why?’
A question she had never considered before escaped from her mind reflexively. Her train of thought, usually quick to answer, became eerily quiet.
‘Why do I need to protect Lian?’
With her mind at its breaking point, proper reasoning became impossible. But that very pressure prompted her to demand answers to what should have been an obvious answer.
The question Noah was asking wasn’t born from doubt or anger; it arose purely from curiosity.
‘Lian is stronger than me. So, why?’
Lian hadn’t been hiding his true strength; he had merely kept the darker side of his magic concealed.
Over three years of staying in Cardishian, Noah had witnessed firsthand just how powerful Lian was, even sparring with him under the guise of simple training.
And that wasn’t all.
Lian’s body recovered quickly from most wounds, courtesy of the powers granted by the gag filter. Even potent poisons were dealt with by coughing up a mouthful of blood, after which he recovered completely.
In truth, Noah trying to worry about and protect Lian was akin to a rabbit anxiously guarding a wolf.
Yet, despite knowing this, she had always been overly protective of him, convinced it was her duty to keep him safe.
'Why?’
The question lingered in her mind, rippling through her thoughts. Slowly, she began to dig into the root of her own reasoning.
At the very end of that introspection was... a prison shrouded in darkness, the scent of ashes at the tip of her nose, the dizzying metallic stench of blood, and his laughter.
Noah finally realized where her obsessive thoughts had begun.
You, who used your own body so casually for others, always wearing that bright smile. And me, who knowingly closed my eyes and ears to all the wrongness around me.
That was where the chain of sin, stretching from the past, had begun.
'Ah... yes, that’s right.'
She had a debt to pay.
‘I have to protect Lian.’
Repayment must be made for the peace and comfort she had enjoyed, hidden in Lian’s shadow.
Although her injuries were mounting and her body felt as though it was teetering on the edge of collapse, she couldn’t stop.
She had to throw herself into this battle, using her body to cleanse the sin from her soul, in order to salvage her salvation, her sin, her selfish desire, and her peace.
Just as Noah became fully aware of the deep-seated yearning within herself, the Forest Master suddenly froze. At the same time, the corrupt energy around it grew faint, shimmered briefly, and then stopped moving altogether.
It was the moment when the Necromancer had commanded the ground to open.
Thud!
Noah didn’t miss the fleeting opportunity, swinging her sword down viciously.
Crack! Snap!
The thick neck of the creature was severed—no, completely broken. What had seemed like an unbreakable part of the Forest Master suddenly collapsed, and its head tumbled heavily to the ground.
Splash...!
The lake, which had only remained solid beneath the Forest Master’s feet, now returned to its natural state, swallowing the severed head whole. The body followed shortly after.
At the same time, Noah’s body also plummeted into the lake. Having exhausted all her strength, she sank into the water, no different from the Forest Master.
“Noah!”
Just before she was fully submerged, she heard a frantic voice cry out. She thought there might have been more shouting after that, but she couldn’t make it out as the water enveloped her.
Gulp.
Bubbles of air rose to the surface, and her vision blurred. Noah’s dazed thoughts wandered.
‘Ah, the lake... It's returning to its original color.’
The lake, which had once been stained red, was now regaining its clear blue hue. She watched distractedly as the blood flowing from her body melded with the blue water.
Blub, blub!
As she drifted, lost in nonsensical thoughts, she heard the sound of water being disturbed. Simultaneously, someone grabbed hold of her and began pulling her to safety.
Her body, limp from exhaustion, was easily dragged along.
“Puaah...!”
“Cough, cough, cough...”
Only when she was hoisted out of the water did she clearly see the person who had saved her.
“Lian...?”
“Save your strength! Don't try to move!”
His voice, laden with worry, was accompanied by the familiar touch of divine energy, seeping into her body.
With shaky awareness, Noah looked blankly at Lian as he worked desperately to save her.
'Yes... I wanted to...'
In her fading consciousness, Noah vividly recalled her true desire.
'I want to die for you.'
That was the price of her salvation, the penance she needed to pay for her sins.
‘And in doing so, I wish to be your eternal sin.’
Just as she had been bound by her sin to Lian’s salvation, she wished for Lian—through his salvation—to be eternally bound by his memory of her.
The seeds of past sins had blossomed into a love that was both pure and tainted.
End of Chapter
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You're My Only Family
***
Thanks to Iris's divine power, Noah's wounds healed rapidly. However, she still didn't regain consciousness. The cursed sword reassured them that it was only a matter of physical exhaustion keeping her from waking. Relieved, but still worried, Lian carried Noah on his back as he searched for the rest of the group.
Because the master of the forest had been defeated, the fog dissipated, making it easier to find everyone. Thankfully, there were no casualties.
Even the monsters had been either knocked out or driven mad by the mental attack from the fog.
Once the group gathered, they immediately began heading towards the Duke's estate.
'...There's something off about this atmosphere...'
Inside the carriage on their way back to the estate, Lian was drenched in cold sweat, his eyes darting nervously.
"..."
"..."
Iris, avoiding eye contact with the Duke, and the Duke, occasionally glancing at her.
Lian, caught uncomfortably between them.
The suffocating silence made Lian feel like he was going to shrivel up.
'Things might be tense within the knights because we failed to contribute properly, but… shouldn't there at least be some emotional, heartwarming moment between those two?'
Lian had imagined a scene where the two would reunite and embrace each other, shedding tears of joy. Reality, however, was starkly different—emotionally dry. The only solace was that the Duke's gaze wasn't entirely cold.
'Did something happen between them that I don’t know about? Did they fight while I wasn't watching? But I’ve been with them since meeting the Duke…'
He hadn't been clinging to their sides, but not so distant that he wouldn't notice if something had gone wrong either.
'Is it just that Iris is overwhelmed by her sudden appearance of family—? That makes sense, I guess.'
With what he assumed was a plausible answer in mind, Lian rubbed the back of his neck. Iris, glancing furtively at Lian, inadvertently met the Duke’s gaze.
Her face scrunched up immediately, her eyes turned sharp, and her displeasure was obvious. She looked away, as if she'd seen something she couldn't stand. Seeing that, the Duke’s eyes wavered slightly.
"..."
Even more shaken than the Duke was Iris herself.
'Family...'
Was it because they carried similar powers? Or because their magic had similar properties?
Whatever the reason, Iris instinctively recognized the Duke as her family upon seeing her. But she couldn't accept it. No, she refused to accept it.
'One family member... is enough.'
Every time Iris felt that instinctive pull towards the Duke, a certain memory surfaced.
...Iris, we are not family.
Her brother, who had denied their special bond, choosing instead to leave her behind. That image of him flitted through her mind, calming her turbulent thoughts in an instant.
'I don't need another family.'
Lian, unaware of this internal conflict, could only worry and agonize in silence as the tension continued between Iris and the Duke. Yet, despite the soundless clash occurring between them, the journey to the Duke's estate pressed on.
***
The group's pace could not be considered fast by any means. This was for two main reasons.
The first was due to their stamina. Injuries had been easily handled with Iris's divine power and the abilities of the mages, but the energy drained by the fog's mental assault left them physically exhausted.
The second reason was that they had yet to identify the remaining 'enemy' responsible for everything. Judging from the traces of undead and the remnants of dark magic left behind where the forest master had resided, the real enemy hadn’t revealed their true form yet—at least, that's what the group concluded.
Uncertain when enemy traps or ambushes might arise, they had no choice but to move with extreme caution.
Though it was still mid-afternoon around 3 or 4 PM, the group decided to halt.
"Prepare the campsite here."
Looking at a reasonably spacious clearing, Lian called out the order. The soldiers promptly and efficiently began preparations. Even the knights pitched in, as they couldn’t keep the Duke waiting for long. Tents were quickly set up, and campfires were lit.
Since it was nearing mealtime, they began cooking a simple stew with the meat they had hunted during the journey. The mages set alarms that would go off if anyone approached. The knights patrolled the perimeters, cutting down any lingering monsters, and the rangers carefully scouted for enemy traces.
Only after confirming the area was safe did the group finally take some time to rest. Of course, since they couldn’t be sure when an attack might come, only half rested while the other half stayed on guard. Meanwhile, the appetizing smell of their cooking spread through the area.
"Meal's ready!"
At the cook's shout, half the group that had been resting started their meal first. Once they were done, they switched with the others who had been standing guard to continue eating in shifts.
After the meal, everyone settled into their own spots—some tending to their weapons, others talking with fellow members to check on each other's condition.
"..."
"..."
In the midst of this busy atmosphere, there was one particularly silent place—where Lian and Iris sat side by side.
Since they had left the forest, Iris had become unnaturally quiet, and even now, alone with Lian, she kept her lips tightly shut. If Lian initiated conversation, she would respond, but something was undoubtedly off compared to her usual self.
'It must be because of the Duke, right?'
The reason behind her silence was easy enough to guess. The problem was Lian couldn’t figure out how to solve it.
'There's no way to just force them together... But persuading her, well…'
Given the situation involved family matters, Lian felt wary of saying anything careless.
'Ugh, Noah would be great with this… Where the heck is she?!'
After every meal, Noah would disappear like the wind, only to reappear just before the group set off again. If Lian yelled for her, she would usually come running back, and since neither the Duke nor the knight captain seemed bothered by her absences, it didn’t seem like she was going far.
Lian swallowed his frustration, lightly shaking his head. (To others, it might have appeared like Lian’s head was spinning like a drill, but thankfully, no one saw it.) Clenching his fist, he made a firm resolution.
'I can’t let things spiral into disaster. This world is like that..!'
This wasn’t some "drama world" where misunderstandings would eventually lead to heartwarming reunions.
In this dark fantasy world, by the time people realized each other's feelings, one of them would already be dead.
'I won’t let that happen!'
With a serious expression, Lian looked at Iris and cautiously opened his mouth.
"So, Iris, how was it… meeting the Duke?"
At Lian’s tentative question, Iris quietly glanced up at him. Even though her hair wasn’t as white as Lian’s, her soft, flowing locks and exquisitely beautiful features, as delicate as a sculpture, arrested his attention.
Being at the prime age where beauty blossoms, she was almost dizzyingly gorgeous to look at.
"...Why does that matter?"
"H-huh?"
"Why are you asking about her? That person."
Confronted with Iris’s blunt response, Lian barely regained his composure and awkwardly continued speaking.
"Well… it’s just, you two reuniting as family after so long, I thought—"
"She’s not my family."
Iris’s cold voice cut him off before he could even finish his sentence. Lian, startled, widened his eyes as he looked at her. Her brows were furrowed, and she kept her eyes downcast.
"My only family is my brother."
"But Iris…"
"I don’t need anyone else!"
Suddenly raising her voice, Iris lifted her head to lock eyes with Lian. Her gaze was filled with stubbornness and uncertain anxiety, a force fueling her conviction that she was in the right.
'This isn’t good.'
Attempting to persuade her had completely backfired, only making her more defensive. Trapped under the weight of silence, Lian broke into a cold sweat, his mind racing wildly.
'Noah would be perfect for something like this... Damn it…'
As the gears in his head whirred desperately, trying to figure out how to calm Iris—
"Master!"
"Whoah!"
The familiar sound of someone calling out from behind startled him. A red flash streaked by, and he felt a soft cheek press against his own.
"Wait, Jess!"
"Rrrr!"
Jess let out a happy growl, her tail flicking wildly behind her, something large and powerful pressing into his back, making him stand up straighter than ever before.
"Hehehe, I love you, Master!"
The tension that had coiled tightly in Lian’s body finally began to unwind. No matter the situation, Jess was still… Jess. He raised his hand to stroke the area between her twitching ears. Her tail wagged vigorously, so much that it looked like she might take off into the air.
"Hehehehehe!"
Feeling overly satisfied after receiving Lian's affectionate touch, Jess sprawled herself on his lap, her beast ears drooping lazily as she pulled his hand to rest on her head.
Just as Lian was about to instinctively pat her head, a white hand appeared from the side and firmly grabbed and yanked one of Jess’s fluffy red beast ears.
"Oww! That hurts!"
"Get off my brother right now."
Iris’s voice was even more chilling than when she had screamed that the Duke wasn't her family.
End of Chapter
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It's Only Natural to Marry Family, Right?
***
[As of April 2nd, the content of chapters 159 to 163 has been revised. The revised content now spans from chapter 159 to 167. Since the content is completely different, if you read before April 2nd, please start again from chapter 159 or read the summary at the beginning of chapter 168.]
Jess clung to her head, groaning as she looked at Lian. Lian, noticing her discomfort, immediately pried Iris's hand away and spoke.
"Iris, Jess is in pain."
"Ugh, that damned fox..."
"But Jess isn't a fox, is she?"
As a true resident of the gag world, Lian became lost in thought, pondering the oddity. Meanwhile, Jess let out a soft "Hee-ing..." and clung to him. In Iris's eyes, the flames of hell blazed.
"Master, Jess is hurt here. Please blow on it."
"Huh, what?"
"Here, it hurts here."
Though it wasn't a lie that she was in pain, it wasn't unbearable. Jess, quick-witted as ever, saw this as a prime opportunity to cling to Lian like a puppy reunited with its owner, pressing herself against him.
Her tail wrapped around Lian's arm, her firm legs encircled his waist, and her arms hugged his shoulders. Like a koala, she clung to him, rubbing her face against his shoulder with a pitiful expression, looking up at him with wide, shining eyes.
Lian froze, stiff as a board, as he gazed down at the beautiful woman looking up at him with eyes reminiscent of the Puss in Boots.
"Uh, uh, well..."
He could escape any physical restraint by cutting off a part of himself, but there was no escaping the prison of a beautiful woman.
It was the only way to completely incapacitate Lian. No wonder the cursed sword had told him to train to get used to the presence of women.
'Huff, huff... What do I do? What should I do? What should I name my first grandson?'
Lian's mind went blank, and before he knew it, he was imagining a future growing old with Jess. It was an automatic, reflexive thought. While Lian was malfunctioning, Jess, like a cat eyeing a fish, grabbed his hand and placed it on her head.
"You damn beast!"
Iris, her eyes blazing with fury, grabbed Jess roughly. Jess, ever the opportunist, used the situation to her advantage.
"Kyaa! No!"
"Mmph!"
Pretending she didn't want to be separated, Jess pulled Lian's head into her embrace. Lian unintentionally confirmed just how much Jess had grown. His face flushed red, and his mind began to blur. His face was buried, and he couldn't breathe.
'Ah... Is this how I die?'
Just as Lian was about to meet a blissful death in more ways than one, Jess was finally pulled away by Iris's rough grip.
"Master!"
Jess spread her arms wide, once again looking at Lian with those shining eyes. Lian, instinctively moving to save her, was met with a fierce glare from Iris. Only then did Lian snap back to his senses.
'Phew, that was close.'
He had almost fallen into the trap of those innocent eyes, a trap that promised a happy death. Lian wiped his forehead in a mock gesture of relief and scolded Jess firmly. Jess, now with a sullen expression, obediently responded. Seeing her look so pitiful yet cute, Lian couldn't help but pat her head, causing her limp tail to start wagging again.
"Hehe, Master!"
As Jess's expression brightened and she moved to hug Lian again, Iris, who had been watching with her arms crossed, grabbed Jess's body with a fierce expression.
"Didn't you hear a word I said earlier?"
"Beastfolk are too dumb to understand things like that."
Jess, without hesitation, insulted her own race and once again aimed to hug Lian. Her innocent face disarmed her opponents, and whenever she saw an opening, she charged forward like a predator eyeing its prey.
Seeing her brother treat this beast, who was practically drooling at the thought of devouring him, like a naive puppy, Iris felt a stiffness in her neck.
'My brother will live with me forever without getting married.'
But what if Lian did get married?
'Even if he does, it's only natural that he marries me, his family.'
Though her thoughts were somewhat twisted, they made perfect sense to Iris. There was no place for Jess, a stranger, to interfere.
'...If my brother really wants it, I might allow a little leeway.'
In the dark fantasy world, polygamy or polyandry was the norm. It was a natural outcome of the strong and those who sought to survive under them coexisting in such a brutal world.
Of course, monogamy wasn't unheard of, but those with power often found themselves adored by the weaker ones, even if they didn't intend to be. It was hard to find someone who could push away a beautiful admirer unless they were truly in love with someone else.
For this reason, Iris thought that if Lian really wanted it, she could allow Jess to take the position of a concubine. After all, they had grown up together, and Jess had the keen senses and nose to immediately detect if Lian had spent time with another woman.
'In the end, my brother will love me the most.'
As she thought that, Lian's words, "We're not family," echoed in her mind, causing her eyes to waver, but she quickly regained her composure.
While Iris was organizing her thoughts, still holding onto Jess, Lian left, saying he was going to find Noah.
"Ah... If only I had stayed a little longer, I could have kissed him."
"What?"
Just moments ago, Iris had been willing to offer Jess the position of concubine, but she wasn't so generous as to accept Jess stealing Lian's first kiss.
Of course... Lian's first kiss had already been taken, but neither Jess nor Iris knew that.
"Sometimes, he looks at me like I'm a dog or a cat, so I thought I'd lick his face all over like they do!"
It was a declaration that she would devour Lian from head to toe with greed.
Her seductive smile, paired with her narrowed eyes, was nothing short of sensual. The childish image of her from before was nowhere to be seen.
"You..."
Behind Iris, an invisible, icy wind seemed to swirl. If Lian had been nearby, the gag filter might have turned it into a real snowstorm.
If the people from the duchy saw Iris now, they would have said, "Huh? Is that the Duchess?" Her expression was that similar to the enraged Duchess. Fortunately, Iris had positioned herself behind the carriage at the outskirts of the camp, avoiding any attention.
As Jess and Iris growled at each other, ready to fight, Lian was walking through a forest with no clear path.
[Hmm, gulp. We're almost there.]
The cursed sword, which Lian had summoned in case they encountered any monsters, had taken the form of a thin needle, burrowing into his body and guiding him while it fed. It made a sound like someone enjoying a hearty meal, [Ahh! This is great!] which left Lian with a complicated expression.
'Am I really that tasty?'
While pondering the multiple meanings behind that thought, he heard voices in the distance.
[Partner, suppress your presence from here.]
'Huh? Why?'
[It would be uncool to interrupt an important training session... Ahem, I mean, it would be rude.]
At the mention of important training, Lian's eyes widened, and he followed the cursed sword's advice, suppressing his presence. As the bond between them grew stronger, Lian found himself able to use some of the sword's techniques as if they were his own.
As he approached the location the sword had indicated, he began to hear the sound of swords clashing.
Whoosh, whoosh!
The sharp sound of blades cutting through the air, so fast it was hard to follow with the eye, filled the space. Lian's gaze landed on Noah, who was swinging her sword with incredible speed. In front of her stood a familiar figure, holding a sword with a calm expression, ready to strike.
'Huh? Why is the Duchess here?!'
[Is she giving a lesson?]
Lian's voice was filled with confusion, while the cursed sword's voice brimmed with interest. At that moment, the two swordsmen clashed lightly.
Boom!
Though it was just swords meeting, the sound was like an explosion. The nearby trees shook violently as if caught in a typhoon. The grass flattened, and the monsters in the vicinity fled like startled foals.
The continuous clash of the two was so fast that someone of Lian's skill level would have struggled to even perceive it.
'So that's why they came so far out here.'
If they had fought like that near the camp, it would have caused absolute chaos.
The fierce energy radiating from the two was problematic enough, but the bigger issue was that the Duchess was teaching Noah how to fight.
The Duchess only ever taught swordsmanship to her own knights, so this sparring session could be seen as an indication that she was accepting Noah as one of her own.
Even if the Duchess denied it, the Knight Commander would be eager to recruit Noah into the order. After all, receiving instruction from the Duchess was a sign of overwhelming talent. This could cause trouble for Noah, which was why they had come so far from the camp for the lesson.
Boom! Crash!
The sound of their swords clashing was so fierce it was hard to believe it was just a sparring match. By the time all the monsters and animals had fled, Lian was staring at Noah in awe.
'...When did she become this strong?'
Noah had always been the one to draw her sword first to protect and lead others. Because of that, Lian had plenty of opportunities to witness her skills firsthand.
But now, her abilities had soared to a level that made him wonder if she had been hiding her true strength all along. In terms of the fantasy world's power scale—
She had leapt from the level of an advanced knight, far surpassing the master level, and was now standing at the edge of the grandmaster's domain.
It was an astonishing growth speed, even to a resident of the gag world.
[The trial she faced must have been nearly impossible.]
'Trial?'
Lian's eyes widened as he looked down at the cursed sword, recalling the familiar word.
End of Chapter
Chapter 161
Chapter 161
Preparing to Leave
***
The demonic sword, which had now transformed into a dazzling dagger, continued speaking.
"I've seen people like that before—those who suddenly grow stronger by leaping over their limits. They always overcame a great enemy, something so significant that it was called a 'trial.'"
The demonic sword rambled on about the 'heroes' it had killed in the past, as if reminiscing fondly. Like the heroes from fairy tales, they grew stronger by overcoming countless trials, only to meet their end at its hands. The stories poured out endlessly.
Lian half-listened, like a child hearing an old tale from their grandmother, while thinking about the concept of 'trials.'
"Trials... Right, there was something like that."
Trials, obstacles, events meant for awakening—there were many terms for it, but they all boiled down to one thing: a process and history necessary for a hero to grow stronger.
For Iris, Jess, and Noah, who were born with the qualities of a hero, 'trials' were of utmost importance.
"I knew about it, but... I didn’t expect it to be this powerful."
It was in moments like this that the difference in worldviews became apparent. In a gag world, consistent effort rarely got rewarded. Most of the time, the results were far from what one had hoped for.
Even if someone devoted half their life to mastering swordsmanship, the result would be something ridiculous like 'accidentally tearing a beautiful woman's clothes with a sword wind.' The concept of 'trials' was unfamiliar in such a world.
What felt more familiar was something like, 'I now have cheat abilities thanks to the combination of a body that heals infinitely and a demonic sword that grows stronger by drinking blood!'
"How does one go through a trial, anyway?"
Though the concept felt awkward, it wasn't hard to find an answer, given Lian's knowledge of the original story.
"You need a conflict or fight that doesn’t quite kill you."
Just like when Noah fought the Forest Master, a barely surmountable obstacle would become a trial.
"And for that, the most important thing is..."
Lian furrowed his brow, unable to come up with an answer easily. Trials weren't something that could be artificially created, and with the original story having been twisted, there wasn't much knowledge he could use.
"Ugh, how do I find a trial for Gargandoa?"
"That's simple. Just look for a strong enemy!"
"What if it's hard to leave?"
"Hmm? Partner, weren’t you planning to leave this place?"
The demonic sword asked, its voice tinged with confusion, as if it had assumed Lian was seeking a trial to grow stronger.
"It’s not for me. I want Iris, Noah, or Jess to become stronger."
"Ah, I see. Humans do have that instinct to protect their own."
The demonic sword pondered for a moment before saying something unexpected.
"As long as you're here, they probably won’t face any trials."
"What?"
"Remember the research lab with the spirit, and the human city, Cardishian? Any event that could have been a trial was resolved by you, partner. As long as the strongest one—me, the demonic sword Gargandoa—is with you, no trial will manifest."
Though the words were filled with arrogance, they weren't wrong. Lian's expression grew serious as he thought it over.
"Now that I think about it... Every life-threatening situation was always resolved by Gargandoa and me."
Because Lian had always resolved any 'crisis' that arose, he hadn’t even realized the importance of trials.
"Could it be that I’ve taken away their chance to grow stronger?"
It might have been an exaggerated thought, but it wasn’t entirely wrong. If he had only understood the concept of trials intellectually, he wouldn’t have been so troubled by it.
Thud, crack!
The sight before him—the result of someone growing stronger through a trial—made his complicated feelings even heavier. The actions he had taken to protect them had, in turn, clipped their wings, preventing them from leaving the nest. Realizing this, Lian was able to firm up his wavering resolve.
"...I need to leave as soon as possible."
He had planned to leave from the start, but it was hard not to waver when the people around him desperately tried to hold him back.
With the demonic sword capable of massacring monsters, should he just go and defeat the Demon King himself? The story had changed so much from the original that maybe he should take on the role of the hero instead?
If he did that, he could protect the people he cared about from up close, without having to watch from a distance with a pounding heart. Yet, despite these thoughts, he had given up on the idea quickly, thanks to the gag filter.
The 'gag filter,' which was endlessly merciful to allies but terrifyingly powerful against enemies, was one of the culprits that shattered the original story. This meant that even the happiness that was supposed to be guaranteed could be ruined.
If someone within the duchy started to oppose Lian, the gag filter could cause significant damage to the duchy. You might think, "Wouldn't it just wipe out the enemies?" but the problem wasn't that simple.
The moment someone perceived Lian as an 'enemy,' the gag filter would activate, meaning even those who had done nothing wrong could be caught up in it. Naturally, since they hadn’t committed any crimes, the duchess might side with the 'enemy' to protect her people.
Even if they had committed a crime, they might still oppose Lian simply because they were part of the duchy. Of course, given the duchess’s personality, she would likely cut off any wrongdoers without hesitation, but there was no guarantee that everyone in the duchy would act the same way.
If the duchy itself were to be judged as an 'enemy,' it would be a disaster. Lian vaguely remembered the mess that had been Cardishian. If Iris’s family ended up like that—just imagining it made him shudder.
For Iris’s happiness and the peace of the duchy, Lian needed to leave as soon as possible, but his heart wavered when Iris clung to him, crying. On top of that, he had grown close to the people of the duchy, leading to the complacent thought, "There’s no one here who opposes me, so maybe it’ll be fine?"
Whoosh!
That wavering heart was torn apart by Noah’s sword.
"...I’ll make preparations to leave as soon as we reach the duchy."
As soon as he made his decision, he sensed a familiar presence approaching. It was the ranger unit. Silently, Lian erased his presence and left the area, leaving the duchess and Noah behind. By the time Lian reached the campsite, the duchess’s sword had begun to emit a different kind of glow, softly shining.
"...!"
Like a full moon rising over a cold, snowy mountain, a sharp and chilling attack struck Noah’s sword from behind. It was a simple, downward slash from above, quick but not impossible to dodge.
"Why...?!"
It was an attack she could have avoided, yet her body didn’t move. She thought it might be due to the killing intent, but it was something else. Despite knowing, she couldn’t avoid it—an attack of a different caliber had pinned her sword to the ground.
Boom!
With a loud crash, the ground caved in, forming a circular pit. At the center of the hole, Noah’s sword was embedded at an angle, like a sealed weapon. Noah looked up at the duchess with eyes filled with a mix of competitive spirit, excitement, and frustration.
The duchess, who possessed a noble beauty like the legendary flower that grew atop snowy peaks, looked down at Noah without a single breath out of place. Noah’s gaze shifted to the sword in the duchess’s hand.
"What... is that?"
Like the aurora painting the winter night sky, an elegant and beautiful light shimmered along the blade. It looked nothing like the sword aura created by merely using magic power skillfully and delicately.
"That is the path you must take, your goal."
A wall beyond a wall.
Noah had leaped over a massive wall in an instant, enough to be considered arrogant, but even beyond that wall, a larger one still loomed. This meant there was still a way to grow stronger.
"I have to become stronger."
Whether it was due to her intense movements or the excitement of knowing she could grow stronger, Noah’s breath came out in short gasps. Exhaling white puffs of breath, Noah asked,
"How can I... reach your level, Your Grace?"
Talent, effort, patience—only a genius who possessed everything needed for growth could speak such arrogance so freely. The duchess smiled faintly, pleased to see a junior swordsman following in her footsteps.
"You must train not your body, but here."
The duchess pointed to her own head with her index finger.
"My mind... You mean my spirit?"
The duchess nodded and continued speaking.
"Magic is a part of nature, a product of will. Only a strong will and conviction can serve as the key to moving forward."
As Noah was about to fall into deep thought, contemplating the advice that only those who had gone ahead could give, the duchess’s next words pulled her back to reality.
"The most important thing to remember is that excessive training can be poisonous."
"Pardon?"
"The wall you’re trying to overcome is the first obstacle to transcending the human race, the soul itself. Just attempting to cross that wall could leave you crippled."
The duchess spoke with a bitter expression.
"I’ve seen countless people break their wings while clinging to a higher level. Since then, I’ve tried to refrain from giving such advice... but those who have someone precious to protect, like you, don’t die easily, so I’m telling you."
The duchess continued, looking at Noah, who stood frozen with a foolish expression, her eyes wide.
"To overcome that wall, what you need isn’t forced training, but time, experience, and the courage to face your own desires. Don’t rush, but work hard."
With that, the duchess sheathed her sword and began walking toward the campsite. The commotion was growing, and the knights were quickly approaching.
Not long after the duchess left, a shadow swiftly descended in front of Noah, who was still lost in thought.
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Chapter 162
Arrogant Worries
***
"..Your skills have improved quite a bit. Congratulations."
"Ah, Captain."
The Ranger Unit Captain appeared with his characteristic expressionless face and offered his congratulations to Noah. Only then did Noah's previously stiff expression relax slightly.
"What brings you here...?"
"Isn't it strange that no one would come when such a big fight broke out?"
"Ah..."
At those words, Noah's face flushed lightly.
"The other unit members sent back the knights who came after hearing the commotion, so there's no need to worry."
In the Captain's voice, which was so blunt it could be considered cold, Noah could still easily detect the hidden consideration. Knowing that the Captain was actually a person of deep affection despite appearances, Noah smiled warmly and expressed her thanks.
The Captain nodded slightly, and just as he was about to suggest they head back, Noah, with a hardened expression, grabbed his sleeve. The Captain turned to her with an indifferent look.
"Um... by any chance..."
After a long pause, as if she were choosing her words carefully, Noah finally exhaled the breath she had been holding.
"Could I... get some advice?"
At those words, the Captain raised an eyebrow and looked around briefly before whistling lightly. The presences around them disappeared. The Rangers who had been standing by returned to the camp.
Noah stared at the now silent forest and swallowed dryly. As she prepared to reveal the thoughts she had kept hidden deep inside, her palms grew sweaty from the tension. The urge to take back her words surged, but she bit her lip to suppress it.
'...I can't waste any more time.'
Ever since she had become aware of her desires not long ago, Noah hadn’t been able to sleep properly at night. The clinging affection and ugly greed contained in those desires were too raw and vivid.
She wanted to protect someone.
She wanted to die for someone.
On the surface, these words might seem noble, but what lay beneath was a sinister desire to have her death become a shackle, a wound that would be remembered forever by someone.
It felt as though an angel and a devil were taking turns whispering in her mind.
The angel whispered, "That desire is nothing more than an obsessive need to leave a mark on someone."
Then the devil whispered, "In the end, it's a noble sacrifice for someone else. Isn't it okay to be a little greedy?"
At times, the angel's opinion became the devil's, and the devil's opinion became the angel's.
Noah was lost in confusion. Was her desire a 'sin'? Or was it 'noble sacrifice'?
The more confused she became, the more she felt the absence of Julianna. Ever since they had arrived in the Empire, Julianna, who often fell asleep, had not woken up and remained in a deep slumber.
Though Julianna had a fundamentally good nature, her existence was sustained by 'magic.' Because of that, in the Empire, where the amount of magic was close to zero, she could not stay awake for long.
That was why Noah, who had always relied on Julianna, now turned to the Ranger Captain for advice.
The Captain was known for being tight-lipped and wise, often acting as a counselor for the various members of the Ranger Unit, each with their own circumstances. This gave Noah the courage to ask for his counsel.
'To overcome the wall, you need willpower, conviction, and time... and the courage to face your desires.'
Noah recalled the blood-stained advice the Duke had given her.
'...If I can shake off this worry, maybe I can overcome the wall.'
It seemed too easy to be true, but recalling the Duke's advice, it didn’t sound entirely impossible.
Before her thoughts could deepen further, the Captain spoke while looking at Noah.
"Let's walk for a bit."
"..! Yes!"
The two of them began walking in silence. There was no clear path, but they moved along the flattest route they could find. After some time, when no sounds could be heard around them, Noah quietly opened her mouth.
"...Captain, what was your reason for wanting to become stronger?"
"A reason, huh..."
The Captain didn’t say more and fell into silence. After a while, heavy words followed.
"At first, it was for survival. Then, at some point... yes, I picked up the sword because I wanted to protect someone."
There was a bitter emotion in his voice that he couldn’t hide. It was a feeling of self-loathing and regret, like a foul smell emanating from a wound. The suffocating weight in his words left Noah momentarily speechless.
Even without asking, the Captain's scars were clearly visible to her. Seeing them gave Noah a surge of courage. She was certain that this man would confront her ugly desires and heart with a cold, unflinching gaze.
"Captain... in truth, I have a strange desire that I can't tell others."
Once she cast aside her hesitation, her story poured out like a dam breaking. She didn’t directly mention 'Lian,' but she did explicitly confess her desire to become stronger and die in someone's place while protecting them.
As she continued to speak, the tension in her stiff shoulders gradually eased, and they slumped down. She couldn’t bring herself to meet the Captain's gaze, so she kept her eyes lowered.
It felt as if she were standing on a judgment platform.
Bzz.
The insects, which had been silent due to the killing intent of the Duke and Noah, began to chirp again. The sound of the insects filled the silence between the two of them. After a while, Noah spoke again.
Noah began to pour out words filled with guilt, as if she had already decided that her desires were condemned to 'hell.'
"I... I know that my desires are wrong. I also know that at the end of that path, there’s only a cruel cliff waiting for me..."
It was as if she wanted a judgment that her desires were 'sin.' She lifted her gaze from the ground and looked at the Captain.
"...!"
He wasn’t looking at her but at some distant point in the air, smiling sadly. The smile was so bitter and sorrowful that Noah momentarily lost her words. It was as if she could see the unhealed wounds in his eyes.
"...Whether your desires are good or evil is not important."
He continued in a slow voice.
"The most important thing is whether or not you can protect the person you want to protect from all the evils of this world. Worrying about good and evil is, well, a very—arrogant worry."
With each blink of his eyes, it felt as though some unseen scars were distorting before her.
"When the person you truly cherish disappears, your worries will become meaningless."
The Captain collected his expression and continued.
"So... live as your heart desires. Without any regrets."
In his indifferent expression, there was an unfathomable despair. It was as if Noah could hear a silent scream. She held her breath and couldn’t say anything.
After some time passed, the Captain excused himself and left first. Noah looked at the spot where the Captain had stood and let out a small sigh.
'The Captain must have lost many precious people, which is why he gave me that advice.'
His advice wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t particularly helpful either. She still didn’t know whether her desires were good or evil.
'...I guess I'll just have to wait for Julianna to wake up.'
Noah thought the Captain's advice was of little use to her at the moment—but in the not-too-distant future, she would deeply regret not heeding his words.
***
Lian, who had made up his mind to leave, Iris, who was terrified of Lian leaving her side, and the cute Jess, who was always looking for an opportunity to devour Lian whenever she saw an opening.
The three of them stuck together throughout the journey. To be more precise—Lian was the one holding onto Jess and not letting her go.
"Go back to your original spot!"
"No!"
"You're making Oppa uncomfortable!"
"Master, you're not uncomfortable, right?"
Jess, clinging to Lian's waist, tilted her head and looked up at him. At first, she had looked at him pitifully, but now, knowing that he wouldn’t push her away, she wagged her tail and smiled with her eyes.
"Iris, it's fine. I'm not uncomfortable. Hahaha..."
To be honest, it was uncomfortable. As a beastkin who was maturing quickly in both body and face, there were many points of contact that made him uncomfortable. If they hadn’t been so close since childhood, he might have had a nosebleed several times by now.
Despite that, Lian kept Jess close because of Iris, who was fuming.
'If Jess isn't here, the atmosphere will get heavy right away...'
When Jess wasn’t around, Iris would stare at Lian with a murderous intensity, as if she were about to pull out a contract that said, "I will never leave," and force him to sign it in blood.
Since he had already made up his mind to leave, he felt that if she kept pressing him, he would end up spilling everything. In the end, he had no choice but to use Jess as a shield to escape Iris's persistent gaze.
'I've gotten somewhat used to it by now.'
Looking at Jess's oddly soft and cute face, which resembled a puppy, he patted her red hair.
"Hehe..."
Though her body was that of an adult, her mind was still that of a child! Jess responded so innocently that it made one think of that phrase. It would be a lie to say he wasn’t aware of it at all—but thanks to Jess's innocent reactions, he had grown accustomed to her affectionate physical contact.
'This is probably just something she does without any deeper meaning.'
Thinking that way, Lian felt more at ease and let his guard down.
"Hehe..."
But this was exactly what Jess had been aiming for. The moment her prey let its guard down, the predator Jess would pounce and swallow it whole. For a brief moment, a seductive yet dangerous smile flickered across her face.
"You..."
The only one who noticed was Iris. Whenever Lian looked at her, Jess would droop her ears and put on an innocent, slightly dumb puppy-like face, making it easier for him to pat her head.
Because of this, Lian had no idea that he was walking right into Jess's trap, stroking her soft hair as he fell deeper into her animal therapy.
The moment Lian's gaze left her face, Jess smiled with her eyes and looked at Iris.
"What?"
At Jess's sly expression, Iris felt dizzy. She had reacted angrily several times in situations like this, but the one who always ended up losing was Iris.
This was largely because Iris mistook her feelings for 'family affection' instead of 'love.' Fighting over someone you love and refusing to give up your brother to another girl are two very different things.
No matter how much physical affection Iris tried to show Lian, because they were 'family,' she couldn’t take things beyond a certain point. The word that should have made their relationship special had instead become a shackle. Because of this, Iris was like a swordsman fighting with one hand tied behind her back.
As Iris's frustration grew and Jess's physical contact began to cross the line, a voice interrupted.
"The village is just ahead! Everyone, prepare to rest!"
The soldier's voice echoed, and Lian recalled the small villages they had passed through.
'None of them were in good condition.'
With snow falling year-round and the ground frozen, it was hard to find a village that was prosperous. As the Empire began preparing for war against the Demon King's army, the harsh environment had become even more brutal.
In these isolated communities, where living and dying in the place of one's birth was considered the norm, it wasn’t difficult to find people who had starved or frozen to death.
The Duchess had sent out knights and soldiers to distribute meat from their hunts in exchange for supplies. At the same time, they repaired weapons and gear in the villages and hunted nearby monsters.
Thanks to Lian's divine power, there was no need to worry about injuries, so everyone actively carried out their orders.
'As long as they're still breathing...'
As long as they were alive, he could restore some of their health. It wasn’t a miracle cure, so it wouldn’t make a starving body plump again—but it could at least give them the strength to chew and digest food.
As time passed, and they drew closer to the village, Lian's worries were shattered—and replaced with 'shock' at the sight before him.
"Hup-cha!"
"Hey! That's crooked over there!"
"Eat first before you continue!"
Green grass sprouted everywhere, the fertile soil had been tilled with tools resembling hoes, and the residents, far from starving, were plump and healthy. The workers wore thin shirts with their sleeves rolled up to their elbows, without any outerwear.
"What in the world..."
Even the Duchess couldn’t hide her surprise at the warm and lively village.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 163
The Playboy of the World
***
The faces of the people from the Duke’s household, which had been painted with confusion, soon hardened into seriousness.
"Duchess, this seems to be…"
"Yes, it’s probably as we expected."
There is no such thing as a result without a cause in this world. The scene unfolding before them couldn’t have been created without a reason. And wasn’t there a particular reason that came to mind?
'If it’s those bastards who targeted us before, they would certainly do something like this.'
The Duchess pressed her lips together, recalling the doppelgänger that resembled her daughter.
'Even if it’s not them, it could be another "enemy" that has appeared.'
Since it was impossible to predict what kind of situation might arise, the Duchess heightened her vigilance and dismounted from her horse.
Given the closed nature of the village, if a group of knights in rare plate armor approached on their sturdy horses, the villagers might lock their doors in fear, or even a fight could break out. Thus, the Duchess decided to approach the village with only a few knights.
It was a gesture of consideration, born from the confidence that they could survive any attack.
After conversing with the villagers for a short while, the Duchess sent one of the accompanying knights back to the group with a message to enter the village.
Lian looked out from the carriage window at the vibrant land and the lively village, deep in thought.
'Something feels off.'
Most people would frown as if they had seen something unpleasant if they saw someone standing by the roadside, smiling brightly for no reason. The village had exactly that kind of atmosphere.
The inexplicable peace, the people who looked unusually happy, and the scenery of the village, which seemed to embody the word "peaceful."
It was a perfection that carried with it a sense of eeriness.
***
The villagers welcomed the Duchess’s group and even offered them a large house. Such kindness only heightened the group’s unease.
'Normally, if you let your guard down in a village that’s this friendly, you’d end up eating something laced with sleeping drugs and passing out. When you wake up... you’d probably find yourself having signed a contract with a black company or stamped a body waiver.'
Lian imagined a comedic scenario, tilting his head slightly and closing his eyes.
'But this is a dark fantasy world... If we were to fall asleep after taking sleeping drugs, we’d probably be robbed by village bandits or offered as sacrifices.'
Fortunately, the Duchess’s group had lived in the dark fantasy world for a long time and were seasoned veterans. They began to prepare for situations even worse than what Lian had imagined.
As Lian watched the installation of various traps and magic within the pristine mansion, the Duchess approached him and spoke.
"Could I have a moment of your time?"
"Ah, of course."
As the Duchess drew near, Iris hesitated and hid behind Lian. She had the sudden urge to block the conversation between Lian and the Duchess, but all she could do was hide her trembling gaze, as if a storm had settled in her mind.
She simply buried her face in Lian’s back, clutching his hand tightly.
Lian gently patted the back of her hand with his free hand and said, "Iris, I’ll be back soon. Just wait over there."
"...If it’s inconvenient, we can talk later."
Iris, who was about to shake her head like a child throwing a tantrum, flinched at the sound of the Duchess’s voice. She quickly realized that when the Duchess said "later," she meant the time when Iris would be asleep.
Iris glanced up at her mother—no, at the Duchess’s face. She had seen the face before in the portraits hanging in the Duke’s household, and aside from the difference in color, they didn’t look much alike. However, one thing was certain.
'She’s beautiful...'
Iris had encountered many people with beautiful appearances, but this was the first time she had seen someone as mature and elegant as the Duchess. Even the sharp atmosphere around her radiated the charisma of a predator that no one could rival.
'There’s no way I can let them meet alone at night.'
Iris didn’t want Lian to meet the beautiful Duchess while she was asleep.
"I-I’ll go too."
Her voice trembled as she barely managed to speak. Lian turned around swiftly and locked eyes with her. Startled by his sudden movement, Iris froze.
"I’ll be back soon, Iris. Can you be a good girl and wait for me?"
"...Okay."
Lian smiled in relief as he watched Iris, her cheeks flushed, hesitantly walk towards the sofa he had pointed out.
'As expected, Iris is such a good girl.'
Lian thought the earlier conversation was like a gentle request from an older brother and a sweet younger sister yielding to him, but to the Duchess, who had been watching from the side, it looked entirely different.
"You seem quite skilled at handling women."
To the Duchess, the way Lian had gently coaxed Iris looked exactly like the behavior of a playboy who was adept at dealing with women. Of course, this wasn’t the first time she had thought so. She had her reasons.
Every day, he was surrounded by a stunningly beautiful beastkin, and for some reason, a woman who was clearly disguising herself as a man (the Duchess’s sharp eyes hadn’t missed it) kept stealing glances at Lian with a gaze full of untold stories.
All three were beauties that even nobles would admire, and they also possessed remarkable skills. In a world where strength was akin to law, it was nearly impossible to manage three such women—each with both beauty and ability—without any conflict.
If Lian had promised his future to one of them, it might have been understandable, but that didn’t seem to be the case.
As a result, Lian appeared to be a playboy who had the incredible ability to maintain a harem of three beautiful and talented women without any issues.
"Huh? Ahaha! That’s not it at all."
"Not just Iris, but that red-haired beastkin as well—"
"Everyone traveling with me has been like family since childhood, so it’s not that I’m good with women, but more that I’m good at taking care of children! Haha!"
Lian hurriedly tried to clear up the Duchess’s misunderstanding.
'Phew... I almost died.'
The Duchess, looking at the man who had just spoken to her precious daughter, had said, "You’re good with women, aren’t you?" To Lian, it sounded like a death sentence.
'I need to be careful not to end up in jail before I can escape.'
Though it was hard to imagine the Duchess treating someone who had saved her life so harshly, the fact that Iris was involved made things different. If he were to be misunderstood as playing with someone Iris cherished more than her life, jail time would be the least of his worries.
While Lian was mentally jotting down new rules for survival, the Duchess was thinking something entirely different.
'It doesn’t seem like a lie... Hmm. A son-in-law wouldn’t be a bad idea.'
Having experienced passionate love herself, the Duchess had already noticed what kind of feelings Iris harbored towards Lian.
'He wouldn’t be a bad gift.'
The Duchess realized that Lian would be the perfect gift to open her daughter’s heart. Her eyes gleamed with a hint of greed, much like the gaze of a swordsman who had found a fine blade. Lian shuddered.
'What’s this? Why do I feel like I’m about to be captured by a strange collector and put on display in a museum?'
Just as Lian’s eyes began to tremble as if an earthquake had hit, the Duchess spoke in a soft voice.
"Sorry for the misunderstanding. Now, follow me for a moment."
"Ah, yes!"
Relieved that the situation seemed to have been resolved smoothly, Lian followed the Duchess. The unease he had felt earlier also dissipated just as easily.
Since the mansion was filled with traps, there wasn’t a suitable place to talk, so they left the building and moved to the side.
Next to the mansion they were staying in, there was another similar-looking house, which was also for guests.
It was suspicious that such a small village would have multiple guest houses.
The Duchess sent out a wave of magic to check if the building was empty, and then led Lian into the alley between the two buildings.
Entering the empty building to talk wasn’t a bad idea, but unlocking the door and sneaking in would be bothersome. Besides, if the villagers saw them sneaking into the building, it could cause unnecessary trouble. So, the Duchess began speaking in the empty alley.
Lian waited for the Duchess to finish speaking, but when he heard something unexpected, his eyes widened.
"A priest?"
"Yes."
According to the villagers, the one who had created this paradise-like place was an old man who introduced himself as a "priest." At first, he had healed the sick, then he had stopped the raging snowstorm, and finally, he had even purified and erased the fierce monsters.
"Are priests usually that powerful?"
"...I’ve never seen a priest with that much power. Except for one."
"So, there is such a powerful priest?"
Nodding in agreement, Lian tilted his head in confusion.
'If such a strong person existed, they would have been mentioned in the original story, right?'
Feeling curious, Lian looked at the Duchess, and their eyes met.
"Isn’t there one right here? A priest that powerful."
"Eh?!"
"You can heal the wounded, easily 'cut through' a snowstorm, and even wipe out monsters, can’t you?"
"But I can’t create fertile land like this!"
The Duchess nodded as if to say, "Is that so?" but her expression clearly said, "I’ll let it slide for now because you said so." Before the misunderstanding could grow, Lian gathered holy power in his hand and threw it onto the ground.
"Look! Nothing’s—"
Flash!
The seeds that had been lying dormant beneath the soil sprouted, and all kinds of plants—grass, flowers, vines—began to emerge.
"..."
"..."
End of Chapter
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Chapter 164
Where Have I Seen This Before?
***
A voice filled with joy pierced through the silence that had settled between the two people.
"Ah! Lian has made plants grow from barren land!"
From a distance, a follower of 'Lianism,' who was always spreading the faith, shouted loudly and ran off. The sound of Lianism followers chattering inside the mansion could be heard.
"What? He created life?"
"No, they said he created the land!"
As rumors often do, Lian's story was blown out of proportion. The followers of 'Lianism' were people who always spouted nonsense without hesitation, so no one stopped them. As a result, the rumors grew bigger and bigger.
"It's the creation of heaven and earth! He's making the world!"
Since the commotion was only within the Lianism circle, Lian, with an enlightened expression, didn’t bother to correct the spreading rumors—though that’s a story for later. Right now, the topic at hand was the suspicious priest.
Thanks to the magic barrier that blocked their conversation, there was no risk of their words leaking out. However, since a Lianism follower could bring more people, they needed to change locations.
The two headed to the back of the mansion, behind a small storage shed. The shed, used for storing firewood and miscellaneous items, was small but large enough to hide their conversation.
"That priest may be suspicious, but they might possess power comparable to yours, so we can't interrogate them recklessly. Can you help me? As a fellow priest, you might notice something I can't."
"If that's the case, of course I'll help!"
"Thank you."
Hearing that the priest might have power similar to his own, Lian's gaze naturally shifted to the divine mark.
When he first received the divine mark, it was a noticeable color, but as his divine power grew stronger, it mysteriously changed to a shade similar to his skin tone, making it hard to notice unless examined closely.
The mark had grown in size as his divine power increased, now spreading from his wrist to his forearm. If the mark had not changed to a color similar to his skin, he might have had to wear gloves all the time.
'It's a relief that the divine mark isn't something that speaks.'
The mark, a symbol of his contract with the cursed sword, could be adjusted in size and color according to the sword's will. He could ask the sword to make it less noticeable. When the cursed sword became extremely excited, the mark would creep up to his shoulder in a sinister pattern, so he had to be cautious during those times. But since there were no strong opponents to excite the sword that much, it wasn’t a major concern.
'It was kind of funny how the color darkened whenever it drank blood.'
Watching the mark darken and lighten repeatedly whenever the sword absorbed blood reminded Lian of a charging electronic device.
Thinking about the mark naturally brought back memories of what the 'Dark Fantasy World God' had told him when he received it.
'Come to think of it... The god did say that visiting the temple would provide a lot of help.'
Since it was advice from a god, Lian had planned to remember it well and use it when the time came—until he visited the temple in the village.
'Instead of help, it was just a nuisance.'
The temple Lian visited had been a den of criminals, with not a single proper priest in sight. From the perspective of the Dark Fantasy God, who was being trampled on by the gag god, it was understandable that he would feel wronged.
The problem was that other temples were in a similar state. The temples were so corrupt that criminals could easily rise to the position of high priest. Finding a temple managed by a devout high priest was harder than plucking a star from the sky.
The best chance would be to visit the high temple in the imperial capital.
'I'll visit when the opportunity arises.'
Though he had no plans to leave his party, he intended to help them from a distance whenever they were in mortal danger. So, he couldn’t easily decide to head to the capital. There was also the possibility that the high temple might be completely rotten, so he concluded with, 'I'll visit when the opportunity arises.'
"Then, I'll call for you when we're ready, so take a rest."
As Lian organized his thoughts about visiting the temple, the conversation came to an end.
***
Since moving in a large group would attract wary gazes from the villagers, Lian, the Duchess, the knight commander, and the mage set out to find the priest together.
It wasn’t difficult to find the priest.
"Thank you!"
"Please be more careful in the future."
In the center of the village, the priest was situated in the most splendid building. He was an elderly man, his hair turned white with age. His long, flowing beard reached down below his chin, giving him the appearance of a kindly Santa Claus. He looked like someone who could have been molded from the word 'benevolent.'
The old man seemed like a 'normal person,' out of place in the eerie village, and just looking at him brought a strange sense of relief.
'Why does he seem... familiar?'
Lian furrowed his brow, staring intently at the old man's face, feeling a strange sense of déjà vu. No matter how much he racked his brain, he couldn’t recall where he had seen him before, and a question mark hovered over his head. It seemed like something he should remember, but the old man’s distinctive appearance made it hard to believe he could forget.
While Lian was lost in thought, the Duchess approached the priest and began a conversation on behalf of the group.
The conversation between the elderly priest, who looked like the epitome of a devout man, and the Duchess, who wore a gentle expression, seemed peaceful on the surface. But upon closer inspection, it wasn’t hard to notice the sharp words hidden beneath.
'Wow, so this is how nobles talk.'
The way the Duchess asked completely different questions to check if the priest gave the same answers was chilling.
Lian was inwardly impressed by the Duchess’s eloquence.
'It seems like they didn’t even need me.'
Just as that thought crossed his mind, the priest began to say something unexpected.
"Ah, the changes in the environment around here are not my doing."
"What do you mean? The villagers clearly said..."
"Ah, if I explain that, it might take a while. Is that alright?"
"Go ahead."
"Ahem—... I am a servant of the gods, wandering from place to place, spreading their will. Following the gods' teaching to not desire too much, I have helped the sick without asking for anything in return, receiving small tokens of gratitude and continuing my journey. I came to this village for the same reason."
The old man stroked his long white beard and began to tell his story at length, like a grandfather repeating an old tale. Since they didn’t know where they might find useful information, the Duchess endured the boredom and listened carefully.
To summarize the long conversation:
The priest had come to the village with the intention of helping the villagers and receiving some money or food in return. Since doctors were rare in this world, the priest was welcomed and began treating the villagers.
Not long after he started treating them, a sudden snowstorm hit, and the priest had no choice but to stay in the village for a while.
The problem arose when the snowstorm lasted for over a week. The wandering priest, with his weak divine power, was of little help in treating serious injuries, and before long, he became a burden, consuming the village’s food supply.
Knowing that being thrown out into the snowstorm would mean certain death, the priest desperately sought a solution. The only idea that came to him was to pray to the gods.
As he rose early in the morning to pray, he saw the snowstorm outside being swept away by a strange wind. Overwhelmed by the miraculous sight, the priest offered a prayer of thanks to the gods, believing it was all due to their mercy.
Unable to contain his joy, he went around telling the villagers that it was all thanks to the gods. Of course, no one believed him.
The priest, convinced that the village had been chosen by the gods, stayed a few more days to continue his prayers. The problem began the next day.
The day after, the monsters lurking around the village started melting away as if they were dissolving. The following day, the snow piled up around the village began to melt, revealing fresh green grass.
As the miraculous events continued for several days, the villagers began to praise the priest as a messenger sent by the gods. It was around this time that the priest realized something was wrong.
The strange energy that filled the air didn’t feel like divine mercy.
The priest belatedly shouted that it was all a misunderstanding, but the villagers, as if possessed by something, didn’t listen to a word he said.
Realizing the situation had become dire, the priest tried to leave the village to seek help from another temple, but the villagers, their eyes wild as if possessed by demons, chased after him. Left with no choice, the priest stayed in the village, searching for any suspicious traces.
'So, he's basically saying he's an ally?'
In games or novels, there’s always an ally who appears to break through a hopeless situation. The old man in front of them seemed to be just that kind of 'ally.'
"I would ask for your help with the investigation if possible... but I know that I am the most suspicious person in this village. So, please at least take the information I’ve gathered so far."
The priest said this as he handed over a bundle of old papers. After the mage confirmed that there were no curses or spells on the papers, they were passed to the Duchess.
"I commend your efforts. If we need help, may we come to you for advice?"
"Haha, if you do, I would be most grateful."
The Duchess expressed her respect for the priest, who had worked hard to gather information to save the village, and then returned to the mansion with the group.
"It seems the priest is not the culprit."
"Well, we can't be sure of that."
When the knight commander muttered to himself, the Duchess responded in a firm voice.
"There's a reason they say to be most cautious of children, women, and the elderly. Don’t make hasty judgments."
"Yes, Your Grace!"
As Lian followed behind the group, he furrowed his brow and stroked his chin.
'I’ve definitely seen him somewhere before... Ugh...'
Lian was groaning inwardly, struggling with the persistent sense of déjà vu. In situations like this, where the feeling kept coming back, brushing it off with a shrug and thinking 'Oh well, it’s probably nothing!' would only lead to trouble later. A small snowball would turn into a massive avalanche, burying him if he didn’t keep trying to remember.
***
'Kuhahaha...! Everything is going according to plan.'
The kind old man with the long white beard was inwardly letting out a sinister laugh, completely at odds with his appearance.
As the Duchess had suspected, the priest was indeed the one responsible for the strange happenings in the village.
'Heh, if I had known it would turn out like this, I should have taken over the body from the start.'
But the priest’s secret didn’t end there. He had taken over someone else’s body and was merely pretending to be human.
'I kind of regret holding back my tears and enduring all that nonsense in the past.'
The image of the pink-haired perverted woman, who had constantly cried and thrown tantrums, and even stalked Erboan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, only to be kicked out of the Demon King's army, flashed vividly in the priest's mind.
That’s right. The original owner of the body the priest had taken over was none other than the 'Necromancer,' who had been blasted into the sky by Lian and the Duchess’s attack.
The Necromancer had been shot up into the sky like a rocket, only to die from shock, leaving her body vacant for the priest to take over.
It might have seemed like a stroke of bad luck that she lost her body after enjoying so much fortune, but it was all part of a predetermined plan.
The reason she had been able to control powerful monsters and even succeed in using the difficult space-shifting magic that had made Erboan shake his head in disbelief—all of it was due to the artificial 'luck' created by the priest.
All the fortune she had enjoyed was thanks to an unfair deal that required her to give up everything, including her soul. The reason this deal, which even the Necromancer herself hadn’t been aware of, had been possible was simple.
The being that had swallowed up the Necromancer’s body was far beyond human.
'Ah—no, I guess if I had taken over her body from the start, I wouldn’t have had the golden opportunity to infiltrate the Duchess's household. So, I suppose you could say I took over at just the right time. Heh, this is all proof that the blessings of "that one" are with me!'
The priest’s true identity was an 'Outer God' who had slipped into the Dark Fantasy World, aiming to devour the empty world along with 'that one.'
Though the word 'god' might suggest immense power, the priest was actually one of the weaker Outer Gods.
In fact, he was even weaker than the Outer God who had dived into the gag god’s mouth after trying to invade Lian’s mind. To put it bluntly, he was a bottom-tier god, more of a minor deity than a true god.
Because of this, the priest’s plan was as sneaky and underhanded as one would expect from a weakling.
'In a situation like this, where everyone is on high alert, not knowing when the enemy might appear, a helping hand will seem especially sweet. Breaking down the mental defenses of a human already worn out from terrible experiences is as easy as swallowing up a world without life.'
To summarize his long-winded thoughts: 'I’ll create an artificial crisis, save the Duchess from it, and gain her trust to get close to her.'
It was a plan as childish as teaming up with bullies to create a fake crisis and then swooping in to play the hero.
The ridiculous-sounding plot, 'The Duchess Who Repays Her Debt,' had been set in motion the moment the Duchess arrived in the village.
'If everything goes smoothly from here, I'll become the Duchess's benefactor and infiltrate the heart of the empire. Once there, I’ll gather valuable information to aid the Demon King's army and earn the favor of "that one"! Heh heh...!'
Having successfully completed the first stage of his plan—presenting himself as a harmless person to the Duchess—the priest was brimming with confidence. He was already grinning as if the sweet fruit of success was within his grasp.
The Outer God, or rather, the minor deity, had no idea.
He didn’t know that the very being he worshipped as 'that one' was wary of a certain presence in the village.
Nor did he know that this presence possessed a power (filtered through a gag lens) that ensured 'anyone who smugly reveals their plan in their head will fail 100% of the time.'
"Why is this happening...?"
And so, the minor deity could only stare blankly at his ruined plan.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 165
I Would Never Leave Your Side
***
'Ugh... I still can't remember.'
Lian returned to the mansion filled with traps, racking his brain, but no matter how hard he thought, no new information came to mind.
Even with Lian's sharp observational skills and the power of his gag filter, it was impossible to connect the Necromancer he had encountered in that fleeting moment with the old man.
[Partner, if you're free, why not train your swordsmanship?]
'Should I?'
As his bond with the cursed sword deepened, Lian could now use some of its abilities without the sword directly controlling his body. This applied not only to 'skills' but also to swordsmanship.
'Gargandoa is weak to holy power, so it would be good to practice swordsmanship whenever I can.'
It was a misunderstanding that arose because every time Lian used holy power, the cursed sword would scream like a horse with its tail on fire. In truth, only someone with the level of holy power of a pope or saint could harm the cursed sword.
It was simply because Lian's holy power was as strong as that of a pope or saint that the misunderstanding occurred. Having never met a proper priest, he just assumed that the cursed sword was weak to holy power.
'My skills are improving faster than I expected, so training is actually fun. Is this what they call talent—whoa! That was close.'
Even though his training period wasn't long, Lian had already reached the level of a knight, and arrogance almost crept into his thoughts.
'Arrogance is one of the classic clichés of defeat. Yeah...'
Especially when someone with good looks starts getting cocky, they end up losing miserably and receive scornful comments like "Ugh, disgusting." History has proven this time and time again.
'Don't get cocky. Just train like it's exercise. Let's not forget.'
Throwing himself into life-or-death training could also awaken his 'gag skills,' which he wanted to avoid. Lian, recalling the '100 Rules for Surviving in the Gag World,' began his training in the forest far from the mansion.
After swinging his sword for about an hour under the cursed sword's guidance, his previously cluttered mind became clear, and he felt refreshed.
"Whew... Exercise really is the best when your head is full."
Wiping the light sweat from his forehead, Lian transformed the cursed sword into a small dagger and hung it at his waist.
[Partner, I'm hungry.]
'Let me wash up first, then I'll feed you.'
[I'm hungry now! You can feed me on the way!]
'But I'm all sweaty. Wouldn't that bother you while you're eating?'
[It's no different from humans sprinkling salt on their food. I don't mind.]
'Wait... Is that really how it feels? And how do you even know that?'
[Because I've tasted it before.]
'You've tasted it? When?'
[Remember when you were too lazy and stuck me into the ground before going to sleep? Humans sweat quite a bit while they sleep, so I couldn't help but notice.]
'...'
Lian was at a loss for words at the cursed sword's brazen confession that it had licked his sweat while he was asleep. Imagining the cursed sword in its female form made his face heat up, but the thought of it saying his sweat was like 'salt' made him feel strangely uncomfortable.
As they exchanged such pointless banter on their way back to the mansion—
"…! Oppa!"
"Iris?"
Iris, her face pale, appeared from between the trees and ran straight into Lian's arms. As he instinctively embraced her, Lian's mind raced.
For a moment, he wondered if it was the 'Doppelganger' that had attacked the Duchess, but since the cursed sword didn't react, it seemed to be the real Iris. Once his initial panic subsided, he began to understand the situation.
'She must have woken up.'
Iris was still shy around the Duchess, so when Lian and the Duchess went to meet the priest, Iris had to stay behind at the mansion. Left alone, waiting for Lian, Iris had been consumed by anxiety.
What if Oppa doesn't come back? What if he leaves me behind?
Unable to bear the flood of anxious thoughts, she had finally run out of the mansion. Fortunately, her timing had aligned with Lian's return, and they were able to meet without missing each other.
Only after being held in Lian's warm, solid embrace did Iris finally release the tension that had built up inside her. As soon as she relaxed, she fell asleep in his arms.
Lian had laid her down in a room lined with blankets. Afterward, while trying to recall memories of the priest, he had accepted the cursed sword's suggestion for training and headed to the nearby forest.
'Where's Jess? Why did she come alone?'
Lian had asked Jess to take Iris for a walk and to tell her that he would be back soon if she woke up, so she wouldn't be alarmed.
'Did something happen?'
Jess wasn't the type to break a promise, so Lian looked back at the mansion with a worried gaze.
Squeeze!
"Ugh..!"
Iris, sensing that Lian's attention was elsewhere, clung to him so tightly that he let out a small groan in surprise.
"A-Iris?"
Feeling like he needed to be careful, Lian awkwardly patted her back, and the arms that had been squeezing his waist as if to break him in half loosened slightly.
"Oppa... Oppa..."
Iris, rubbing her face against Lian's chest, called out to him in a tearful voice. Lian, used to comforting her, spoke gently, as if soothing a child.
"Did you have a nightmare? I'm sorry, I should have told you before I left."
"Mm."
As Lian's familiar scent and gentle voice reached her ears, Iris seemed to calm down, her tearful voice now tinged with a bit of a pout.
"I'm all sweaty and probably smell right now, so let's separate for a bit. I'll hug you after I wash up, okay?"
[Oh, Partner, did you practice seducing females—no, women—while I was gone?]
'What nonsense are you spouting?'
Lian responded in disbelief to the cursed sword's usual absurd remarks. He opened his mouth again, trying to soothe Iris, who was shaking her head, refusing to let go. But before he could speak, Iris beat him to it.
"I had a nightmare. A nightmare where Oppa left me forever..."
"Ah..."
Whether she had really dreamt it or not, Iris tightened her grip around Lian's waist again. Her voice, which had softened earlier, was now trembling with tears.
"Oppa... you'll stay with me forever, right?"
"..."
"You'll always... always be with me, right?"
Lian opened his mouth, but no words came out.
"Please... answer me."
His hand, which had been rhythmically patting Iris's back, froze in midair, then trembled slightly before forming a tight fist.
"...Of course. Oppa would never leave your side."
"...! Really?"
"Of course."
Lian smiled softly. Controlling his expression and tone to give her what she wanted wasn't difficult.
"But there's one condition."
"Condition...?"
"Yes, I'll stay by your side, but I want you to consider the Duchess as part of your family too."
"...!"
Iris, who had long been starved for affection, couldn't easily reject someone's love. Especially when it came to family, she wouldn't be able to sever those ties.
Even if Lian broke his promise and left one day—once she opened her heart to the Duchess, she wouldn't be able to hate her.
Yes, this was a well-intentioned lie for both of their happiness.
"...Okay."
Lian smiled brightly, speaking with sincerity.
"Thank you!"
And I'm sorry.
The unspoken words left a bitter taste in his mouth as he swallowed them down.
***
...Wasn't the scene where I whispered that 'well-intentioned lie' supposed to be cool yet bittersweet?
"Thank you. Thanks to you, I was able to talk to Iris... my daughter, for the first time."
"Haha, I'm really glad to hear that!"
So far, so good. In fact, I even felt a sense of pride. The problem came with the Duchess's next words.
"I never expected you to propose to her before I even brought it up."
"Eh?"
"I heard from Iris. You proposed to stay by her side forever. It was a truly romantic confession."
"Wha?"
"Things are a bit chaotic right now, but we can't delay such a joyous occasion. As soon as we return to the duchy, we'll proceed with the engagement ceremony. You can look forward to it."
The Duchess, ignoring Lian's dumbfounded expression and strange noises, continued speaking before quickly leaving for a meeting.
Drip.
Cold sweat trickled down Lian's face.
'This is turning into a forced marriage ending!'
If I keep standing here with a blank face, the next thing I know, I'll be walking down the aisle, then holding a baby at the hospital, and finally taking pictures at a school entrance ceremony.
This was one of the most infamous forced marriage events in the gag world.
'If I stay here like this, I'll be left with nothing but responsibility and no pleasure!'
A bucket of cold sweat poured down Lian's face. His expression was more serious than ever.
'I have to escape before we return to the duchy! No matter what it takes!'
Whether it was thanks to his desperate plea reaching the heavens or simply because the heavens took pity on him—
Rumble!
"...! That's it!"
An opportunity to escape had risen from the ground.
End of Chapter
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Goodbye, Everyone!
[As of April 2nd, chapters 159 to 163 have been revised and extended to chapters 159 to 167. The content is entirely different, so if you read before April 2nd, please start from chapter 159 again, or read the summary provided at the beginning of chapter 168.]
"Ah, this isn't right."
The priest, wearing a dumbfounded expression, blankly stared at the chaotic scene around him.
'This... this wasn't my plan at all.'
The false god's plan had been simple.
Using the limited causality he possessed and the dark energy lingering in the Necromancer's body, he would cast a terrifyingly ominous dark magic.
A massive, hellish flame would erupt, spewing dark energy and terrifying the villagers.
At that moment, an eerie voice would shout, "You filthy humans! Die a horrible death under this curse!"
The frightened villagers would scream, and the Duke's party would draw their swords.
Then, the ominous voice would point to one of the Duke's group and say, "Killing all of you wouldn't be fun. If you offer that one as a sacrifice, I'll spare the rest of you! If you refuse, I'll turn you all into undead, cursed to never rest!"
Naturally, the villagers would scream for the outsider to be sacrificed. Just as they were about to rush at the Duke in desperation to save themselves—
The devout priest, himself, would step forward and shout, "You demon! Take me instead!"
The ominous voice, as if waiting for this moment, would sneer, "Hoho! To think there would be such a faithful believer in a place like this. Very well! If you offer yourself willingly, I shall be satisfied!"
The faithful priest would then give a kind smile to the Duke's party (making sure his trembling hands were subtly visible) and leap into the ominous flames as a sacrifice.
In the midst of the dazzling, but completely harmless, light, he would let out a dramatic scream, "Aaaah!" and activate 'Blink.' After a short while, his body would seem to turn to ash and disappear, teleporting him to a distant location.
The ominous voice would then cackle, "See? You humans are selfish and vile creatures! The priest's wretched death will forever remain a stain on your souls! Hahaha!" before vanishing in a blaze.
Demons, after all, were notorious for doing bizarre things purely for their amusement, so no one would question such a departure.
Even after the demon disappeared, the Duke would stay in the village for a few more days to investigate. During that time, the priest would quickly return to the village.
As he approached, snow would begin to fall again, and the once-green grass would wither away. Monsters, which had previously vanished, would reappear, and the villagers would scream that it was the demon's curse!
At that moment, the priest, covered in burns, would return to the village, claiming to have barely survived by the grace of the gods, showing some sacred-looking object as proof. He would then smile benignly, saying how fortunate it was that everyone survived. And then—
The villagers would shout, "It's all because that old man is still alive! We must kill him to lift the demon's curse!" and attack the priest.
The inhuman actions of the villagers would evoke sympathy for the priest, and the false god would naturally be taken in by the Duke's party, eventually heading to the Duke's estate.
During the journey to the Duke's estate, similar 'sacrificial acts' would occur multiple times, and by the time they reached the estate, the priest would be treated as a benefactor, allowing him to infiltrate the heart of the empire!
'But my grand plan...'
"Yes! I will be the sacrifice!"
The person from the Duke's party, who was supposed to tremble in fear at being chosen as the sacrifice, raised his hand confidently and shouted that he would volunteer.
"Huh...? R-really?"
"T-thank you..."
"Uh, um, thank you."
The villagers, overwhelmed by Lian's confident attitude as the sacrifice, began to awkwardly step aside, as if unsure of what to do.
"...Is this a dream?"
"I feel like I'm dreaming too..."
Even the Duke's party, baffled by the unrealistic boldness of their 'sacrifice,' could only stare blankly at Lian as he strode confidently through the parting crowd, like Moses parting the Red Sea.
"Is he going to a performance or something?"
"But... doesn't he give off a terrifying aura?"
"Or maybe he's just... crazy..."
The villagers, who had been panicking in terror when the massive flame first erupted, were now standing up with dazed expressions, whispering among themselves, all because Lian had shouted "Yes! Sure!" the moment he was chosen as the sacrifice.
'This... this isn't the scene I wanted!'
The priest clenched his fists tightly, furious at how his carefully crafted stage had turned into a farce.
'Damn it! Why did I have to pick such a lunatic?! If this keeps up, my entire plan will fall apart!'
Truthfully, his plan was already halfway ruined, but he couldn't give up so easily.
'Do you know how much causality I spent on this?!'
Though it was a minuscule amount compared to others, for the false god, even that small bit was precious. He quickly cleared his throat and, in a panic, pushed through the crowd to grab Lian.
"Young man, snap out of it! If you die, you'll be condemned to hell for eternity!"
How desperate he must have been! The priest, who always spoke formally even to children, was now using informal language! Can you grasp how dire the situation was!?
The priest's voice, filled with such urgency, seemed to have an effect, as fear began to spread among the villagers.
"Is it really a demon?"
"Eek..! Save me!"
"Priest! Let him go immediately! Offer him as the sacrifice!"
Subtly releasing dark energy to heighten the villagers' emotions, the priest finally began to create the atmosphere he had wanted.
Even the Duke, who had been rushing to attack the ominous flames, turned back at the word 'sacrifice' and shouted fiercely at the knights standing dumbfounded behind him.
"What are you all doing?! Hurry and save my so—no, the benefactor of the Duke's family!"
"Gasp...!"
It wasn't just the knights who were startled by the Duke's words.
'Did... did he just say s-son? He definitely said it...!'
Lian, his face turning pale, shook off the priest's hand and began sprinting forward like a madman. He even summoned his cursed sword, running with all his might.
"Lian! Where... where do you think you're going... huff... huff...!"
"Huff...! Noah, when did you get here...!"
Noah had caught up to Lian, sprinting right behind him at an incredible speed. She was gasping for breath, clearly exhausted from using all her strength to chase after him. Each step she took left deep imprints in the ground, as she had used up all her magic power as well.
"Th-they said we'd all die if we don't offer a sacrifice. So, I had no choice..."
Lian, not even out of breath, rolled his eyes. It was hard to keep his expression in check while spouting such blatant lies.
'Gargandoa... it really doesn't have any offensive magic other than the teleportation spell, right?'
[Yes, it's all about flashy appearances and defense. That creepy voice spell and the teleportation spell are all it has. It's nothing but an empty shell with a shiny exterior.]
The cursed sword, which had been excited at the thought of fighting a powerful opponent when the spell first activated, now grumbled in disappointment.
'The condition for the teleportation spell to activate is just to step inside, right? No other requirements?'
[Only the chosen sacrifice can enter, but—since you've been chosen, there's no problem. Even if you hadn't been chosen, you could easily break through that level of defense magic.]
'But if I do that, the spell might break!'
The teleportation spell, which had appeared before Lian like a lifeline, felt like his salvation from the forced marriage ending looming before him.
'If I can just interrupt the flow of events, the forced marriage event will be canceled!'
Even if he was caught and brought back to the group after teleporting far away, the event's flow would be broken, and the forced marriage would be avoided. It was a win-win situation.
Noah, completely unaware of Lian's intentions, looked at him with a face full of worry. Feeling guilty, Lian could only scream internally.
'I wish I could tell her not to worry... but how am I supposed to explain a forced marriage event?!'
After the spell activated and the event ended, Lian planned to reunite with the group, even if only briefly, before leaving the Duke's estate as originally planned.
'As long as I avoid them for about a month, I should be fine. After I escape, I can send them a letter to let them know I'm alive!'
Having shed the last bit of guilt for the sake of his survival, Lian shot forward even faster, moving so quickly that not even Noah could catch up.
"Brother! Brother!"
"Master!"
Iris and Jess's desperate voices called out to Lian from far behind, but he didn't look back.
'Sorry, everyone! I'll send you a letter later!'
End of Chapter
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There’s No One Left to Protect
[As of April 2nd, chapters 159 to 163 have been revised and extended to chapters 159 to 167. The content is entirely different, so if you read before April 2nd, please start from chapter 159 again, or read the summary provided at the beginning of chapter 168.]
***
While such thoughts were running through his mind, the roaring flames had already reached right in front of him. Just as he was about to throw himself into the fire.
Boom—
"...?!"
The atmosphere suddenly shifted.
"Ugh!"
Thud! Thud!
From behind, the rough groans of people collapsing to the ground echoed in succession. Lian swallowed dryly as he stared at the ominous flames before him.
'Gargandoa... Is this really just a flashy spell?'
[...No, not anymore.]
'What do you mean—'
Before Lian could even finish his sentence, 'something' was looking down at them.
"Gasp!"
The ground cracked with a creaking sound, as if a massive weight was pressing down on the surroundings, and Lian’s feet began to sink into the earth. His body felt as heavy as a thousand tons.
This wasn’t some kind of attack using gravity. The sheer 'presence' alone had warped gravity itself.
"A-Ah..."
Someone let out a groan, their voice filled with awe. It was a familiar voice—the voice of the priest.
"Glory, glory...!"
As the voice, filled with reverence, echoed out.
Splat.
The priest’s head exploded.
"Gurgle... Gurgle..."
"Urgh..."
The villagers, lying flat on the ground, were soaked in the warm blood and flesh that rained down on their faces, gasping as if on the verge of death. They couldn’t even move a single finger, only their eyes trembling in terror.
It wasn’t any different for the knights or mages. All of them were equally flattened to the ground, writhing helplessly.
"Ugh..."
Only the Duke, Noah, and Iris managed to stay on their knees, struggling to rise. Jess growled, her body creaking as she repeatedly forced herself up like a beast, only to collapse again.
Iris, though not as physically strong as the Duke or Noah, was able to hold on due to some unknown 'existence' lingering inside her.
The only one standing on his feet was Lian.
'Gargandoa... What the hell is happening right now?'
The situation and atmosphere, which always felt lighthearted thanks to his gag filter, now felt as eerie and chilling as a scene from his past life.
The 'survival instinct' that had been dormant for so long was now sharply awakened, terrifyingly clear.
[Something has been summoned here through that spell. Damn it, it's something similar to what those lunatics were worshipping.]
At the word 'worship', Lian thought of the 'Outsiders.'
'No way...'
Before his thoughts could go any further, the cursed sword cut him off.
[Partner, leave this place immediately. No matter how strong I've become, I can't cut down something of this caliber.]
The cursed sword, which always boasted about its strength, now spoke seriously, urging him to run without looking back.
[If we give it our all, we can at least escape from here.]
'What about the others...?'
[...]
'What will happen to the others if I run away?'
[They'll die.]
At the cursed sword’s blunt response, Lian firmly replied.
'Then I’m not going.'
[But...]
'If I run away now, it’ll only lead to destruction.'
There was no hope for a world without a hero.
'Besides—running away like this would be way too embarrassing.'
Lian slyly whispered words that would appeal to the cursed sword, and it immediately reacted, swayed by emotion.
[Heh, you're right. That would be pretty lame.]
With the cursed sword’s agreement, all that was left was to deal with that terrifyingly dreadful existence.
'I’m not asking to defeat it. Isn’t there a way to buy enough time for the others to escape?'
[There is. It has only summoned a part of itself through that spell, so if you enter and break the spell, you can destroy the connection. But that’s like entering its stomach and tearing it apart from the inside.]
'So, I might die?'
[You’ll definitely die. It’s just a matter of how long it takes.]
For a moment, Lian wondered if dying this time would mean he wouldn’t return to the gag world and would simply disappear. The overwhelming presence in front of him made it seem like his powers wouldn’t work, but he wasn’t sure—it was just a guess. He wouldn’t know for sure until he died.
'Well, it’ll work out somehow!'
With the optimistic mindset typical of a gag resident, Lian shook off the creeping fear and lifted the cursed sword with trembling hands.
'The destination hasn’t changed.'
[Hmm, this isn’t such a bad way to go.]
The cursed sword, still caught up in its emotions, or perhaps genuinely thinking it wouldn’t be so bad to die alongside Lian, spoke calmly about its own death.
"Li-Lian!"
"...!"
Just as Lian was about to step into the ominous flames, a suppressed voice grabbed his ankle. He turned his head toward the sound and saw Noah, her lips bleeding from how hard she had bitten them, using her sword as a crutch to try to stand.
Seeing Noah’s face filled with worry, Lian unintentionally let out a nonchalant remark.
"I’ll be right back, so stay out of the way!"
With a tone that made it sound like it was no big deal, as if he would return after solving everything like usual, Lian stepped into the flames. Among the crackling sounds of fire, it seemed as if he could hear someone’s scream.
Rumble.
'Ah.'
The moment Lian entered 'its' interior, he felt a wave of dizziness.
'Ah...'
'It' was a supreme existence that humans could never face. It couldn’t be comprehended, defined, or recognized by human intellect—and it shouldn’t be.
The 'existence' that was looking down at Lian was on a completely different level from any Outsider he had encountered before.
The existence knew Lian. It knew that Lian had crossed over from another world, that he was chosen by the god of the Dark Fantasy World, and that he possessed powers no human should ever wield.
Just as humans don’t go out of their way to kill every insect, the existence left Lian alone. He posed no threat to it.
The reason the existence had paid the price of immense causality to find Lian was simple.
Rumble.
'Indeed, a suitable body.'
The existence looked down at Lian, whose face was blank as if he had lost his mind. His body, carefully crafted by the hands of a god, was perfect for hosting the existence.
Satisfied, the existence wrapped its tentacle-like hands around Lian’s body, preparing to return to its domain, the Demon King’s Castle. But in that moment—
Whirr.
Lian's previously vacant eyes suddenly snapped into focus, glaring directly at the existence. What happened next was something no human soul could ever do—or should ever do.
It was like a natural disaster gaining consciousness—an impossible event. Even the high-level existence couldn’t comprehend it, and for a moment, it froze.
Slice.
In that fleeting moment, the cursed sword moved like a painting, cutting off a part of the existence.
An inexplicable, miraculous event. The existence was once again frozen in place.
'What in the world...?'
For a mere human, with a soul of such low standing, to cut a part of an existence that was practically a part of the universe itself—there was no logic to explain it.
The existence was confused, startled, intrigued, amused, and enraged.
But its conclusion remained the same as before.
'I want it even more now.'
It would take this extraordinary body and make it its own.
Feeling an overwhelming sense of excitement, the existence took Lian and immediately transported them to the Demon King’s Castle.
Whoosh!
The ominous flames that had been burning so unpleasantly vanished in an instant, and the oppressive presence that had weighed down on the earth disappeared just as quickly.
Clang!
Thud! Thud!
As soon as the existence vanished, those who had barely managed to stay upright collapsed or dropped their swords. Even the knights, who considered dropping their swords a disgrace, couldn’t berate anyone for losing their grip this time.
"Aaah!"
"Eek!"
The priest’s corpse, with its head horrifically blown apart, lay on the ground as if to prove that what they had experienced was no dream. Some of the villagers who had managed to stay conscious fainted in terror, while others crawled on weak arms and legs to tend to their fallen family members.
As the villagers breathed a sigh of relief, realizing that everyone except the priest had survived.
"Where is Lian? Where is Lian?"
"This can’t be true, right? It’s not true, is it?"
The people of the Duke’s household, belatedly realizing Lian’s sacrifice, were drowning in guilt and despair.
"No, no! It’s a lie!"
Iris, her legs trembling, ran to the spot where the flames had been and frantically dug through the ground. The knight commander tried to stop her, but the Duke, biting her lip, held him back.
"...Let her be until she calms down."
The Duke, knowing the pain of losing someone precious, couldn’t bring herself to stop Iris.
"..."
Jess, her expression completely blank, silently stared at the spot where the flames had once flickered. As her anger surpassed a certain threshold, her mind cooled, and her thoughts became sharper than ever. She thought, and thought, and thought again.
...About why her master had to be alive and how she could bring him back to her side. Her red eyes gleamed with murderous intent.
"Aaah... Aaah!"
Noah clutched her head, unable to form coherent words. The shock and anger of losing him right before her eyes choked her. Her tears blurred her vision and fell, soaking the ground.
Through her blurry vision, she saw the Ranger unit commander approaching with a bitter expression.
'Ah...'
Only then did Noah fully understand the advice he had given her. She no longer needed to wrestle with whether her desires were sinful or noble sacrifices.
The one she had to protect was gone.
End of Chapter
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***
Thank you for the daily bread.
At the topmost floor of the Demon King’s Castle, in a tower that seemed to pierce the sky, a chilling ritual was taking place—so terrifying that just perceiving it made one feel like they might lose their mind.
The walls and floor of the room where the ceremony was being held were made entirely of dark red Blood Obsidian, exuding a foreboding atmosphere. Only a select few, recognized by 'Him,' could enter this space, and the group of black-robed figures gathered here were all beings who could easily be called 'the strongest.'
The dark room, as if night had fallen, was illuminated by a massive brazier burning with purple flames. Rather than warmth, the fire radiated a cool, eerie energy, casting light on the altar.
The altar was so black that it seemed to be made of the darkest substance in the world. Its glossy surface resembled the cut face of marble.
Just as a black cat wandering through the darkness is hard to distinguish from the shadows, the pitch-black altar was so dark that it appeared less like an object and more like part of the shadows themselves, or something sculpted from them.
The intricate gold patterns etched along the edges of the altar and the red jewels embedded at intervals helped to outline its shape.
A red carpet was laid beneath the altar, and upon closer inspection, one could see a magic circle drawn in blood. On top of the altar lay a human—Lian—resting peacefully as if in sleep, his body positioned straight.
The only peculiar thing was that both his left and right hands were smeared with something like black mud, completely covering the seals engraved on each hand.
"Let the ceremony begin."
Whoosh.
One of the black-robed figures spoke in a heavy voice, causing the flames in the brazier to flicker as if stirred by a sudden gust of wind.
Rumble...!
At the same time, a suffocating pressure began to weigh down the space. It was a presence far beyond the gravity that had oppressed the Duke's party—it was an overwhelming force that made everyone in the room tremble with ecstasy.
The Existence, known as 'Him,' looked down upon them.
The oppressive aura, so intense that it was difficult to even speak, signaled that the ritual had truly begun.
'At last, He descends to the mortal world..!'
One of the Outsiders, a fanatic who had taken over the body of a Dark Fantasy resident, approached the altar with a blissful smile, lost in rapture.
'Ah, I can already hear the despairing hymn of praise for Him ringing in my ears.'
The fanatic, unable to hide his twisted grin, raised a large silver goblet in his hand. The goblet, clearly no ordinary item, had patterns engraved on its surface that glowed faintly green.
Drip.
The black liquid inside the goblet began to flow down Lian’s body. As the ritual proceeded according to the predetermined steps, the magic circle beneath the altar started to glow ominously.
Squelch.
Along with the sound of something slimy crawling, Lian’s body twitched slightly. The Existence, known as 'Him,' began to force His way into Lian’s body.
Crunch.
'...?!'
Just as He had pushed in about the size of a finger, He felt the tip of it being severed. The severed part of His being was absorbed into the human body—into some void within.
Shocked, the Existence hastily tried to pull His essence back out. Or rather, He tried to.
Crunch, crack!
Something unknown, as if unwilling to let go of its prey, began gnawing and devouring His form, refusing to release Him. Though the sensation was limited to something akin to hair or fingernails being chewed off, the fact remained that this was an impossibility.
Barely managing to sever a small part of Himself and escape, the Existence growled as the entity residing within Lian’s body fell silent once more.
'Hah...'
For a moment, He was so taken aback that He was at a loss for words. Even after several more attempts to reclaim Lian’s body, He could only lose more bits of Himself, like strands of hair and nails.
The Existence wasn’t the only one who was flustered.
"W-what could possibly be the problem?"
"What’s inside him that’s causing this...?"
The black-robed figures performing the ritual were equally bewildered, frantically searching their knowledge for an explanation, but to no avail.
Rumble!
As the situation spiraled out of control, the enraged Existence trembled. The sky wept, and the earth shook as if an earthquake had struck.
Crunch!
The Existence violently forced His way into Lian’s body once again, blindly grabbing hold of something and yanking it out. His intention was to devour whatever was gnawing at Him from within.
But what He pulled out was something entirely different from what He had expected.
[ Aaaah! ]
Lian’s soul, glowing faintly with a blue light, emerged, flailing in confusion. With wide eyes, Lian stared directly at the Existence, his face blank as if he couldn’t comprehend what was happening.
[ Uh... Hello? ]
'...!'
As Lian casually raised his hand in a friendly wave, the Existence frantically shook His hand as if something disgusting had touched it.
[ Ugh! ]
Lian’s soul, seemingly unbound by the laws of the physical world, floated right through the wall and vanished. The Existence, belatedly contemplating whether to retrieve the human soul, decided against it, thinking that a soul of such low rank would have already been devoured by His pet waiting outside the door.
What mattered now was dealing with the unknown entity that had dared to bite off a piece of Him.
Being a being of such supreme rank that even looking upon Him was impossible, He was far too arrogant. As a result, He didn’t question why a mere human soul could stare at Him without going mad or disintegrating. To Him, a bug was still just a bug, no matter how strangely it behaved.
As Lian’s soul flew out of the room, the Existence erased him from His awareness.
***
[ Huh? ]
Lian’s soul, having been flung out of the room, came to a halt when it collided with a massive dog standing just outside the door. Judging by the fact that his ethereal form couldn’t pass through it, it was clearly no ordinary dog.
"Growl..."
The sight of the dog, as large as a small mansion, growling and drooling, was the stuff of nightmares. Though Lian still didn’t fully grasp the situation, his immediate priority was to avoid getting bitten and survive.
Lian bent slightly at the waist, showing his palms as he slowly backed away.
[ E-easy there... ]
Muttering softly, he reached into his pocket and began rummaging around. His hand slid easily into the large pocket, perhaps because his soul was still wearing the same clothes as his physical body.
[ ...! Got it! ]
A bright smile spread across Lian’s face as his fingers brushed against the item he had been hoping for. He cautiously took a few steps back while slowly pulling something out of his pocket.
[ Here, here... look at this. ]
What emerged from Lian’s pocket was a bone, as thick as a human arm, far too large to have fit in there naturally. The dog’s sharp gaze gradually softened as it watched.
"Whine, whimper."
Its tail began wagging, and it even rolled its body playfully, begging for attention.
'Phew. The gag filter is working well.'
One of the characteristics of the gag world: dogs and puppies go crazy for bones. The straighter and prettier the bone, the better the effect!
The dog, now rolling on its back with its belly exposed, looked incredibly cute. Lian considered petting it for a moment but decided against it, fearing he might get bitten. Instead, he tossed the bone, as large as his torso, out of the nearest window.
"Howoo!"
The dog, letting out an excited howl, leaped out the window in pursuit of the bone. The creature, known as a Behemoth and the Existence's pet, crashed through the window with a loud thud.
Crunch, crack!
The window frame and railing were instantly shredded, and part of the wall crumbled away.
'...Good thing I didn’t try to pet it.'
Lian breathed a sigh of relief and quickly poked his head back into the room where his body lay.
[ ....! ]
His physical body, soaked in some unknown black liquid, was sitting up on the black altar, staring blankly into space.
"It seems I’ll need to find a new body."
A voice unfamiliar to Lian echoed in his ears. He turned toward the source of the sound and saw a figure in a black robe, with the hood pulled low, speaking in a troubled tone.
"At least the body hasn’t been completely lost..."
"...."
"It seems the mind has disappeared, though."
Lian, wanting to better understand the situation, cautiously floated back into the room. Fortunately, the black-robed figures didn’t seem to notice him, showing no reaction to his presence.
'His gaze is gone too.'
The suffocating presence that had been so palpable just moments ago had completely vanished. Though he didn’t know why, Lian could tell that the Existence had left.
He floated toward his body, which was hovering in midair, its eyes blinking slowly. As he approached, sounds he hadn’t been able to hear before began to reach his ears.
[ Damn it, what the hell is wrong with this body! ]
A voice, trembling with fear, echoed from within his own body.
End of Chapter
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Mutiny!
The presence of the entity known as 'That One' was far too overwhelming for the broken Dark Fantasy World to handle. As a result, only half of the entity had managed to infiltrate the world. This meant that it could only use half of its power.
The entity acknowledged that, with its current strength, it was impossible to fully take control of Lian's body. This realization implied that Lian’s body was far more extraordinary than the entity had anticipated.
Lian's body was like a hidden item, one with a shimmering rainbow border, that the entity could not use immediately.
Unwilling to waste such a valuable item, the entity forcibly manipulated causality to make Lian's body 'usable.' However, unsure of what side effects this might cause, the entity decided to insert one of its followers into Lian’s body.
Thanks to the manipulation of causality, one of the entity’s followers, a quite capable Outsider, was able to enter Lian's body without much difficulty. The unknown force that had been gnawing at the entity’s body did not attack the Outsider, as if it had been muzzled.
Though the cost of using causality would put the entity into a brief slumber, it considered it a worthwhile trade for the chance to use such a special item.
As the entity drifted into a contented nap, Lian entered the room, and the Outsider, now inhabiting Lian's body, immediately cursed.
[ Even though that One used causality, I still can’t fully control this body! What kind of body is this?! ]
Frustrated that the body wouldn’t move as it wished, the Outsider shouted furiously, as if it were bound by heavy chains. After a while, it let out a resigned sigh.
[ At this rate, I’m no better than an undead! If I knew it would be like this, I should’ve stuck with my original body... ]
The Outsider glanced at its former body, which lay discarded on the floor. Even moving its eyes felt as heavy and difficult as pushing a giant boulder.
[ Well... I can move a little, so I’ll take my time getting used to it. After all, this body required the use of causality to obtain, so there must be something special about it. ]
Trying to stay positive, the Outsider began spreading its energy throughout Lian’s body.
[ Ugh...! ]
At that moment, an excruciating pain surged through it. Despite the attack seemingly targeting the soul directly, Lian’s body, which sat with a vacant expression, did not budge.
[ Why... why this pain?! ]
The Outsider quickly examined the source of the pain, only to witness a bizarre scene. Human-shaped cells stood in a wide passage, beating down energy that had turned into slime-like forms and cornered them.
"Hey, when you enter for the first time, you should greet your seniors. What? 'This body is mine now'? Are you crazy?"
"Calm down, calm down. They’re a newbie. They didn’t know any better."
[ What is this...? ]
The Outsider, unable to comprehend the situation, stared blankly at the scene before its eyes. But the problems didn’t end there.
"Where’s the original owner?"
A strange voice suddenly addressed the Outsider directly.
"Well, it doesn’t matter who the owner is. I’ll relay the message. The stomach is empty, so it’s about to make some noise. They’re asking how loud it can be. Decide quickly. Also, there’s a fight going on between the heart and the lungs, so think of a way to stop it. Oh, and there are some weird new guys wandering around the body, and they’re causing problems everywhere—"
[ What...? ]
As the Outsider froze, unable to process the overwhelming information, a voice clicked its tongue in annoyance.
"Did you really think 'living and breathing' would be easy? You’re in charge of an entire body now, so take responsibility and get to work."
Even though the Outsider had possessed Lian’s body, the body had already turned into something akin to a gag character, functioning in a way completely different from a normal human.
A normal human body unconsciously relays signals from all parts of the body to the brain, which then issues appropriate commands. However, Lian’s body now required direct commands for every function, just as it did now to maintain itself.
Previously, countless tiny Lians within Lian’s brain had handled this role, enabling his body to move as if it were no different from an ordinary human.
But now, the Outsider was in a situation where it had to run a company that had once been operated by tens of millions of employees all by itself.
[ 'If this keeps up, I’m going to die.' ]
Lian, observing the situation, looked at his body with a sympathetic expression.
"I can’t serve something so useless as my master!"
[ Aaargh! What in the world is happening?! ]
As predicted by Lian, the body’s nerves, which had been relaying problems to the Outsider, rebelled when the Outsider failed to manage the body properly. Before long, the Outsider’s screams began to fade.
[ 'Ah... I’ve lost control of the body.' ]
The Outsider, now tightly bound, blindfolded, and gagged, had become nothing more than a puppet, an energy mass that could only move according to the body’s whims.
Watching the Outsider suffer the same pain he had once endured, Lian found himself unintentionally absorbed in the scene.
[ 'Wait! This isn’t the time for this!' ]
Lian, snapping back to his senses, hurriedly approached his body and tried to re-enter it.
Whoosh...
His translucent soul merely passed through the body without entering. No matter how many times he tried, he failed each time.
"Fortunately, it seems to follow commands well enough. Let’s test its usefulness and put it to work somewhere appropriate."
While Lian struggled to return to his body, a conclusion was reached among the figures in black robes.
As long as the body could follow orders, even if it couldn’t be fully controlled, it would still be useful. Moreover, since 'That One' had used causality to obtain the body, they believed it must have some special qualities.
They began issuing various commands to Lian.
"It’s not completely useless, is it? Seems pretty handy."
"At least more useful than a golem."
"What? Are you picking a fight?"
Satisfied by how the body responded to their commands, the figures in black robes continued to express their approval. Meanwhile, Lian, floating above and watching the scene, muttered in shock.
[ They can’t use Gargandoa or divine power either? ]
The seals engraved on the back of his hand had turned a dull gray, as if they were completely inactive. Lian let out a small sigh of relief.
[ Good. If they could use those two powers... Ugh, it’d be terrifying just to imagine. ]
He tried to sound cheerful, but the situation remained dire. Before long, the black-robed figures led Lian’s body out of the room. His body was taken to a room filled with numerous coffins and laid in one of them.
"We’ll keep it here until we’ve prepared the equipment and assigned its role."
"We need to finish the job before That One returns."
"Of course."
With that, they left the room. The door slammed shut with a heavy thud, leaving only Lian and the many coffins behind.
[ 'Ugh... First, I need to figure out where I am.' ]
Since he had no way of returning to his body at the moment, Lian decided to at least understand his surroundings.
[ 'Hopefully, I’m somewhere close to Noah....' ]
Noah, being able to see Julianna, would probably be able to see him in his current soul state as well. If things went well, he could resolve the situation quickly, right? With that hopeful thought, Lian floated upward, passing through the ceiling.
Whoosh...
After ascending for a while, he finally emerged outside the building. Perched atop the pointed roof of a black tower, the grim reality dawned on him.
[ No way... ]
Lian’s mouth hung open as he took in the vast, seemingly endless landscape of the Demon King’s Castle.
[ It’s the Demon King’s Castle...? ]
For a long time, Lian was at a loss for words.
***
A week passed.
If you’re wondering why so much time has already passed, it’s simple.
[ 'There’s nothing I can do! Not a single thing!' ]
After realizing that he was inside the Demon King’s Castle, and not just anywhere, but at its very heart, Lian had roamed around diligently.
He had learned two things during his exploration. The first was, as he had just said, that there was absolutely nothing he could do.
Whether it was because his spiritual energy was weak or for some other reason, he couldn’t even lift objects. No one could see him, and everything—people, objects, and animals—passed right through him.
The second thing he learned was that he couldn’t stray too far from his body. When he had the idea of flying all the way to the empire where Noah was, he suddenly found himself back near his body after a while.
As a result, Lian had spent the entire week floating aimlessly around the Demon King’s Castle. At first, it had been exciting and interesting, but soon enough, he grew bored and spent most of his time slumped in midair.
[ Sigh... Maybe I’ll check out that area today. ]
Since sitting still wouldn’t solve anything, Lian pulled himself together and headed toward a room he hadn’t yet explored.
If you’re wondering why he was already bored despite not having explored every room, the answer was simple.
[ As expected, it’s empty... ]
Most of the rooms deep within the Demon King’s Castle were completely vacant, making it difficult to find anything worth seeing.
[ Huh? ]
Still, not all the rooms were empty, so if Lian was lucky, he might stumble upon an occupied one. Just like the room in front of him now.
But that wasn’t what surprised him.
"Sniff... sniff..."
A sorrowful sobbing echoed through the room—something Lian had never heard in the Demon King’s Castle before.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 170
Complete Conquest of the Dark Fantasy World!
***
A faint sound of a woman crying echoed quietly in a room where not a single ray of light could penetrate due to the drawn curtains.
Lian, his body stiffening at the eerily sorrowful voice, couldn't resist his rising curiosity and stepped into the room.
It wasn’t unusual to hear cries or screams echoing through the Demon King’s Castle. However, that was typically limited to the outskirts of the castle. The deeper layers, where the officers resided, were eerily quiet, making such sounds rather unfamiliar.
At first, Lian thought it might be a hidden prison or laboratory, but as time passed and the room’s interior slowly became visible, it appeared to be a bedroom. This indicated that the cries were likely not coming from a test subject or a slave.
[ 'Could it be a princess captured by the Demon King's army?' ]
The original story never mentioned such a thing, but given how far the plot had deviated, it was hard to make any definitive conclusions.
[ 'If it is a princess, I'd want to help her, but... hm, it's too dark to see anything.' ]
Though he had a faint ability to influence objects, he could have slightly moved the curtain to let some light in. However, since he had plenty of time, he decided to wait until the room’s owner lit it up.
[ 'If it turns out to be a ghost instead—well, that'd be fun!' ]
It could be an evil spirit, but he wasn’t particularly worried. Ever since his soul had separated from his body, his mind had been unusually sharp. Thanks to that, he had come to the conclusion—based on his accumulated experiences—that even if a dark fantasy creature tried to consume a gag resident like him, it would eventually have no choice but to spit him out.
Considering how often Lian had caused misunderstandings and conflicts due to his inability to differentiate between the dark fantasy world and the gag world, this was quite a significant change.
Lian was aware of this change to some extent, but his reaction was rather lighthearted.
[ 'I’ve been here long enough; it’s about time I got used to it!' ]
He passed the time by imagining slogans like 'Complete Conquest of the Dark Fantasy World! Lian, the Ultimate Instructor!' and played around in his mind. Before he knew it, the sobbing had started to subside.
Feeling like a jerk for having played around while someone was crying, Lian rolled his eyes and quietly floated toward the direction of the sound.
[ 'If I could at least see something, I’d bring her some tissues to wipe her tears.' ]
The shape of the figure was only barely visible, like a smudged painting, making it impossible to do anything. This was only possible after staring into the dark space for quite some time. At first, he couldn’t see anything at all.
Lian sighed softly and sat down in what he assumed was next to the crying woman. It was all he could do for now.
The figure, who had been sobbing, now only breathed in ragged, shallow gasps, as if trying to hold back more tears.
Knock, knock.
At the sound of a knock, the figure flinched and trembled violently. Lian wasn’t the only one startled.
[ 'Huh?! Who, who is it?' ]
Lian, who had been sitting beside her, was so shocked he shot up into the air, floating in a panic. Before he could calm his startled heart, a husky voice echoed through the room.
"...I’ll be out soon."
[ ...?! ]
The woman’s voice, deep for a female, was incredibly seductive, leaving Lian momentarily speechless.
[ 'Wait, was this ever made into an anime...?' ]
Her voice was so chillingly beautiful that Lian wondered if the work had ever been adapted into an anime. For a moment, the thought of hearing her cry again, unrestrained, crossed his mind, but he quickly shook his head to dispel such a sinister thought.
[ 'Ahem... What am I thinking about someone I haven’t even seen yet—no, more importantly, she’s not a hostage?' ]
As if someone was listening in on his thoughts, Lian quickly changed the subject and watched as the woman moved toward the window.
[ 'Judging by how she answered without checking who it was, she must be one of the officers. But who could she be? Ugh... there’s no way to guess since the original work never described anyone with a voice that good.' ]
Just as he was about to dig through his memory, wondering if he had forgotten something important—
Shwip.
[ ...! ]
The curtains suddenly opened wide, and the room flooded with pale moonlight.
[ Wow... ]
Her long, black hair, as dark as the night sky, cascaded down her shoulders, shimmering softly. Her pale face, bathed in moonlight, was adorned with red eyes that seemed to enchant anyone who gazed upon them.
Her delicate and finely sculpted features were so perfectly harmonious that it seemed as if a god had meticulously crafted her, leaving Lian momentarily breathless.
Her lips, reminiscent of soft petals, were alluring. Her indifferent expression gave off an air of arrogance, as if she were a ruler looking down on everything, yet it suited her perfectly.
It was impossible to imagine that this was the same person who had been crying so sorrowfully just moments ago.
Without making a sound, she walked over to the table beside the bed and picked up a mask, which she skillfully placed over her face.
"Haa..."
A low sigh, completely at odds with her predatory elegance, escaped her lips, snapping Lian back to his senses.
[ Ugh... If I didn’t have some resistance, I would’ve been out of it for days... ]
Lian rubbed his face with both hands, silently thanking Jess and Iris for sticking by him all this time. Then, he reflexively recalled Noah’s half-naked form pressing against him, and his face flushed as he quickly shook his head like a drill. Even as a spirit, he could feel his face grow warm.
Click.
[ Huh!? ]
While Lian was busy panicking internally, the masked beauty left the room. He hurriedly flew after her.
[ Huff...! ]
As soon as he stepped out, Lian found himself gasping again. Standing by the door was none other than Erboan, the right hand of the Demon King.
[ When I was looking for him, I couldn’t even find a single strand of his hair... Where did he come from?! ]
In the original story, Erboan was responsible for every shady deed imaginable. Lian had frantically searched the Demon King’s castle for him, hoping to gather information, but hadn’t found a single trace.
What was even more shocking was that Erboan, in a respectful voice, bowed his head to the masked woman.
"Your Majesty, I am here to escort you."
"..."
Lian’s mind went blank, as if someone had drawn a crude sketch of his thoughts, and he muttered to himself, [ Huh? Wait, what? ]
[ So this... this woman is... the Demon King? ]
For the record, the Demon King in the original story was an adult male. A middle-aged man, to be precise.
The unexpected shock left Lian’s mind wandering as if it were lost in space. Meanwhile, the Demon King and Erboan began walking briskly, busy with their daily schedule.
Lian, still dazed, followed them.
It wasn’t until several days later, after trailing the Demon King closely, that Lian began to regain his senses and realize something was off.
[ 'Something’s not right.' ]
Feeling a nagging sense of unease, like a hangnail, Lian floated in the darkness, deep in thought. After pondering for a while, the answer came easily.
[ 'No matter how I look at it, the Demon King doesn’t seem like the final boss. But at the same time, Erboan doesn’t feel like a hidden mastermind either.' ]
Lian’s extraordinary intuition, honed by surviving in the gag world, had always guided him to the right answers. His gut feeling, which told him 'this might work' or 'this feels right,' had always been spot on. So, Lian never dismissed even the smallest doubts, always taking the time to think things through.
[ 'Considering the original work has essentially ceased to exist due to the presence of the Outsiders, it makes sense that the final boss could have changed too.' ]
As if a veil had been lifted from his mind, Lian’s thoughts flowed freely.
[ 'In that case, the final boss must be... an Outsider, a being that wasn’t mentioned in the original story.' ]
The answer came so easily that Lian furrowed his brow in confusion.
[ 'Ugh... Why didn’t I think of this sooner? When the Dark Fantasy World God gave me the divine seal, they mentioned the Outsiders...' ]
It felt like he had been searching for something while holding it in his hand the whole time.
[ 'Now that I think about it, I remember hearing something like that before.' ]
Lian recalled the time he had encountered an Outsider and extracted all the information he could from it.
[ 'If the information I got back then is true, then the real final boss would be an Outsider—' ]
Just as Lian was about to reach a conclusion—
"Ugh..."
[ ...? ]
The Demon King, who had been breathing shallowly, suddenly let out a groan. Concerned, Lian turned toward the sound, but he couldn’t see anything clearly.
[ Gasp! Did she stub her toe...? ]
Recalling the most excruciating pain one could experience in the gag world, Lian’s face paled—well, it would have if he weren’t a spirit.
[ Maybe she got seriously hurt because I was nearby... huh? ]
As Lian approached the Demon King, he noticed a faintly glowing blade in the darkness. The sharp blade was mercilessly cutting into the Demon King’s delicate thigh.
Confronted with the reality of self-harm in the dark fantasy world, where life was finite, Lian could only freeze in shock. In that moment, he became certain that his suspicions were correct.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 171
The Housewife's Weapon
***
Unlike Lian, a resident of the gag world who could heal his wounds instantly, the current Demon King, Elensia, had an astonishingly fast recovery rate, befitting her position.
Elensia herself seemed well aware of her body's regenerative abilities, as she left her wounds unattended despite their severity.
[Aigoo... What if that leaves a scar?]
Just as people say that watching someone in pain makes it hurt even more, Lian flew around Elensia with a worried expression, much like a concerned otter.
[If only I could use holy power, I could help—... Ah, but since she's the Demon King, would that be an attack instead?]
Mumbling to himself, Lian looked down at Elensia, who had collapsed onto her bed, feeling pity for her.
[What in the world is going on...? Hmm, I don't have anything urgent to do right now, so maybe I should investigate?]
Though Lian had wandered around the Demon King's castle many times, it had always been more like sightseeing. The place was so vast that sitting down in one spot to gather information was exhausting.
Rather than aimlessly trying to find the final boss, it would be much easier to gather information with a clear goal in mind—to uncover the 'story of the Demon King.'
Once he made up his mind, Lian immediately began searching for places where he could find information.
***
Lian stuck close to Elensia only when she left her room to handle official matters. Once she returned, he would sneak off to search for information.
Since the places he explored were restricted to the high-ranking officials of the Demon King's castle, it wasn't too difficult to find related documents. The problem came after that.
['Ugh... Just a little more...']
To quickly investigate the information, he had to skim through the relevant books, but due to his weak spiritual power, it took him an excessive amount of time to even pull out a book or turn its pages.
Still, his effort wasn't in vain, as he managed to gather some surprising information about the previous Demon King.
[The original Demon King was the previous Demon King?]
It was recorded that the Demon King, who played the role of the final boss in the original story, was the previous Demon King. The record also stated that the previous Demon King had been consumed by madness and went on a rampage, only to be personally dealt with by his own daughter.
[The Demon King had a daughter...?]
Lian was shocked by this new information, which hadn't even been mentioned in the original story. But he quickly pulled himself together. Struggling to turn the pages, he found a section about the current Demon King.
[The record says that the current Demon King, who took the blood-stained throne after killing the previous Demon King, is a 'Demon Princess'... So, she's the daughter of the previous Demon King. Now that I think about it, they do look alike.]
Having spent so much time with Elensia, Lian had developed a sense of familiarity with her. Unconsciously, he had started referring to her casually. Without realizing it, he closed the book and struggled to put it back in its original place.
[Should I stop here for today?]
By now, quite some time had passed, and it seemed like Elensia was about to finish her work. Lian headed towards her room, a path he had become familiar with. At first, he would enter the room without a second thought, using the excuse of being in a ghost-like state. However, after growing attached to her, he decided to respect her privacy and refrained from entering.
...Another reason was that it was painful to see Elensia hurting herself.
[Huh? This place is new.]
Lian followed behind Elensia as she walked in a different direction than usual, wearing her mask as always. Recently, she had been changing locations, saying it was to strengthen her body, so they arrived at an unfamiliar place with little difficulty.
[It’d be nice if I had a transformation function.]
He recalled the black magician who had immersed herself in a bathtub full of green liquid or injected herself with strange drugs, all in the name of strengthening her body. Given how humane(?) her methods were, Lian doubted she would undergo a transformation like a robot—but he couldn’t help but hold on to a small hope.
As he reminisced about the time he was captured by a mad scientist and turned into a transforming robot, thinking, 'That was fun,' they arrived at their destination, and Elensia stopped walking.
The door before them was engraved with ornate depictions of demons and the underworld, exuding a sinister atmosphere. Purple gems embedded in the door gleamed dangerously, as if they were real eyes.
Thud...
The door, though lightly pushed, made a heavy sound, indicating its weight. Elensia, familiar with the place, opened the door and stepped inside.
The interior resembled a dining hall for nobles, or perhaps a conference room. A long table adorned with intricate patterns sat in the center of the spacious room, and dark-toned wooden chairs, common in the Demon King's land, were placed at regular intervals.
[Oh? It's the same people from last time.]
Lian widened his eyes as he looked at the room full of people in black robes—no, demons. Unlike before, two of them had pulled back their hoods, revealing their faces.
The demons gazed at Elensia with eyes filled with contempt, disgust, and amusement—none of them held any friendly intent.
Elensia, used to such stares, walked forward with an indifferent expression. Lian's eyes shifted to her clenched fist.
[I don't know what's going on, but... this isn't a good situation.]
No sooner had Lian muttered to himself than a wooden stick suddenly shot out from the side of the table, tripping Elensia as she walked past.
"Ugh...!"
It happened so quickly that Elensia couldn't avoid it and stumbled. The sight of such a petty trick made Lian's anger flare, along with his curiosity.
['No one sitting sideways or lowering their hands... Where did that stick come from?']
Was it magic cast after the fact? Lian's curiosity didn't fade, so he ducked under the table to investigate.
[What the—]
Creak, snap...
Under the table, there was a grotesque branch, as thick as those found in the mountains, awkwardly stuck together with some sort of adhesive. It extended from beneath the robe of one of the demons seated in the middle.
Upon seeing the exposed wooden leg inside the robe, Lian thought, 'Isn't that basically naked?' He quickly shook his head to clear the thought and returned to Elensia's side.
At this point, Lian still didn't think much of it. Though he had grown attached to Elensia, it was more out of sympathy than anything else, and he didn't feel any strong affection beyond that. Besides, he assumed the bullying wouldn't go beyond tripping her or making her eat overly salty food.
It didn't take long for that assumption to be shattered.
"You weakling. To think you can't even endure this much..."
"Tsk tsk, without His grace, you're nothing but an inferior creature."
"You should always be grateful."
The black-robed demons, spouting condescending remarks, began casting dangerous-looking spells one by one. The room transformed—first into a hellish landscape with flowing magma, then into a snow-covered mountain with waist-high drifts.
A storm raged, and salty sea water surged from nowhere. At first, Lian was impressed by the grand scale of the nature-manipulating magic, but when he realized it was all to torment Elensia, his expression hardened.
[This is crossing the line.]
No matter how harsh the world could be, the sight of Elensia gritting her teeth and enduring the pain while the demons watched with sneering amusement was filled with nothing but malice.
Since his body and soul had become separated, Lian’s gag filter had weakened, allowing him to think more clearly. As a result, his usual lighthearted attitude had become a bit more serious when faced with situations like this.
[How low do you have to be to bully a kid?]
Lian’s eyes gleamed with a sharp light as he approached the black magician who was laughing menacingly.
[If only I had my body, I’d slice you into 108 pieces with Gargandoa.]
Clicking his tongue inwardly, Lian pulled out the weapon that had always served him well in the gag world. It was a black-handled... steel ladle!
[I didn’t want to use this sacred kitchen tool in a place like this... but, well, I have no choice.]
Muttering to himself, Lian raised the ladle and struck the floating magic circle with a loud clang! The magic circle crumpled as if it had been smashed together.
"Huh...?"
The black-robed demon, who had been laughing moments ago, let out a dumbfounded sound. Lian grinned brightly, savoring the tingling sensation in his hand.
[Wow, it’s stronger than I thought! I don’t know why, but this is great!]
A shadow fell over Lian’s smiling face, his grin now twisted with madness.
Clang! Clang!
"W-What is this! Ugh...!"
"Ahhh! M-My knee!"
"Damn it, where is it!? Who dares... ugh!"
Lian struck down the demons who used physical attacks with his ladle and smashed the magic of those who cast spells. The demons, unable to perceive Lian’s presence, could do nothing but succumb to the gag filter.
Clang! Clang! Clang!
After a few rounds of screams and sounds reminiscent of a blacksmith’s forge—
"Ugh..."
"Is this... a dream?"
"Cough..."
The black-robed demons lay scattered across the room or draped over chairs like discarded laundry. Though he was in spirit form, Lian wiped away imaginary sweat and tucked the ladle back into his pocket before turning to look at Elensia.
"...."
Elensia stared blankly at the wrecked room, her face showing an expression of disbelief that Lian had never seen before.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 172
Is Angel a Curse?
***
"Isn't 'angel' a curse?"
Lian, now floating aimlessly in the water, thought with a dazed expression.
'How did things end up like this?'
As he absentmindedly glanced around, he noticed the white steam clouding his surroundings. The bathroom, befitting only the "Demon King," was elegant and luxurious.
Crystal candleholders shimmered with magical lights, and a statue of a woman pouring from a large jar released hot water. The sound of the flowing water made his already blank mind even more vacant.
The ceiling of the bathroom was adorned with intricate paintings, and though Lian didn’t know much about art, even he could tell they were extraordinary.
In the center of the bathroom was a bath, carved with delicate patterns forming graceful lines. In that bath, which seemed fit only for those of noble blood, a black slime floated.
'I just wanted to help a little...'
Lian—no, now a slime—floated in the water, his expression blank as he reflected on his memories.
The first memory that came to mind was the chaotic meeting room. Black-robed figures scattered everywhere, and the Demon King’s dazed expression.
At that time, Lian had wanted to convey that he wasn’t an enemy of the Demon King.
Lian had only picked up the iron ladle with the intention of helping her a little, but from the Demon King’s perspective, it must have looked like an invisible entity was wiping out her allies with an unseen attack. She must have been either terrified or enraged by the unknown intruder.
Due to his weakened spiritual power, unlike when he attacked, he couldn’t even write letters to convey his intentions.
With no other option, he gently placed the white flower from a nearby vase in front of the Demon King to show he had no hostile intentions.
It was an action akin to waving a white flag, but the Demon King seemed to interpret it differently. She clutched the white flower tightly in her hand and began to shed silent tears.
That sight reminded him of Iris and Jess, whom he had left behind at home, and he felt even more attached to her.
From that day, Lian began to hover around the Demon King, handling those who tried to harm her with his iron ladle. You wouldn’t think anyone would dare to trouble the Demon King, but—after sticking close to her and observing carefully—he started to see things he hadn’t noticed before.
He realized that the actions of the attendants, which he had previously thought were mistakes, were intentional. They were small things: handing her a chipped cup, making her drink bitter tea, or stocking her room with damp towels... petty harassment that became visible to him.
[ 'Are they begging for death or something...?' ]
At first, Lian thought they were just foolish attendants struggling to die. But the Demon King neither reprimanded nor killed them. She simply let it happen, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Wondering what was going on, Lian followed the attendants and discovered they were connected to the black-robed group.
Those people were tormenting the Demon King endlessly, even out of sight.
[ Oh... They haven’t been beaten enough, huh? ]
That was enough reason for Lian to pull out his iron ladle.
Strangely, whenever he tried to help the Demon King, his spiritual power grew stronger, and it became easy to strike down the black-robed figures who snickered behind the scenes.
The immense power he gained, even while struggling to turn the pages of a book, became addicting to Lian. At some point, he began hitting the heads of those who threatened the Demon King, not just out of sympathy, but for his own amusement.
After about a week of such days, the attendants, terrified, stopped touching the Demon King’s belongings or committing any more petty acts.
Even the black-robed men, at some point, began to mistake Lian for "Him" and repeatedly begged for forgiveness with their heads bowed.
By then, the Demon King also realized that some kind of guardian angel-like presence was hovering around her.
"...Are you... here?"
Her trembling voice echoed through the air. Lian had no intention of revealing himself. Though he believed there was a final boss somewhere, they might end up as enemies. He wanted to avoid getting involved directly.
"Dad...?"
But the Demon King easily shook Lian’s resolve with just one word.
Anyone who had seen Lian caring for Iris would have easily predicted this. Despite never having married or had children, Lian was overflowing with paternal affection. Perhaps because he had supported his mother throughout his life in the gag world, he was incredibly weak toward fragile people who seemed in need of care. Especially if they were beautiful women.
[ Ugh... This isn’t right...! ]
Lian couldn’t ignore the desperate, hopeful gaze of the charismatic, mature woman as she pitifully called out for her father.
In the end, Lian brought the white flower, which had been placed in a vase from the meeting room, and laid it in front of her.
"..."
The Demon King silently stared at the white flower, then began to shed silent tears once again, her sobs so quiet that they made it even more heartbreaking for anyone listening.
After becoming certain that an unknown presence was hovering around her, she stopped crying and self-harming.
Instead, she tried to confirm every day whether Lian was by her side.
"Are you here?"
"Are you next to me?"
Despite her indifferent face, her voice was filled with loneliness, and Lian couldn’t bear to ignore it. He manipulated the old doll rolling around in her room to embrace her, or handed her a handkerchief whenever she was about to cry, letting her know he was by her side.
At first, Lian wondered whether she was mistaking him for her father, but since she called him "angel," it seemed she knew he wasn’t her dad.
[ 'But... isn’t calling the Demon King an angel a curse?' ]
Lian had grown accustomed to the Demon King to the point where such trivial thoughts crossed his mind.
As the Demon King’s mental state stabilized, Lian became increasingly anxious. He was worried about his companions back in the Empire, and he hadn’t gathered much information about the final boss, which made him uneasy.
But whenever he tried to leave the Demon King’s side to focus on gathering information, she would show extreme anxiety, making it difficult for him to leave.
[ 'Just what happened to her?' ]
She was a being who was naturally born to rule over others, a predator with noble blood, an existence with justified arrogance and charismatic charm.
She was like a perfectly crafted ruler.
Her personality was neither weak nor shy.
The more time Lian spent by her side, the more he learned about her true nature, and naturally, he couldn’t help but have countless questions.
What on earth had happened in her past for her mind to be so broken that she would harm herself?
It wasn’t long before Lian’s curiosity was answered.
Since he couldn’t leave her side, he ended up spending a lot of time going through the Demon King’s belongings in her room. Whenever Lian pulled out a book to read or picked up and put down objects, the Demon King seemed more at ease, so he freely rummaged through her things.
[ Wow, there’s a lot of interesting stuff. ]
Most of the items Lian rummaged through were gifts—bribes, really—that the demons had offered to the Demon King. She had piled them up without paying them any mind, leading the demons to believe that unless the gift was of extraordinary value, it wouldn’t catch her attention.
Thanks to that, the room was filled with all sorts of items.
While wandering around among the objects, Lian found something that looked like a communication orb.
[ ...! ]
Thinking it might be a real communication orb, he picked it up, but his spiritual power was too weak, and he ended up dropping it. The orb, which had been placed on a higher shelf, rolled down to the Demon King’s feet.
Chasing after the orb like a cat after a ball of yarn, Lian reflexively reached out and grabbed it just as the Demon King picked it up.
Whirrr...!
[ ...Gasp! ]
In that moment, his vision flipped, and an unfamiliar scene began to unfold.
A red carpet spread across the floor, and at the top of a set of stairs stood a grand throne. The royal hall, which Lian had seen several times while following the Demon King, appeared before him.
Lian, flustered, tried to look around, but his head wouldn’t turn, as if his gaze was locked in place.
"Hahaha! Hahahaha!"
A crazed laugh echoed through the hall, and his fixed gaze turned toward the one standing before the throne.
'Ugh...! Isn’t that the original Demon King?'
Though the figure’s face was painted black as if someone had smeared it with paint, the outfit was so distinctive that Lian recognized it immediately.
"Why...?"
Suddenly, Lian froze at the familiar voice of the Demon King piercing his ears. It didn’t take long for him to realize that the owner of his current vision was the Demon King herself.
'Then this is... her memory?'
No sooner had he grasped the situation than the Demon King's trembling voice echoed again.
"You said you wanted to talk to the Hero to create a world where demons and humans no longer fought. But why...?"
A white hand briefly blocked his view. It seemed she was wiping her face in confusion.
"Why did you kill the Hero!?"
Her voice, filled with anger and a sense of betrayal, was directed at the previous Demon King, who was laughing maniacally. The former Demon King, who had been cackling, turned toward her and spoke.
"It was a necessary step to break free from the cycle."
"What do you mean...?"
Clack, clack.
The former Demon King slowly descended the stairs and placed his hands on her shoulders.
"Yes, it’s time I told you. Why the battle between the Hero and the Demon King has been endlessly repeating—"
But he couldn’t finish his sentence, as he suddenly coughed up a mouthful of blood.
"Fa...ther?"
End of Chapter
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***
She stared with trembling eyes, her gaze fixed on her father’s face as blood poured from him. Slowly, her eyes moved downward toward his chest. For some reason, the sword she was holding was now embedded in his chest.
He began to wither rapidly, as if the sword was draining his life. The Demon King, who had finally come to her senses, tried to pull out the sword, but it wouldn’t budge.
"Oh, no! Is there no one outside?!"
Even her hand, which was gripping the sword, wouldn’t let go. The Demon King could only shout in a desperate voice.
"This... This doesn't make any sense... Kuh, the shackles were definitely—"
The previous Demon King, as if there were matters more important than death itself, muttered incomprehensible words, ignoring the fact that death was looming over him. Then, he suddenly grabbed the Demon King's shoulder.
"Failure, I failed! I’ve failed! Guh... Cough, cough! Ah... No, not like this...!"
His voice, as if it was about to be cut off at any moment, began to utter incoherent words.
"The battle between the Demon King and the Hero, the war between the Demon Realm and the Human Realm, it’s all just a terrible cycle! I... I thought I had escaped that cycle, cough, cough... but I was wrong. Not at all—"
His words began to distort like the sound of a broken radio. He seemed to be saying something, but it was no longer audible.
"Father...?"
The Demon King called out to her father in the empty space, but there was no response.
"I can’t hear anything... I can't hear anything. Please, just once more—"
"My beloved daughter."
At that moment, miraculously, the voice of the previous Demon King rang clearly.
"I’m so sorry I couldn’t keep my promise to give you freedom... and peace. There wasn’t a single day that I didn’t love you. No matter what happens, don’t ever forget that."
"Dad...?"
The moment the affectionate name, which she hadn’t used since she was a child, slipped from her lips, the body of the previous Demon King crumbled.
Thud.
His body, now reduced to a pile of dust as if all his strength had been drained, scattered across the floor.
"Da... Dad...?"
She desperately searched through the pile of dust, calling out for her father, but there was no way the dead could return.
Boom!
Before she could even gather her thoughts, a chilling pressure filled the hall. The Demon King froze, unable to even let out a groan, like a stuffed animal.
Rumble!
Something massive revealed itself above her head.
'This presence...?'
Lian's eyes widened as he realized something, and at that moment, his vision went black. He felt a repelling force, as if his body was being flung somewhere.
[That just now...]
When he regained his senses, he found himself floating aimlessly in front of the Demon King, who was holding a blackened orb with a blank expression. It wasn’t until he saw the Demon King tilting her head with a puzzled look as she gazed at the black orb that Lian snapped back to reality.
[If my guess is correct... That guy must be the final boss.]
The being that even the Demon Sword, which had easily cut down all previous trials, couldn’t touch. The overwhelming presence that had prevented even the gag powers from functioning properly.
Lian was now certain that the entity others referred to as 'that person' was the final boss.
[If that’s the case, the objective has changed. It’s no longer about defeating the Demon King, but the Outsider.]
In the past, an Outsider had told Lian that the Demon King and 'that person'—the Outsider—had joined forces.
Just as humans made contracts with demons to gain immense power, Lian had assumed that the Demon King had also gained tremendous power by making a contract with the Outsider, and thus had concluded that the Demon King was the final boss.
However, upon closer inspection, it turned out that the Demon King was merely a victim. Of course, since he hadn’t seen all of the Demon King’s memories, it could be considered premature to be certain, but his confidence wasn’t baseless.
[Even if it's not from the memories, you can tell just by looking at the surrounding circumstances.]
The group in black robes, who repeatedly acted like sycophants, calling it an honor to serve 'that person,' and the Demon King, who shed tears and inflicted terrible wounds upon herself.
If the Outsider, referred to as 'that person,' had truly cared for the Demon King, the black-robed followers wouldn’t have treated her so poorly.
Conversely, if the Demon King had truly followed or considered 'that person' an ally, there would have been no reason for her to blindly follow the unseen Lian.
As the layers of information in his mind unraveled and led him to the answer to one question, a new question took its place.
[But what the previous Demon King said bothers me... He mentioned that the conflict between the Hero and the Demon King wasn’t intentional, right?]
Lian tilted his head in confusion, as he hadn’t heard any information regarding that.
[Ugh...! The previous Demon King disappeared before he could say anything more... I doubt the current Demon King knows much either... And the previous Hero is dead, too...]
Frustrated by the lack of answers, Lian grabbed his head in agony, then turned his gaze sharply toward the pile of gifts from the Demon King.
[Maybe if I find something as useful as before, I can gather more information!]
His eyes sparkled as he began rummaging through the pile of items... and soon, he found another transparent orb, which he grabbed tightly before losing consciousness again.
When he opened his eyes again, he had turned into a soft, black slime.
Back in the present, the slime Lian, floating lazily in a warm bath, thought to himself.
'Having a body is better than not having one, but—'
Just as Lian was about to confront the serious issue that had popped into his head.
"Is the water temperature alright?"
"...!"
The voice, which Lian had always thought was pleasant to hear, now spoke with an added layer of kindness. Lian flailed in surprise and immediately sank into the water with a plop.
Although he didn’t need to breathe as a slime, he instinctively flailed his tiny, insignificant arms, trying to pull himself out of the water. The more he struggled, the further he sank.
It might be faster to just sink to the bottom and then push off from the tub floor—just as he was thinking that, a graceful hand grabbed him firmly.
Splash.
As he was pulled out of the water, Lian instantly froze. His entire view was filled with a pure white body, without even a towel to cover it.
Thanks to the gag filter working hard, the flowing hair and steam obscured the important parts, but the smooth skin and slender waist were still very much visible.
"Are you alright?"
"I-I’m fine!"
A voice, much higher and cuter than Lian’s usual tone, burst out. It was similar to the voice of a child, too young to determine its gender. His eyes, which looked like they had little chocolate buttons embedded in them, darted around, not knowing where to look. But since his body was black, it wasn’t noticeable.
Lian tapped her fingers with his tiny, 5-centimeter-wide, squishy hand and spoke.
"I’m fine now, so could you put me down...?"
"You might fall again."
"It’s just...! It’s cold! I want to get back into the bath because it’s cold! Hahaha!"
Wet liquid continuously dripped down Lian's slime body. It looked like sweat, but it was just the water that made up his slime form.
"Then let’s get in together."
"Eh?"
Without hesitation, the Demon King embraced the soft slime and submerged herself into the bath.
Splash.
The sound of water overflowing from the tub filled the room as Lian remained in her arms, completely frozen.
"Hoo..."
The Demon King let out a hot breath above his head, seemingly enjoying the warmth of the water. The sensation of her breath, as if it were being blown directly into his ear, made Lian's body tremble.
"Are you still cold?"
"...Huh!"
Without saying a word, the Demon King hugged Lian even tighter... and that was Lian's last memory.
***
Several hours later, Lian finally came to his senses, only to realize that he was trapped in the Demon King's embrace, wrapped in soft silk pajamas.
Something soft pressed against his back, and fragrant breaths fell on his head. Having just bathed, the Demon King’s body emitted a pleasant scent. He could even feel her lips hovering just above his head, close enough to touch. His mind went completely blank.
'At this rate...! At this rate, I’ll really die... I’ll die for sure...!'
Since he no longer had a human body, he wouldn’t get a nosebleed, but instead, the liquid making up his slime body would all pour out, leaving behind nothing but a shriveled skin sack, and he’d die.
That’s how lethal the Demon King's skinship was.
The Demon King, oblivious to Lian’s condition, continued to hold him like a cherished doll, refusing to let go.
"Um, excuse me..."
"Stay still."
"Y-Yes..."
Her voice, cold and firm like an order to a subordinate, left Lian no choice but to remain quietly in her embrace. And then, as if it were a reward... or perhaps a terrifying attack, something pressed down on his head.
Squish.
The Demon King buried her beautiful face into the top of Lian’s head. He could feel her soft lips, prominent nose, and long eyelashes.
'Ah, so this is how I die.'
As the sensation of his spirit slipping out of his slime body overwhelmed him, Lian was certain of his impending death. But then, the Demon King’s voice reached his ears.
"If you weren’t feeling well, you should’ve told me. What would I do if you collapsed like that?"
Her scolding voice was filled with worry and fear that she couldn’t hide. The soul that had nearly floated away returned to its place, and Lian’s mind snapped back to attention.
Just as an apology was about to escape his lips.
Rub.
"Hyaa!"
The Demon King, like a child rubbing her face into a pillow, hugged Lian tighter and rubbed her face against him. In the end, all Lian could manage was a pitiful cry from his slime body.
End of Chapter
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The Fortune Teller
***
Compared to her playful grumbling, the Demon King felt a dizzying shock, as if she had been pushed off a cliff, when Lian fainted in the bath.
The warmth of the hot water that had wrapped around her body just moments ago seemed to freeze in an instant.
Lian’s limp, unresponsive body, like egg whites, lay motionless, and her magical energy, unable to be contained, wildly lashed out, slamming against the bathroom walls.
Crack, boom!
The luxurious decorations that Lian had admired earlier tumbled to the floor, and the beautifully painted ceiling split with a sharp crack. A massive scar, as if a giant beast had clawed at the walls, was etched into the bathroom.
Without even drying herself, the Demon King rushed out of the bathroom, grabbing an elixir—the kind that could revive even someone who had lost all four limbs—and poured it over the slime’s body.
If Erboan had witnessed this, he might have grabbed the back of his neck, forgetting all decorum.
Thanks to the elixir’s effects, the limp, fluid body of the slime quickly regained its round form. The Demon King collapsed to the floor, pulling the soft slime into her arms as it made small, sleepy sounds, like it was in a deep slumber.
"I can’t... lose you again."
A deep, unhealed wound flickered in her eyes.
After a while, the Demon King, who had finally regained her composure, washed herself and the slime Lian in the now-destroyed bathroom. Since Lian had no voice or discernible form, the Demon King casually placed him on her lap and washed him.
Had Lian woken up at that moment, he would have immediately lost his physical body. It could have been considered an assassination attempt on a gag resident.
Fortunately, Lian didn’t wake up, even as his body was rolled around in a soft towel. Thanks to that, he narrowly avoided the Demon King’s deadly assassination attempt as her black undergarments brushed his white legs.
The Demon King hugged the soft, squishy slime like a beloved pillow, repeatedly caressing it until Lian woke up. The texture was so pleasant that she couldn’t help but keep touching it without realizing.
If Lian had been a golem or a fairy instead of a slime, he wouldn’t have enjoyed such luxuries.
Unaware that his harmless body had saved him from a deadly assassination attempt, Lian had to face the morning without a wink of sleep.
'Whimper... I’m going to die at this rate... I’m really going to die...'
Having received several kisses from the Demon King since morning, Lian trembled between happiness and fear. The Demon King, who had changed her clothes, seemed to find the sight of the trembling, round slime quite adorable. She picked him up and rubbed her cheek against him.
Since his whole body was round and soft, there was no clear distinction between his head and body, making it feel like his entire being was being stimulated.
Once again, half-melted and limp, Lian ended up being carried to work in the arms of the Demon King.
"Why does Her Majesty the Demon King keep carrying around that slime?"
"Isn’t it one of the executives in polymorph form?"
"Huh, that makes sense."
"If that’s the case, doesn’t that mean there’s an executive who’s that close to Her Majesty?"
"Maybe it’s a direct order from the Demon King herself."
"What? Why would she do that?"
"It’s probably convenient to carry around."
"Gasp...! That’s terrifying..."
As the Demon King carried Lian around all day, rumors began to spread like wildfire.
"I will immediately track down the source of these rumors and deal with it."
"Leave it."
"But..."
"Don’t make me repeat myself, Erboan."
"My apologies."
Erboan glanced at Lian, giving a look that said, 'Hurry up and throw that useless thing away,' but the Demon King cut him off sharply.
'Uh... Can’t I just be left alone?'
Despite the overwhelming dignity in her voice, the Demon King’s hands were busy fondling Lian.
At this point, Lian had reached a state of half-enlightenment and had become accustomed to his squishy life with her.
What seemed like a life full of disadvantages actually had quite a few perks.
'Having a body is definitely better.'
Though his arms were short, they existed, allowing him to flip through books quickly.
Squish—
Moreover, since his body was practically liquid, he could easily slip through any crack.
"Hey! Look, over there!"
"...! Ah, good day!"
"Yes, keep up the good work."
Since it was known that he was favored by the Demon King, whenever he snuck out, he was greeted with sharp salutes from all sides.
If they had been innocent children or kind-hearted people, he would have sweated nervously trying to explain the misunderstanding. But the demons, intelligent monsters, and fallen humans who bowed to him had all shed blood on their hands, so he could enjoy his power without guilt.
'Was it here?'
Thanks to his ability to flip through books quickly, he was investigating small libraries where books were stored one by one. He remembered the location of the library he had found when he was still a spirit, so he didn’t get lost. Or at least, he wouldn’t have normally.
Squish.
Lian squeezed his body through the crack under what appeared to be the library door. Like being sucked into a vacuum, his back swelled, and his front flattened. With practiced ease, he pushed himself inside, and with a pop, he landed with a thud inside the room.
'Huh? This doesn’t look like a library.'
A rug adorned with a starry night sky hung on the wall, and in the center of the room was a table covered in purple cloth. On top of the table sat a silver stand and a crystal ball the size of two fists combined.
'Was this place always here?'
He hadn’t found this room while phasing through walls in search of libraries. Cautiously, Lian squirmed around the room, checking things out.
'There are books, but...'
[The Price of Reading the Stars and Foreseeing the Future.]
Lian read the title of the topmost book among the three stacked books. It was an intriguing title, but it didn’t seem to contain any crucial information. Still, just in case, he flipped through the book, only to close it within ten seconds.
'Yep, I don’t understand a thing.'
If he had read any further, he might have fallen asleep on the spot. If that had happened, his plan to return to the room before she woke up would have been ruined.
'Ugh... I might end up trapped in a glass jar again.'
Because his body was practically liquid, the Demon King would often place him in a large glass jar when she wanted to restrain him. It gave him a stable feeling, which was nice, but he had to give up all freedom, so he wanted to avoid it as much as possible.
'Anyway... looks like there’s nothing more to check out here. I should get out of—'
Before Lian could finish his thought.
"We have a rare guest."
"Ahh!"
A soft voice came from behind him. Startled, Lian wobbled and tumbled across the floor. His slime body bounced lightly.
"Oh dear, I’m sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve had a visitor."
Lian looked up and saw an old woman sitting in a chair behind the desk, her wrinkled hand covering her mouth as she chuckled softly. She seemed utterly harmless.
"Shall we take a look at your fate?"
"F-Fate?"
Her soft, downturned eyes fluttered lightly. The old woman nodded slightly, waiting for Lian’s response.
'Wait... where have I seen this before?'
As he stared at the old woman, a strange sense of déjà vu washed over him, and he fell into deep thought with a stiff expression.
'Not just the scene, but even her words feel familiar.'
After racking his brain for a moment, the answer popped into his head.
"Ah! The mysterious fortune teller!"
"Hoho... Secrets and fortune-telling are inseparable companions."
Even at Lian’s sudden exclamation, the old woman responded with a calm voice. Embarrassment crept in, but curiosity won out.
'The fortune teller suddenly appeared before the hero’s party, who were wandering through the Demon King’s castle, and offered them advice, looking into their past and future.'
Lian immediately bounced up onto the purple-covered table.
"Alright. Then first—"
Vwoom.
"Let’s take a look at your fate."
The inside of the transparent crystal ball began to fill with purple smoke.
"Ooh..."
Lian’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. Of course, since both his body and eyes were black, it wasn’t very noticeable.
"Hmm..."
The fortune teller gazed into the crystal ball, now filled with purple smoke, and let out a small hum.
"This... I didn’t realize I was in the presence of someone so extraordinary."
"Excuse me?"
"With such immense power, you must be... Hohoho... This old woman’s tongue has grown loose with age. Let’s look at something else."
Muttering cryptically, the old woman waved her hand lightly over the crystal ball, and the purple smoke turned white. She seemed to be shifting her focus to something else.
"Now then..."
"...!"
As the smoke inside the crystal ball gradually cleared, it revealed the face of someone Lian knew well.
"Iris!"
Lian’s body shook uncontrollably as he shouted, causing the fortune teller’s habitual smile to fade slightly.
"This... is dangerous."
Just as the fortune teller said, the Iris reflected in the crystal ball was staggering forward like a puppet with its strings cut, her head drooped low. She seemed possessed or perhaps sleepwalking.
"M-Ma’am, what do you mean by dangerous...?"
Lian asked cautiously, as if speaking to a doctor examining an X-ray with a grave expression. The fortune teller tapped the crystal ball lightly.
Vwoom!
Suddenly, a black cloud, which hadn’t been visible before, appeared, engulfing Iris’s body.
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Then, a dinosaur appeared.
***
A pitch-black void, endless in its depth.
It was a familiar sensation for Iris, but the emotional wounds that had once been bearable because of Lian now stared back at her.
[ See? I told you this would happen. ]
"..."
The voice that always broke Iris's spirit whispered softly, this time with a hint of kindness. The tone was warm, like a parent cradling their child, but the barely concealed mockery lingered beneath the surface.
Iris hugged her knees, just as she had done in the cold, damp prison, unable to say a word.
Creak.
Even though she showed no outward reaction, her heart was visibly falling apart. The voice, aware of this, continued with even more cruel words.
[ You should have parted ways back in the village. You should have stopped yourself from trying to save the Duchess. What’s the point of thinking about it now? It’s already too late. ]
[ You shouldn’t have hoped for anything in the first place. None of this would have happened if you hadn’t. Isn’t that right? ]
[ You always blame others, don’t you? But you’re the one who stabbed him, and you’re the one who led him to his death. ]
The voice, as if waiting for this moment, unleashed all the words it had been holding back. As Iris's heart crumbled, the emptiness inside her grew larger.
[ Ha, yes, this is it. ]
The 'darkness' inside her—or rather, the Outsider that had latched onto her like a parasite—smirked as it circled around Iris, who was curled up in the darkness of her mind.
[ If it weren’t for that damned man, I would have taken full control of this body by now. ]
The Outsider scowled as it recalled the face of a man with white hair and golden eyes.
[ He should’ve known how to share. He wasn’t even going to take this body, yet he kept getting in my way! ]
The Outsider cursed Lian, labeling him as 'another Outsider,' and continued to spew insults internally.
[ He knew I was inside this body all along... Hmph, well, it seems like he’s gone now, so it doesn’t matter anymore. ]
The Outsider grinned as it watched the darkness slowly creeping up Iris’s body, filling the space around her.
[ Not much time left now... ]
In just about a day, the Outsider would finally gain control over the precious body it had been working on for so long.
[ Once I have this body, I’ll wipe out those damned fools too. After all, this is the body of a 'Hero.' ]
Surprisingly, the Outsider had long known that Iris was a Hero. It also knew that among the numerous Outsider factions hiding within the dark fantasy world, the Demon King’s faction was the largest and strongest.
The reason it had endured inside Iris’s body for so long was precisely because of this.
[ To oppose the Demon King, a Hero’s body is the best weapon. ]
With a sly smile, the Outsider approached Iris and gently wrapped its arms around her shoulders. As it did so, its once faint form dissolved, and the surrounding environment blurred.
Screech. Clank.
Before long, the surroundings changed into a place that was all too familiar to Iris, and she found herself standing on her own two feet, facing forward.
"Where... is this...?"
The smell of dry sand, the rough sensation beneath her feet, the cheers from outside, the bright light seeping in from the end of a dark tunnel, and the hazy smoke drifting in.
Someone familiar brushed past Iris, who was staring blankly ahead.
"...!"
White hair that swayed with each step, golden eyes filled with unwavering determination.
Her past self, much smaller than she was now, was walking briskly toward the end of the tunnel. It was then that Iris realized what scene was unfolding before her.
"No, stop!"
She screamed, reaching out to grab the younger version of herself who was moving toward the tunnel’s exit, but her hand grasped nothing. As her hand sliced through empty air and fell limply to her side—
Squelch!
"A... Ah..."
Before she knew it, Iris was holding a sword, her hands drenched in blood.
The familiar smell of blood.
The familiar smell of blood.
The familiar smell of blood.
Her mind went numb, unable to function properly, and a ringing sound echoed in her ears. Her breath caught in her throat, and she scratched at her neck with her blood-soaked hands, gasping for air.
"No, no! My brother... My brother is still alive!"
Iris turned and ran forward, as fast as she could, her breath catching in her chest. As her tears blurred her vision and fell to the ground, the scenery changed once again.
Caw.
The unsettling sound of a crow, followed by the sickening sound of flesh being torn apart.
The place was filled with the nauseating stench of a corpse disposal site.
Before she realized it, she was standing in front of her brother's cold, lifeless body.
Thud.
"No, my brother... My brother is still alive. He’ll come back to life."
Her eyes were filled with anxiety and desperate hope. Just as Lian had miraculously awakened in her past memories and embraced her, she believed the same could happen now. Her mind was consumed by that belief.
Perhaps because she had just killed her brother with her own hands, her obsession and fear had crossed a dangerous line. Iris hugged her brother's cold body tightly.
Unlike the now-grown Iris, her brother's body was small and fragile. Iris pressed her ear to his chest.
Only a terrifying emptiness remained.
'It’ll be fine... It’ll be fine.'
She was aware that she was dreaming, and she knew that Lian’s heart would eventually start beating again. But the heart doesn’t always follow reason, especially not when someone has been pushed to their mental limits, like Iris.
The memories, designed solely to break her, differed in key ways from reality.
"Brother... Brother, please... Please wake up, okay?"
The corpse remained motionless, one of the many unrealistic elements, but Iris had no way of realizing that.
With a desperate look, she shook the stiff body.
Crack.
In doing so, she accidentally snapped his arm.
"A... Ah... Ah..."
She stared blankly at the surreal scene before her.
Snap. Crack.
Her mind crumbled even faster. The Outsider hummed a tune internally and began pulling even more brutal memories to the surface.
[ Once I take over this body, I’ll make sure to get my revenge on him. ]
The Outsider hadn’t expected that Lian, with his 'gag' power, was watching through a crystal ball and overheard that statement.
Rumble.
[ Ahaha! Looks like the shock is too much for her? This time, the wound is really—... Huh? ]
That statement gave Lian’s 'gag' power the justification it needed to invade Iris’s mind. Suddenly, meteors began to rain down within the mental space controlled by the Outsider.
[ What... What is that? ]
Massive rocks, glowing red, filled the sky. At the same time, the walls separating the corpse disposal site from the outside world collapsed with a thunderous crash.
"Raaaargh!"
Boom!
From the outside, a massive dinosaur with a huge maw and tiny arms burst into the corpse disposal site and charged toward the coliseum, where cheers erupted. The ground trembled as if an earthquake had struck.
Boom!
Crash!
[ Aaaah! ]
The meteors, which had been falling from the sky, finally hit the ground, unleashing a deafening explosion. The scene resembled the aftermath of a typhoon.
[ Who... Who did this...?! Damn it! ]
The Outsider, realizing it was losing control, quickly tried to regain its hold over Iris, raising both hands and spreading its power wide.
"Raaawr?"
"Roooar?"
But instead, the Outsider only managed to attract the attention of the dinosaurs.
[ Eek...! ]
Dozens of dinosaurs roared and charged toward the Outsider.
[ Ugh... Damn it! ]
Cursing, the Outsider had no choice but to retreat. As it did, the traumatic scenery that had been endlessly replaying in Iris’s mind crumbled and vanished. The dinosaurs disappeared as well. The Outsider, regaining its composure, thought to itself.
[ Who the hell attacked me? ]
Logically, only another Outsider could have launched such an attack. That meant there was an Outsider out there who had managed to attack without the Outsider even sensing it.
[ I need to stay alert and prepare for... Huh? ]
The Outsider, bracing itself for the return of the familiar darkness and void, was instead greeted by an unexpected scene.
[ What... What is all this? ]
A pastel-colored amusement park stretched out before it. For the record, the dinosaurs were happily riding the attractions.
A catastrophe that even an 'Outsider' couldn’t handle had unfolded.
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The Day Love Was Realized
***
The Outsider, who had been standing with her mouth agape in a space where the end couldn’t be seen, belatedly looked down at her body and shouted.
"What the...?! How do I have a body?!"
For some reason, her massive soul was now inside a perfectly intact body. And not just any body—it was one she had never seen before. As she struggled to hide her confusion, something happened.
Tap, tap.
Someone tapped her on the shoulder. The moment she turned her head with a face that clearly said, ‘An enemy?!’, what she saw was beyond her imagination.
"I'm not usually the type of dinosaur to say this, but... ha, seriously..."
"Hey, say it properly."
"Alright, alright, ahem. Would you... like to join me by the lake for a drink?"
A dinosaur, over two meters tall, stroked its short arms under its chin, trying to look as handsome as possible as it gazed at her deeply. Next to him, another dinosaur, presumably a friend, was snickering and teasing him.
"What... is this?"
In her utter confusion, a stupid remark slipped out. At the same time, a loud thudding sound came from far away.
Boom! Boom!
Whatever massive being was approaching, even the dinosaur that had asked her out was being lifted into the air and dropped repeatedly. Worried that she might lose her balance, she flailed her arms, but strangely, she landed firmly on the ground.
"Sorry, am I late?"
A gigantic dinosaur, so large that she had to crane her neck all the way back just to see its head, spoke in an awkward voice. It looked to be about as tall as a five-story building.
"So, what business do you have with my girlfriend?"
"Huh... I-I'm sorry!"
"Hey, let's get out of here!"
As the two dinosaurs hurriedly ran away, the enormous dinosaur lowered its head, winked at her, and said,
"Are you okay? You looked troubled, so I tried to help, but it seems I just made things more awkward."
She could only stare blankly at the giant dinosaur, unable to form any coherent words. It felt as if her brain had stopped working. It didn’t take her long to realize that this bizarre situation was, in fact, something she could understand.
A tsunami of gags had washed over her.
While the Outsider was lost in the world of ‘gags,’ Iris was sitting far away, dazed and collapsed.
Bloop ~ Bloop ~
Kya-ha-ha ~ Grrr!
The cheerful, almost maddeningly cute music and the laughter of the dinosaurs echoed around, but Iris, who had taken a severe mental blow, remained motionless like a doll with its strings cut.
In her arms was a doll the size of a small child, resembling Lian. The corpse of Lian, which she had been holding in her memories, had been transformed into a doll through the gag filter created by the Outsider.
Though the doll felt soft and squishy, to Iris, it still felt like a cold, lifeless corpse. Her eyes, as she stared down at the doll, still reflected the image of a bloodstained body.
Step.
Someone quietly approached her from behind. Iris, whose mind was so broken that she wouldn’t have noticed even if she were stabbed in the back, simply stroked her brother’s doll, unaware of the presence behind her.
Swoosh.
A warm presence came up behind her and embraced her from behind. Familiar white hair and warmth spilled over her shoulder.
"Iris."
"...!"
Thud.
Her grip loosened, and the doll she had been holding so preciously, as if it were her lifeline, tumbled to the ground. Her trembling hands reached out, searching for the warmth that had wrapped around her shoulders.
"O-Oppa?"
Her voice trembled so much that it sounded like she might start gasping for breath. Iris felt both joy and fear in the warm embrace. The thought that this warmth might once again turn cold and become a handful of blood haunted her mind.
As soon as she had that thought, the arm that had been holding her shoulders began to slip away. Feeling the pressure loosen, Iris hurriedly grabbed his arm.
"Don't go, sob... don't leave me..."
The sob that had risen to her throat threatened to spill out at any moment, but she held it back. She feared that if she started crying like a fool, he would disappear. A gentle, soothing voice reached the terrified, trembling Iris.
"It's okay."
The calmness, like sinking into a peaceful swamp, swallowed Iris’s anxiety in an instant.
"I'm okay, Iris."
"Ah..."
At the sound of his voice, as warm as spring sunlight, the strength in her hand, which had been gripping his arm so tightly that her fingertips had turned white, gradually loosened.
Even though the hug had only lasted a brief moment, once the warmth left her, her body trembled. Just as her anxiety was about to swell again—
"Have you been well?"
Lian sat down next to Iris, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, his face as kind as always.
"Ah..."
Without realizing it, Iris reached out with trembling hands and cupped Lian’s face. Lian smiled with his eyes and pressed her hand firmly against his cheek. The smooth, soft sensation and warmth seeped into her palm without hesitation. Her shoulders jerked slightly.
"It looks like you haven’t been sleeping well."
His gentle hand, which had approached without any sense of distance, brushed the corners of Iris's eyes. Her heart, which had been trembling with anxiety, now started pounding for a different reason. In his eyes, which held an endless warmth, she felt a distant sense of comfort.
"Oppa... I..."
All the words that had risen to her throat were too heavy to spill out, and instead, they shimmered like tears in her eyes. Lian, as if he already knew everything Iris wanted to say, nodded slowly and spoke.
"Have I kept you waiting too long? I’m sorry."
Hearing his apology, it felt like a thorn had lodged in her throat. She felt frustrated and angry. He hadn’t done anything wrong, yet hearing those words made her want to blame all her pain on him. She hated herself for feeling that way.
His gentle hand, as if brushing away the tears from a child’s eyes, soon moved to stroke her soft, white hair. The tension in her stiff shoulders gradually eased, and her whole body relaxed, as if she had sunk into a warm bath. It was like magic.
"I tried to come back as soon as I could, but something unexpected happened..."
Lian smiled awkwardly, as if he had been caught up in a trivial accident. Each word he spoke was precious to Iris, and she kept her lips tightly sealed, listening intently to his voice.
Like enjoying a gentle breeze on a warm spring day, she just let his soothing voice wash over her. But then, a shocking statement snapped her back to reality, as if cold water had been poured over her.
"So, right now... Oppa is..."
"Yeah, I’m in the Demon King's castle."
Thanks to a fortune teller, Lian had been able to temporarily visit Iris’s mind and convey his situation. He felt deeply satisfied that he could at least share his news.
'I wonder if they’ll believe me. Well, even in a dark fantasy, it’s still a fantasy, so maybe they will?'
With that thought, he tapped the ground lightly. A field of white flowers bloomed around them. The fragrant scent brushed against Iris’s pale cheeks, softening her expression. Seeing her relax, Lian felt a sense of relief.
"For now, I’m stuck in prison... so I probably won’t be able to leave anytime soon, but it’s not too dangerous. Will you wait for me?"
He chose to say he was imprisoned instead of explaining that his body had been taken and his soul was trapped. He feared that her face, which had just softened, would turn pale again if he told her the truth.
'It’s not exactly a lie.'
As he nodded to himself, thinking that, a sound began to creep into the pastel-toned world.
Crack.
The sound of the pastel world gradually breaking apart reached his ears. Lian quickly realized that Iris’s consciousness was waking up.
"Ah, it looks like you’re about to wake up."
"...!"
The sudden arrival of their parting moment made Iris reach out desperately and pull Lian into a tight embrace. She clung to him as if she could never let him go.
With the warmth of his body pressed against hers, she could feel his heart beating clearly.
"Ha-ha, I’ll miss you too, Iris."
His gentle laughter, which tickled her ears, and the arms that wrapped around her waist, made Iris’s mind, once filled with confusion and fear, fall silent. The pounding of her heart echoed loudly in her ears. Her fingertips tingled, and for some reason, her ears felt hot.
"I’ll wait for you."
The warmth in her arms dissipated like a mirage, and her mind grew hazy.
***
"This can’t be... This can’t be happening..."
The Outsider, who had been caught up in the ‘gag,’ bit her lip in despair, her bloodshot eyes muttering as she began to confess her actions.
"I’ve waited so long for this day..."
The Outsider’s memories stretched back to a time even before Iris was a baby, all the way to the point when the Hero—who was now dead—had existed.
The Hero had been a swordsman more skilled than the Duke. The fact that such a man had died at the hands of the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings was something no one who knew him could accept.
The mysterious power behind that incident was none other than the Outsider, now screaming in despair.
She had devoured the body of one of the Four Heavenly Kings and killed the Hero, intending to take over his body. But she had been struck by an overwhelming divine power and was nearly annihilated. To survive, she had burrowed into the body of Iris, who shared the Hero’s bloodline.
Iris, still growing in the Duchess’s womb, was too weak to resist the Outsider’s invasion. From then on, the Outsider had made relentless efforts to take over Iris’s body.
It was the Outsider who had orchestrated Iris’s abduction to the Demon King’s land as a baby and handed her over to the black magician who delighted in horrific experiments.
After countless years of effort, the Outsider’s plans were now falling apart before her very eyes. There was no way she could contain her rage. Her mind clouded, and she lost sight of everything.
"Stop this nonsense and come out right now!"
As her voice, filled with anger, echoed through the pastel world—
Step, step.
An unfamiliar presence began to approach her.
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The Honeymoon Was Fun, Right?
***
The Outsider, her face contorted with rage, froze the moment she encountered 'it.' A silence fell, as if the entire world had come to a halt.
There was no sound, no light, no taste, no scent, no shape...
Everything lost its form.
'It' looked at the Outsider and smiled, as if meeting an old friend. In that instant, the Outsider felt something deep within her—something fundamental—twist, shake, and crumple.
"Ugh..."
Even though she had a physical body, she wasn't human, so it wasn't as if she could vomit. Yet, she felt as though something might spill out any second.
'It' approached.
Closer... and closer...
Her mind grew hazy, and her vision blurred. Something dropped with a soft thud. Ah, was it a tear?
The sound of her ragged breathing echoed loudly in her ears, and her vision ached as if her eyes were about to burst. The cold sweat running down her face felt like a desperate struggle to survive.
The Outsider mustered all the strength she had left to cling to a single thought.
'What... is that?'
But the question never bore fruit, crumbling away instantly. Before she knew it, the edge of 'it' came into view at the far reaches of her sight. Slowly raising her head, she saw something that looked exactly like her.
"Gasp... Huff... Huff..."
A ringing filled her ears, and her mind grew foggy. She felt disconnected from reality.
It was magnificent, orderly, cold, and warm all at once. No words could describe the concept standing before her, taking the same form as herself. The Outsider instinctively realized: the being in front of her was the same as her in every way, yet not the same.
Because it was not the same, no one could understand the words "the same." It was not something that could be comprehended. And yet, she understood.
Understanding something that should not be understood was like peering beyond a veil that should never be lifted.
Crack.
A sound like bones breaking echoed in the Outsider's ears. No, that wasn't right. There had never been such a sound to begin with. Did she smell something? Did she see a color? Did she feel something at her fingertips?
She didn't know. She couldn't know anything.
The last thing she remembered was the soft, gentle face smiling kindly at her and the excruciating pain of her body being broken down into the tiniest particles.
And that was how the Outsider was devoured by 'it.'
***
[ Ugh... What is this? ]
Lian rubbed his satisfied belly and tilted his head in confusion.
[ I haven't eaten anything, but I feel full. I didn’t accidentally eat a part of Iris's soul or something, did I? ]
Lian glanced at Iris, who had just woken up and was staggering down the cold hallway, her face pale. He felt relieved when he sensed that her soul's size hadn't changed.
[ Phew... Looks like that didn’t happen, thankfully. ]
He let out a sigh of relief and smiled.
[ At least I conveyed everything I needed to say. That strange energy is gone too. ]
Lian thought of the fortune teller who had sent his soul to Iris and decided he would thank her once he returned.
[ But... why am I not going back? She said I’d return as soon as the problem was solved. ]
The fortune teller had warned Lian when she temporarily sent his soul to Iris's side. She said the time would be short, and once the task was completed, he would return immediately to the Demon King's castle.
But contrary to her words, Lian had been lingering at the Duke's estate for several minutes. The reason was simple: he had solved the issue far faster than the fortune teller had anticipated.
Even she, who kept all things hidden, had never expected that Lian would deal with something as powerful as the Outsider in less than a minute.
[ Hmm... Since it's come to this, I'll go see Noah! ]
Noah was the only one who could see souls, so maybe they could have a conversation if things went well. Lian immediately set out to find Noah.
The training grounds? Not there.
The dining hall? Not there.
The garden? Not there.
The library? Not there.
It was as if Noah had hidden away somewhere, leaving not a single trace. Instead, Lian found Jess in an unexpected place.
[ Oh? Jess? ]
He called her name without thinking, but Jess, who couldn’t see souls, didn’t respond.
[ What’s she doing in the library? ]
Without Lian by her side, Jess had concealed her ears and tail, looking no different from an ordinary human. She was reading with a serious expression.
Lian had always seen Jess as a mischievous country dog causing trouble somewhere, so her intellectual appearance felt unfamiliar.
Flip, flip.
She turned the pages so quickly that it almost looked like she was playing with the book.
Thud.
She closed the book she had been reading and set it aside, her movements practiced and familiar. A stack of at least twenty books sat next to her. Judging by the way she pulled a book from the opposite pile and began reading, one side was for books she had finished, and the other was for books she hadn't yet read.
Lian, mesmerized by the beautiful scene of Jess flipping through the books, stared as if watching a book ASMR until he finally snapped back to his senses.
[ This isn’t the time for this! ]
Lian floated back into the air and resumed his search for Noah.
***
[ I never thought he'd be in his room... ]
Lian looked back and forth between the sky, where the sun was high, and Noah, who was buried under his blankets. The Noah he knew was always diligent, day or night, so he had assumed Noah would be outside. That had been his mistake.
Lian gazed down at Noah’s brown hair, which peeked out from under the blanket, and spoke cautiously.
[ Hey, Noah? ]
[ Noah? Are you asleep? ]
[ If you’re awake, could you get up for a moment? ]
Even though they were close friends, Lian didn’t have the courage to shake him awake. His voice, which had started out as soft as a mosquito’s buzz, gradually grew louder.
Worried that he might be forcibly summoned back at any moment, Lian finally placed his hand on the blanket.
[ Noah! Just wake up for a sec—! ]
Before he could finish speaking, a loud whooshing sound filled the air.
[ Whoa—?! ]
Like a vacuum cleaner sucking in dust, Lian’s soul was sucked into Noah's body in an instant. The room was left in complete silence.
***
'Ugh...'
Lian, who had been swallowed by Noah, slowly shook his head to clear his mind. When he opened his eyes, his vision was blurry, as if he had just woken up.
'Where... am I?'
Bright light poured in, causing him to squint and blink slowly.
"Hmm-hmm~"
A soft humming sound filled his ears.
Clink, clatter. The sound of dishes clinking followed soon after. A sweet aroma tickled his nose, and his mouth watered.
Gulp.
As he swallowed his saliva, his vision cleared. A table covered with a white lace tablecloth, cushioned chairs, and a white, round plate sat before him. Sunlight streamed through an open window beside what appeared to be a dining room, and yellow flowers, just beginning to bloom, swayed on the branches outside.
A white butterfly fluttered between the flowers, its body dusted with yellow pollen. It was a peaceful and warm space.
"All done."
"...!"
The familiar voice snapped Lian back to his senses. He immediately turned his gaze toward the kitchen attached to the dining room. A woman with long hair, wearing a pink apron trimmed with white lace, stood there, a warm smile on her face.
Her white legs, exposed beneath a yellow dress that reached mid-thigh, caught his eye, but not for long. The apron, struggling against her ample chest, quickly drew all his attention.
Thud.
The woman, her brown hair cascading in soft waves down to her waist, approached with a loving smile and set the tray she was carrying on the table. On it was a cheese gratin, freshly baked in the oven.
Gulp.
The delicious aroma hit him, and his saliva gushed once more.
"Looks good, doesn’t it?"
"Ah, uh-huh! Yes!"
"Why are you so stiff?"
She tilted her head, brushing her hair back in a gesture that was nothing short of deadly. Lian felt his heart race as if it had malfunctioned.
'Noah turned into a woman—no, she was a woman from the start, so this is normal, but...'
Her stunning beauty, which now seemed almost ethereal, left his lips trembling. With zero resistance to women, his tongue refused to cooperate.
While he stammered and floundered, Noah, wearing flower-patterned gloves, placed the gratin in the center of the table.
"Let’s eat before it gets cold."
"Y-yeah..."
Lian, still flustered, managed to respond to Noah's shy smile. He took a deep breath, trying to regain his composure, and placed his hands on the table.
'Let’s drink some water first and calm down.'
A transparent glass bottle filled with water sat on one side of the table, alongside an upside-down glass. He reached out to grab the glass.
Swoosh.
"Gasp...!"
Without hesitation, Noah grabbed Lian’s hand. Her fingers gently brushed against his, slipping between his stiff fingers and interlocking them.
"Don’t you like it?"
"No!"
Her playful question made him shout with a voice full of determination. Noah chuckled softly and poured water into the cup, handing it to him.
"If you don’t mind, let’s eat like this."
Her eyes, filled with certainty that he would accept her affection, sparkled as she asked. Afraid that meeting her gaze would turn him into dust, he quickly averted his eyes.
"Huh? What’s that..."
His attention was drawn to the mantle above the fireplace, where several frames were displayed. Noah followed his gaze and smiled warmly.
"Oh, that was a fun time."
The word Noah softly uttered sent Lian into a state of shock.
Honeymoon.
Lian froze in place.
End of Chapter
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Honeymoon
***
Soft.
Newlywed.
A term used to describe a couple who has just married. During this period, the couple is referred to as newlyweds.
Travel.
The act of going to a different place or foreign country for business or leisure.
What happens when you combine the two?
It means traveling during the newlywed period. In other words, Noah and I are married, which means we are newlyweds... which means we are a couple... which means this is our honeymoon house... which means Noah is my wife...
Lian's mind was filled with countless mini-Lians, all frozen in place, their faces dumbfounded as they unleashed a torrent of nonsensical thoughts. As a result, Lian stiffened like a robot overloaded with commands and couldn't move a muscle.
The flood of incoherent thoughts eventually boiled down to a single conclusion.
Grip.
Lian, who had been awkwardly holding Noah's hand, suddenly tightened his grip. For some reason, his expression turned serious, and in a stiff voice, he said,
"I'll take responsibility."
"...Huh?"
"I'll take responsibility and make you happy."
Ta-da-dan... Ta-da-dan...
Somewhere, bells rang, and the kind of music you'd hear in a wedding hall echoed in the air. Noah stared blankly at Lian, then lowered her head, mumbling something under her breath. Lian strained to hear, but Noah only lowered her head further, making it impossible to catch what she said.
However, judging by the tips of her ears and fingers turning red, she didn't seem upset.
About five seconds passed.
Boom!
Lian's face turned beet red, as if it had exploded, when he finally realized that what he had just said was essentially a confession. Steam seemed to rise from his head like a well-cooked rice cooker.
"Wha... what?! L-Lian?!"
Lian, who had been swaying, suddenly collapsed forward.
Clatter!
As the table shook, plates and knives clattered to the floor. Lian lost consciousness.
***
"Hup."
With a light exhale, Lian's eyes snapped open.
'Where am I...?'
The surroundings were dark, making it hard to see clearly. Judging by the soft sheets under his palm and the comfortable sensation against his back, it seemed someone had moved him to a bed after he fainted.
'Something smells really nice.'
Sniffing the faint floral scent in the air, Lian suddenly snapped back to his senses.
'Wait, this isn't the time for that!'
He lightly slapped his own cheeks, trying to regain his focus.
'Since I've been dragged into Noah's mental world, she might be suffering from symptoms similar to Iris's.'
Though it was a bit of a leap, it wasn't entirely baseless. After all, Noah, who was usually so diligent, had stayed in bed even after the sun had risen, which was strange. And the dream she'd been having... it was absurd... or maybe not so absurd?
'And when I tried to wake her, that was odd too. Normally, she'd be sensitive to even the smallest sound and wake up right away, but she didn't respond even when I called out loudly. That's strange.'
With a serious expression, Lian carefully pieced his thoughts together and arrived at a conclusion.
'Maybe... it's a situation similar to Iris.'
Lian recalled the image of Iris, radiating dark energy through the crystal ball, and thought,
'First, I need to stay sharp and start moving.'
Resolving himself, he began feeling his way through the darkness, trying to leave what he assumed was the bed.
Squish.
His hand, which had been groping the sheets, suddenly grabbed something warm and soft.
One second passed, and Lian thought the sensation felt oddly familiar.
Two seconds passed, and he started to wonder why it felt so familiar.
Three seconds passed—
"Gasp?!"
Like a cat whose tail had been stepped on, Lian's entire body bristled. Time seemed to stretch out, and his body jerked back, leaving a trail of afterimages as he scrambled away.
Thud! Crash!
"Ouch!"
He desperately crawled backward like a bug, only to tumble off the bed and hit the floor. Rubbing the back of his head, he sat up, and a long piece of fabric brushed against his face. Light seeped through the fabric, revealing it to be a curtain.
Whoosh!
Without a second thought, Lian yanked the curtains open. Bright sunlight flooded the room.
"...Huh? It's already morning?"
Noah's drowsy voice echoed from the bed. She sat up, her face groggy, wearing nothing but a white shirt like a nightgown. Lian, who had been pressed against the wall like a cornered mouse, stood up abruptly and stared at her.
Their eyes met, and Noah smiled sweetly.
"Good morning."
"Ah, uh... er..."
Faced with this overwhelming sight, Lian malfunctioned, unable to respond properly. The rational, composed Lian who had vowed to handle the situation logically was nowhere to be found.
His trembling eyes couldn't tear themselves away from her exposed shoulders and pale thighs.
'I'm doomed.'
At that moment, warning alarms blared in his head, and his body once again left a trail of afterimages as he bolted from the room.
Thud! Bang!
His body, rolling and tumbling in a panic, instinctively found its way to the bathroom.
Crash! Slam!
"Pfft... In a hurry to use the bathroom again?"
Noah chuckled softly. It seemed Lian's reaction wasn't entirely unfamiliar to her, as she simply let out a ticklish laugh without much surprise.
It took Lian quite some time to finally emerge from the bathroom.
***
The rational side of Lian spoke up.
"If we keep going like this, something bad might happen to Noah! We need to think more seriously about this!"
Some of the mini-Lians from the instinctual side crossed over to the rational side, agreeing.
"That's true... As much as physical and emotional happiness is important, nothing is more important than Noah's well-being."
"Hah! When will we ever get another chance like this?! When will we be happy?! Besides, where's the proof that this dream is the same as Iris's? It could just be a personal... a personal desire reflected in the dream!"
"That argument makes sense too."
Some of the mini-Lians from the rational side crossed over to the instinctual side. As you can see, a fierce battle between the rational and instinctual sides of Lian's mind was taking place.
Of course, the rational side had the upper hand. Though it was just a hunch, it wasn't entirely without basis, and even the flimsiest evidence was enough to prioritize Noah's safety over his own desires. Honestly, the fact that such a heated debate was even happening was absurd.
So why were the rational and instinctual sides now evenly matched?
"It's a bit chilly. Is it because it's still spring?"
Noah, who had intertwined her fingers with Lian's and was now hugging his arm, murmured in a soft voice.
"Y-Yeah... I guess so..."
Lian, who had zero experience with relationships and zero experience with women, was more nervous than he had ever been, even more so than when he had to give a presentation in front of the entire school. Especially now, with a beautiful woman like Noah clinging to him and staring at him with affectionate eyes.
Every time Noah closed the distance and initiated intimate skinship, most of the rational mini-Lians would rush over to the instinctual side. Then, the rational Lians would struggle to convince the instinctual ones, leading to the current balance of power.
'How do you breathe again? Is this how you're supposed to walk?'
With most of the mini-Lians busy arguing, Lian couldn't even focus on basic functions like breathing or walking. He felt like a melted ice cream in the summer or a cat purring under the gentle strokes of a pretty girl.
In other words, he was so happy it felt like he could die.
The sight of the straight tree branches swaying gently with fresh green leaves, the warm sunlight pouring through them, the touch of their sweaty palms pressed together, and the mixed scent of their bodies, unfamiliar yet comforting—all of it felt like a scene from a fairy tale.
If he ever got married in the future, this was the kind of life he would dream of.
'Wait... Is this Noah's dream? Or is it mine?'
The thought crossed his mind, as the dream was so sweet, it felt like it could be his own.
Slap!
As he was about to get lost in the dream, Lian raised his free hand and slapped his own cheek hard.
'What the—what was that just now?'
Lian looked down at his hand in shock, his expression as startled as Noah's, who was staring at him like a frightened rabbit. The slap had not been intentional.
'It just... felt like I had to do it—oh no!'
Lian bit his tongue lightly, his face turning a faint shade of red.
'Did I just develop some "protagonist-like" ability?!'
Lian, lost in his ridiculous thoughts, failed to notice the crucial detail.
Grip.
Noah's face was growing colder and harder by the second, her expression becoming terrifyingly icy.
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The Subject of a Fake
***
"....?"
Lian, lost in his own thoughts, was startled by a large, dry leaf that suddenly fell onto his face, causing him to stumble backward. As he instinctively retreated, his vision filled with the sight of countless dry leaves falling from the trees.
"...?!"
Just moments ago, the branches and stems, which had been adorned with shy flower buds as if spring had arrived, were now turning brown and withering. It was as if the season of death, autumn, had suddenly descended.
'So, I thought I wanted to live in this kind of reality—and now the dream is making that clear to me...'
Lian wasn’t as shocked as he expected. In the world of gags, such occurrences didn’t even qualify as events. What was more surprising was the soft, warm sensation pressing down on his forearm.
Rustle...
As if to match Lian's thoughts, the world began to deteriorate even faster. All the leaves fell, leaving only bare, dry branches, and the once-wilting grass turned completely black and crumbled to dust.
The various plants that had once brightened the path with their vibrant colors had withered and died, leaving the surrounding land desolate, like a barren wasteland.
Lian, who had been blankly staring at the scene as if the god of death had passed through, suddenly snapped back to reality.
'...! Could this be the reason why Noah can't wake up?'
Lian quickly turned his head to look at Noah, who was clinging to his arm. As soon as he turned, their eyes met, as if Noah had been watching him the whole time.
Noah's expression, which had been so cold that it could be described as icy, softened in an instant.
"It suddenly got cold. Should we head inside before we catch a cold?"
Even though her voice was warm like the spring sun, there was an unmistakable chill hidden within it, causing Lian to shiver. The pressure on his arm tightened.
'Ugh...'
The strange discomfort that had been filling his mind quickly evaporated, replaced by the pleasant warmth pressing down on his arm.
Behind the two, as they headed toward the cozy cabin nestled in the forest, a cold, icy wind swept past. The atmosphere became eerie, like a scene from a horror movie where something might jump out at any moment, accompanied by ominous music.
***
Creak.
"Uh, um..."
The cabin, which had been as beautiful as a scene from a fairy tale before their walk, now exuded the atmosphere of a haunted house.
The large tree next to the cabin looked as if someone had hung themselves from its branches, adding to the eerie mood, and the three steps leading up to the cabin creaked as if they might collapse at any moment. Even the once-smooth wooden door was now cracked and splintered, causing Lian to tense up.
'This... Is this place haunted?'
Having ghosts in the house wasn’t the real problem. The real issue was the pranks those ghosts might play. Lian feared he might end up like the burglars in the movie *Home Alone*, which was a hit every winter.
'Well... I’m a ghost too, so it shouldn’t be that big of a problem... right?'
With that thought, Lian stepped inside the cabin, only to find that the situation was worse than he had imagined. The kitchen, once bathed in warm sunlight, now gave off a chilling, murderous aura, and the high-quality wooden furniture appeared discolored or cracked, as if it had been unable to withstand the passage of time.
It was as if only the interior of the cabin had aged drastically. But the changes didn’t stop there.
Where a warm-colored rug had once been, there now hung a bow as large as Lian’s upper body, and several swords were mounted on the walls. Above the fireplace, where a wedding photo had once been displayed, the mounted head of a large animal now hung.
It felt more like a hunter’s cabin than a newlywed couple’s retreat.
'Did I come to the wrong place?'
For a moment, Lian wondered if he had entered the wrong cabin.
Rustle.
While Lian stood frozen in shock, Noah calmly released his arm and stepped inside. Her face, which had been soft and relaxed, was now dry and expressionless, and her long brown hair, which had once flowed down to her waist, was now cut short, barely brushing her shoulders. Even her light, flowing clothes had transformed into something rough and sturdy, like a hunter’s outfit.
Noah strode into the room with familiarity, unbuckling a belt full of small pouches and placing it on the kitchen table. She then opened a cabinet, took out a glass bottle filled with water, and poured herself a drink, quenching her thirst.
She acted as if she had completely forgotten Lian’s existence, continuing with her tasks without a glance in his direction. Lian, unable to hide his confusion, called out to her.
"Noah?"
"...."
Noah didn’t respond to Lian’s call. Worried that she truly couldn’t see him, he hurriedly approached her, reaching out to grab her arm.
Swoosh.
Noah blatantly avoided his touch without even sparing him a glance. The sudden shift in her attitude, from warm to cold, was so drastic that Lian couldn’t suppress his gag instinct and shouted out.
"So, was our love just a joke to you?"
Like a brush dipped in paint and dropped into clear water, the gag filter began to spread from Lian, affecting the surroundings. Before he knew it, Lian’s expression had transformed into that of a fragile heroine from a weekend drama.
"Sniff... I loved you sincerely..."
Just as Lian was surprised by the sudden change in atmosphere, Noah, too, was caught off guard by the shift and found herself swept up in the gag filter, her mouth agape.
"Th-That’s a misunderstanding."
Noah didn’t understand why she was saying such things, but she felt compelled to respond in that way.
"Liar! You abandoned me so coldly, and now you’re saying it was a misunderstanding?!"
If Lian had a physical body, he might have clutched his stomach and teared up, as if he were carrying a child. Fortunately, only part of the gag filter remained, preventing the situation from devolving into a complete farce. Even so, Noah was flustered, unable to handle even that small amount of gag filter.
The slightly absurd and lighthearted atmosphere that followed forced out the truth that had been hidden deep inside.
"Stop it."
"Now you won’t even listen to me—"
"I said stop!"
Noah, her face contorted with suppressed emotions, lunged at Lian. Startled, Lian stumbled backward, his back slamming against the wall with a thud. Noah, looking up at Lian with a fierce expression, spoke through gritted teeth.
"Stop with these ridiculous acts, you fake."
"...?!"
"I know this is a dream. So just get out of my sight."
Noah had lost Lian countless times before. There were times when she had denied reality, and times when she had been so consumed by despair that she couldn’t do anything. The only reason she had been able to endure was because of her master, who had always been her pillar of support, and the smile of Lian, who would appear before her, reassuring her that everything was okay.
But this time was different.
Her master, who had kept her grounded, had fallen into a deep sleep, and Lian had thrown himself into the void, disappearing completely.
She had been swallowed by a sense of loss and despair so deep that it bordered on numbness. Nothing felt within her grasp, and even breathing seemed like a waste. In the end, the escape she chose was the 'dream.'
The flower that the butler had placed beside her pillow was meant to ward off nightmares and bring happy dreams. Ever since the beautiful flower had been placed by her bedside, Noah had been able to meet Lian in her dreams, where he smiled brightly at her.
She would indulge herself in the sweet dream, only to wake up to the vast emptiness of despair and helplessness. It was no wonder she became trapped in the dream, unable to escape.
But even that sweetness had an end.
Like a sudden epiphany that comes to a sage, Noah began to sense something off about the Lian in her dream, and in that moment, she realized she was dreaming.
As soon as she became aware of the dream, the beautiful forest lost its vitality, turning into a dead forest. The house, once filled with happiness, became dry and filled with a suffocating atmosphere. The scenery deteriorated, mirroring Noah’s broken heart.
In the lifeless forest, black monsters, with only their eyes visible, emerged and attacked Noah. This wasn’t an external attack or some mental assault by the Demon King's forces.
It was self-harm.
It was a manifestation of her desire to punish herself for being unable to protect anything.
She believed it was only natural for her to suffer, so she didn’t consider it a nightmare. As a result, even the flower meant to ward off nightmares couldn’t stop it.
The blend of sweet and horrific dreams often caused problems. One of those problems was the appearance of Lian, who should have only existed in the sweet dream, chasing after her as she became aware of the dream.
At first, she would just hold onto Lian, crying like a devout believer confessing her sins to a god, as if seeking forgiveness.
But after repeating that process several times, she began to feel disgusted with herself for daring to seek forgiveness. And as if to affirm that the Lian before her was a fake, she began to repeat the same words.
With a sharp sense of reality, Noah pushed away the 'fake Lian.' And so, the same days repeated over and over again.
'How dare you... How dare you...'
Noah, as always, couldn’t hide her anger toward the 'fake' standing before her.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 180
Don't Leave Me!
***
"Don't leave me!"
As Noah stared at Lian’s golden eyes, which shimmered beautifully, the image of him smiling and promising to return soon came vividly to her mind.
She had wanted to protect him. Even if it meant using her own life as if it were nothing, she wanted to protect him. For that reason, she had swung her sword and tried to learn everything that could possibly help. But in the end... she couldn't protect him. She couldn’t even hold him back as he walked toward death.
While she was foolishly debating whether her desires were normal or not, he quietly left her side, like a forest overtaken by winter.
Her worries were something that could only exist with him by her side, but she realized that only after losing everything.
Since losing him, her tongue had stiffened as if paralyzed, making it impossible to speak, and no matter what food she ate, she couldn’t taste a thing.
Even Lily's touch, shaking her body, felt distant, as if she were watching from the outside. The sounds around her echoed as if she were submerged underwater.
Though only Lian had disappeared, her entire world had ended.
It felt as though invisible hands were pulling her down, deeper and deeper. Along with the overwhelming fear came a surge of anger directed at herself. It was as if she had become a judge in hell, consumed by the urge to tear her own body apart.
If she hadn’t wandered through dreams, would she have tried to hang herself in reality? At the very least, she might have cut off her useless wrists.
She had no place left to retreat. Her surroundings were filled with despair, fear, and anger. The place where she stood was hell itself, and the sweet, recurring dreams were a heavenly punishment.
'I should have taken on that death myself.'
Noah's eyes no longer looked at Lian. They were fixed on the spot where Lian had once walked into the ominous flames with a grin.
'I should have died. I should have... I should have thrown myself into that place.'
Had this been reality, her thoughts would have ended there. But this place was the deepest part of Noah's mind, where she could delve into her thoughts without restraint. The sharp thoughts she had buried deep within suddenly surfaced.
'Could I really have done that?'
Noah's fingertips trembled slightly. A colossal presence, one that humans were not even permitted to perceive, emerged vividly in her mind, sending chills down her spine.
'If I had stood where Lian had, could I have thrown myself into those flames?'
Though she knew the question was meaningless, Noah couldn’t stop asking herself.
'No—... I... I wouldn’t have done it. I would have been foolishly lying there, praying for someone to save me.'
At that time, Noah had been the only one who spoke, even when the Duke couldn’t move a muscle. Unlike Lian, who possessed divine powers, she was just a mere human, powerless and yet trying to defy the gods.
What she had seen was the image of someone who transcended the limits of their soul to protect others, the kind of figure only a hero could embody. But to Noah, who was consumed by guilt, it appeared as nothing more than a thousand tails.
She wanted to strip away everything, to the point where not even a trace of herself remained. It showed just how large a part of her life Lian had been.
Swoosh.
Noah, who had been endlessly wounding herself in the prison of 'guilt,' snapped back to reality at a sudden sensation. Only then did she realize that the 'fake' Lian, who had just been watching her, had grabbed her arm.
The 'fakes' created in her dreams only repeated the actions of the Lian she remembered. They never showed new behaviors. But now—... this Lian had pulled her into his embrace, holding her so tightly that it took her breath away.
"Ah..."
The harsh, growling voice that had been escaping her throat was gone, replaced by a soft, weak sound that scattered across Lian’s shoulder. Without realizing it, Noah reached out and wrapped her arms around his torso.
Her body froze, overwhelmed by a mixture of confusion and unknown emotions. Only after her hands trembled from the tingling sensation spreading through her body did she finally recognize what she was feeling.
Hope, anticipation, and a sense of relief so strong it brought tears to her eyes.
Just the fact that this 'fake' was acting differently made Noah foolishly harbor 'hope.' The irrational thought that maybe this wasn’t a dream, after all, began to paralyze her reason.
'No, no.'
But that hope didn’t last long. Once she realized it was a dream, a terrifying sense of reality took over her body. It was an undeniable feeling, like someone who had fallen from a great height but remained unscathed, only to realize, 'Ah, this is a dream.'
'Yes, after so many repetitions, it's about time... for a new type of dream to appear.'
Rational thoughts flickered through her mind, but her body didn’t follow. It felt like her heart was pounding deep inside her abdomen, and it seemed as if it would burst out of her chest. Her entire body tingled, and her vision shattered into white fragments, like someone who had been sitting in the wrong position for too long.
Her eyes grew red and swollen, and her arms clung desperately to the warmth, refusing to let go. Contrary to her rational thoughts, her body reacted honestly.
'Get a grip... Get a grip. This is... an insult to Lian, who has already left this world.'
She bit her lip hard, forcing her expression to harden. She didn’t want to mock Lian any longer in her dreams, so she tried to push him away. No, she intended to push him away.
"I like you."
"...?!"
Before she could do anything, an unimaginable confession struck her ears. Her lips, which had been trembling, parted slightly, and her expression softened to an almost foolish extent. A voice filled with affection, a voice she had never heard before, whispered again.
"I like you, Noah."
Noah, with a face as blank as a child tasting sugar for the first time, couldn’t say a word. She couldn’t even think of saying that he was a fake. Her mind was completely blank, turned white.
When she finally managed to move her eyes, she saw his ears, flushed red.
"Uh, uh..."
As she stammered out incoherent sounds, Lian let out a small laugh and pulled away. His awkward smile and flushed face were etched deeply into her memory.
"Do I still seem like a fake?"
It was only after hearing that question that Noah snapped back to her senses as if struck by lightning. She had been avoiding meeting his gaze, but now she realized that Lian’s eyes were different from usual.
The golden eyes she met through his white eyelashes were far deeper and more enchanting than the fake ones she had encountered in her dreams. It was a color so mesmerizing that she couldn’t have imagined it herself.
"...No?"
As Noah’s dazed answer escaped her lips, the dream world began to collapse. The shock was so great that it was causing her to wake up from the dream. Panicking, Noah quickly pulled him into her arms and shouted.
"...! No, no! Lian... Lian, don’t leave me! It’s all my fault... so...!"
As Noah desperately clung to Lian, he embraced her tightly, patting her back as if to reassure her.
Crack, boom!
Like a set being dismantled, the dream’s cabin and the dried-up path crumbled away, revealing a blank white space. Noah, the owner of the dream, realized that once the ground beneath her completely collapsed, she would be fully awake.
"No, I don’t want this...! Stop it! Why... why is this happening? It’s my dream...! Please, stop...!"
The more Noah sank into despair, the faster the dream crumbled. The flower by her bedside had determined she was having a nightmare.
Without a word, Lian patted her back and finally spoke.
"Noah, I’m 'not' dead yet."
"What...?"
"After I entered those flames, I was kidnapped to the Demon King’s castle. I’m trapped right now, but..."
Lian wasn’t dead.
That fact alone hammered itself into Noah’s mind, branding her heart and making it race.
"I can’t come back to you right away, but... I wanted to let you know I’m safe."
Lian continued in a lighthearted tone.
"You know how fast I heal. There’s no way I’d die, so don’t worry."
Lian, who had been watching Noah’s stunned expression, gently pulled her hand to his cheek, rubbing his face against it as he spoke.
"I can’t promise it’ll be soon... but I’ll definitely return. Wait for me."
Noah opened her mouth, trying to respond.
Rumble.
The ground beneath them crumbled, and her vision was swallowed by white. Even as everything turned white, as if she had gone blind, the warmth of his embrace remained etched into her body like the scar from a burn.
***
"Ah..."
Tears, which she thought had long dried, streamed down Noah’s face as she woke with a start. Her face was soaked with tears, blurring her vision.
"Lian..."
Her voice, hoarse from a long period of disuse, barely managed to utter his name. Unlike before, when her voice had been filled with despair, it now carried a fragile glimmer of hope.
From that day on, Noah rose from her bed and took up her sword once more.
A little time passed, and the armies of the Demon King and the Empire began to clash in earnest. At the same time, tales of a brown-haired hero, known by the moniker 'The Ruthless Guardian,' who was sweeping through the Demon King’s forces, spread through the mouths of bards.
While the knight, awakened by the heroine(??)’s encouragement, was cutting down enemies like a madman, Lian, having returned in a slime-like state, was rolling on the ground in agony.
'There were other things I could have said!'
To prove he wasn’t a fake, he had said something he would never normally say (a confession), and now he was dying of embarrassment.
'Confessions should be made more romantically, with a hundred candles lit... and a thousand flowers prepared... I should have worn a white suit too...'
If anyone had heard his thoughts, they would have clapped, saying that his confession had been the best.
"Why am I like this lately?"
"...!"
The Demon King suddenly scooped up the rolling Lian, holding him like a beloved doll.
End of Chapter
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A Long Journey to Find a New Body!
***
"Hyaaaack...!"
Lian screamed like a ghost being exorcised, but the Demon King didn’t seem to care. His voice was so cute that it felt more like a display of affection. The Demon King, holding the squishy slime comfortably in her arms, lay sideways on an antique sofa.
Black hair spilled over the velvet-covered luxurious sofa like a painting. The Demon King poked Lian’s body with her index finger, a smile lingering on her lips.
"Are you not going to tell me why you're rolling around?"
It had been about a month since Lian had returned after saving Iris and Noah. Since they had stuck so close together for such a long time, at some point, the Demon King had started speaking informally to him. And ever since they had become more comfortable with their conversations, the Demon King’s skinship had become even more uninhibited.
It was as if the distance between them had suddenly disappeared, like a wild animal allowing a human to approach. It was better than watching him harm himself out of depression, so Lian just stayed still, letting her poke and prod as she pleased.
They say you should correct a child's habits early...
The Demon King, who had been testing the boundaries little by little, suddenly sparkled with excitement and embraced Lian tightly, refusing to let go. At first, thoughts like, "But I have someone I belong to!" came to mind, but it wasn’t long before he gave in and went limp.
Although he had confessed to Noah, it wasn’t really a proper confession, and he hadn’t even heard her reply. Sure, he had dreamt of marrying her, so one could say she had accepted him, but...
Noah had clearly called Lian a "fake" when they first met. That meant she considered their sweet, married life in the dream to be "fake" as well.
It wasn’t strange for her to call it fake since it was just a dream. But still— it felt like she was denying their married life, and that made it hard for Lian to confidently say that Noah liked him.
...Honestly, at this point, it would be stranger if he didn’t know, but Lian had the purity of a person certified by a unicorn. While he might know how to survive in a gag world, his experience with romance was almost zero, leading him to fumble around as if swallowing three sweet potatoes without water.
That was one of the reasons why Lian couldn’t easily push the Demon King away.
But that wasn’t the only reason. The more the Demon King’s mental state stabilized, the more her obsession with Lian grew. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say she was addicted to him.
She didn’t want to be apart from him for even a moment, and when they were separated for too long, she would hold him in her arms just like this and refuse to let go. After about a month, Lian had gotten used to being held, but still...
"Nom, nom, nom..."
"Hyaak!"
Just like how pet owners sniff their dog’s paws or bury their face in their cat’s belly, the Demon King buried her face in Lian’s body, nibbling at him without distinguishing between top or bottom.
She didn’t bite him hard like chewing on jelly, but playfully nibbled and sucked on him.
"Stop, stop! I’m a grown man inside, you know!?"
Unable to endure the affectionate nibbles anymore, Lian finally revealed that inside the slime body was a fully grown man.
No matter how harmless his appearance was or how cute his voice sounded, if he told her there was a mysterious, dark man inside, normally— normally, people would feel repulsed, right?!
"Yeah, I’ll do it even when you return to your original body."
"That’s not the point... Aaaack!"
The Demon King wasn’t interested in Lian because he was a slime, so she didn’t care. She continued marking her territory on his squishy body. Since his body was so soft, all it did was get covered in her noble saliva, which made her pout in frustration.
Once again, Lian, who had been tormented by the Demon King, was left pale as if he had endured a fierce battle.
"I... survived..."
In the beginning, he had almost lost his physical form after spewing out the slime’s liquid like a nosebleed. The experience of having most of his soul leave his body and then return was anything but pleasant.
'Although I did gain some valuable information from that experience... Ugh...'
Through the experience of leaving and returning to his slime body, Lian had learned how to "possess." Now, he could steal other bodies even if they weren’t slime.
So, why hadn’t he returned to his original body and was still in his slime form? The reason wasn’t complicated.
Ever since he had returned from the long journey to help Iris and Noah, the thread connecting him to his original body had stretched considerably. It had become so long, almost as long as the distance between the Empire and the Demon King’s land— perhaps even longer— that no matter how far away he was, he could no longer be summoned back to his original body.
Because of that, he had realized it too late.
'I didn’t think they’d take it to the battlefield.'
At some point, his body, which had been subjected to various unknown "treatments," had disappeared from the Demon King’s castle. After squeezing his squishy body into every nook and cranny, he finally found out where it had gone.
It had been dragged to the Empire’s border, where the Empire and the Demon King’s army were clashing fiercely— the battlefield.
When he first learned of this, he was so shocked that he nearly abandoned his slime body and flew to the battlefield immediately.
As if waiting for that moment, a fortune teller appeared from the shadows and spoke to Lian.
"Hoh-hoh... Please wait a moment."
"...! Perfect timing! Send me back to the Empire like last time!"
Flying there himself would take days, and he could get lost along the way. More importantly, the number of demons, monsters, and corrupted humans participating in the war exceeded tens of thousands. Finding his body among them would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.
That’s why the sudden appearance of the fortune teller seemed like a godsend.
"Unfortunately, that won’t be possible. I lack the materials necessary for the ritual... and they’re things that can’t be obtained easily."
Lian, who had something like a four-dimensional pouch, said he could pull out anything, but the old woman just shook her head slightly and replied.
"The biggest problem is that even if you fly near your body, you won’t be able to stop it. My spell only works on the premise that your soul returns to its original place. Even if you reclaim your body, you’ll eventually be pulled back here. You could try flying there yourself, but the chances of being devoured by evil spirits along the way are high, so I wouldn’t recommend it."
"No way..."
"But don’t worry."
The old woman chuckled again and lightly tapped the ground with what appeared to be a 1.2-meter-long wizard’s staff.
"I can at least extinguish the immediate fire, so trust me."
Speaking in a soft tone, the old woman cast a bright spell. A holy light, completely out of place in the Demon King’s castle, passed through the ceiling and disappeared in an instant. The old woman, noticing the slightly hardened slime, explained in a calm voice.
"I’ve placed a blessing on your body, which is out on the battlefield. It’s the blessing of a noble knight who only punishes the guilty."
Lian, with a doubtful heart, asked if those who had committed crimes due to the harsh environment around them would be included. The old woman shook her head and replied.
"The 'guilty' are those who feel no shame for their sins, who feel no guilt. They take pleasure in others’ pain, and their souls are so stained that they emit a foul stench. So, you need not worry."
With those words, Lian was able to breathe a sigh of relief.
If someone with a fragile mentality had heard that, they might have fallen into despair, thinking, 'Even if they’re guilty, I killed them with my own hands...' But Lian, who came from a gag world where even if his head was chopped off, he could pick it up and head home, felt no such shock.
He was only grateful to the old woman for helping him protect the people precious to him.
After that, rumors spread that Lian’s body was rampaging on the battlefield and that it had a twisted sense of humor, sparing some humans.
'I only spared those who weren’t guilty!'
Thanks to the blessing, those who were innocent were not attacked by Lian’s body. The problem was that this world was a "dark fantasy."
Human trafficking was commonplace, and some corrupt nobles even dined on human flesh as a delicacy. There were villages that used slaves as disposable tools and burned them for fuel, and farms where humans were raised like livestock, only to have their life force harvested when they turned ten.
The dark fantasy world, viewed without a gag filter, was nothing but sin. The strong committed sins so easily, and the weak, too, sinned without hesitation, claiming it was inevitable.
Those who were truly good often met an early death in this cruel reality. As a result, it was hard to find anyone among the humans on the battlefield who wasn’t guilty. The only place where the proportion of innocent people was higher was the frontlines.
Since it was the place where the most people died, the proportion of guilty individuals who only cared about their own lives was significantly lower. Naive young men, with their loved ones held hostage, gritted their teeth and fought to protect the world, but Lian’s body easily passed them by, cutting down the ones grinning wickedly from behind like a harvest.
Lian’s body, which sought out and cut down only the guilty, was the very image of a true knight... but no one thanked him for it.
There was no one in either the Demon King’s land or the Empire’s army who could see the stain of sin on a person’s soul.
Both the Demon King’s forces and the Empire’s army interpreted it as, "I don’t want to fight weak opponents," or, "It’s more fun to let the weak ones run around and kill them one by one. If you don’t want to die like the ones behind me, entertain me!"
Either interpretation was equally brutal.
'Thankfully, my face is hidden by a helmet, so I don’t think they’ve figured out who I am yet... But it’s only a matter of time. Even the Duke and Noah have come to the battlefield.'
Lian wobbled his squishy body, steeling his resolve.
'I need to find a body that matches my soul as quickly as possible and get out of here!'
Just as he hardened his squishy body a bit more than usual and was brimming with determination, the presence he had forgotten about approached and bit him.
"Hyaak!?"
"...What are you thinking about while I’m right here?"
The Demon King narrowed her eyes and gazed down at Lian. His body trembled slightly, as if his escape plan had been discovered.
End of Chapter
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A New Body!
***
After somehow pacifying the Demon King, Lian skillfully slipped through a small crack and began wandering around the Demon King's castle.
"Hmm... That one won’t work... and that one's too big..."
Lian frequently visited the slave prison. Humans were a rapidly consumed resource in the Demon King's castle, used for meals, experiments, and more. Because of this, dozens, even hundreds, of slaves were sold to the Demon King's castle every day.
With so many slaves, Lian's anticipation grew.
"I've already found an escape route. Now, I just need a body. Just a body...!"
Lian's eyes, which resembled chocolate balls, sparkled as he kept his gaze fixed on the slaves.
For several days, he diligently scanned the newly arrived slaves, but none of the bodies seemed suitable for his soul to settle into stably.
"Is there really nothing this time either...?"
With a dejected expression, Lian crawled along the beam that firmly supported the roof and headed toward a small hole. Just as he was about to squeeze his body through the narrow gap—
"They say there's a slave who was assigned to Zone 0 as soon as he arrived."
"What? Zone 0!?"
A strange voice grabbed Lian by the ankle. He pulled himself halfway out of the hole and looked down. Below, a highly intelligent orc and a fallen knight clad in black armor were having a conversation.
"Yes. They're transferring him this afternoon, so you'd better stay sharp. If you keep yawning like that, your head might end up on the floor."
"Ugh... Don't scare me like that!"
Lian could no longer hear the rest of their conversation. The only thing that echoed clearly in his mind was the word "Zone 0."
"Zone 0, Zero Zone."
Just by the name alone, it sounded like a place where something extraordinary might be.
"Maybe I can find a body that perfectly matches my soul there!"
His body trembled with excitement. With a clear goal in mind, his soft, squishy form moved swiftly.
Lian began scurrying around the castle, searching for information about 'Zone 0.'
"I heard a new slave is going into Zone 0."
"That would be perfect for my next experiment... Should I submit a request?"
The fact that a new slave was entering Zone 0 seemed to be quite a surprising event, and many were talking about it.
Lian soon learned that Zone 0 was a place where only slaves with the power of a high-ranking officer or equivalent ability were imprisoned. He also discovered that one of the slaves from Zone 0 had once escaped and wreaked havoc on the castle, which was why the security there was extremely tight.
After wandering around for a while, Lian finally gathered the information he needed.
"So it's deep underground? Let's go!"
As soon as he learned the location of Zone 0, he moved quickly.
***
Reaching Zone 0 wasn't particularly difficult. Thanks to his soft, slime-like body, he could slip through small cracks and even pass through locks.
"Ugh..."
Getting there was the easy part, but a small problem arose.
"It's too dark."
The corridor in front of the prison was shrouded in pitch-black darkness, as if layers of blackout curtains had been drawn tightly.
It wasn't easy to blindly grope his way through the darkness, especially since the floor was littered with terrifying magic circles.
"Ugh... It's like a ruin..."
The reason Lian could sense traps that normally wouldn't be visible was that the corridor of Zone 0 was structured similarly to a ruin filled with traps.
In ruins, massive stones could fall from behind, or the ground could suddenly give way, causing one to fall into a pit filled with sharp spears. These were common traps in such places, and many found themselves caught up in these traps for various reasons.
When trapped in ruins, people often found themselves helplessly caught by unexpected traps or fleeing in panic with their hands raised. But not all situations were like that.
There were also times when all the traps were clearly visible, just like now.
"This means there are a ton of traps..."
The overwhelming number of traps could either crush the spirit of a gag resident, making them flee, or foreshadow the gruesome future of a villain.
Though survival usually required running without looking back, Lian couldn't turn around. He wanted to check on the slaves imprisoned in the cells.
"In times like this..."
Lian stretched a part of his body and erased part of the magic circle with a swift swipe. As if wiped clean with a magic sponge, the section of the magic circle vanished.
Whoosh...
The magic circle quickly lost its power.
"It works!"
Excited, Lian eagerly began erasing the magic circles one by one.
...The security magic of Zone 0 started to become paralyzed.
"Phew... I guess I overdid it since it's been a while since I last cleaned."
Lian pretended to wipe sweat from his brow as he stood in the now sparkling corridor. The once pitch-black space had become bright and clear.
"Oh, there are more cells than I thought. Are they all solitary?"
Lian tilted his head as he looked at the doors spaced evenly along the corridor. He then approached the nearest door and squeezed his body through the gap at the bottom.
"Ugh..."
Creeeak!
The gap was so narrow that Lian had to flatten himself like a slice of cheese before he could finally slip inside.
"It's brighter than I expected."
The interior was surprisingly cozy for a prison. Lanterns hanging from the ceiling illuminated the cell brightly, and there was a soft bed in each corner of the room. Next to each bed was a spacious desk and chair.
There was even a table for four where simple meals could be enjoyed. On top of the table were a pretty teapot and teacups.
It felt more like a guesthouse or a dormitory than a prison.
"But more importantly, where's the slave...?"
Lian's body wobbled as he twisted around, and his eyes landed on one of the beds. The blanket was slightly puffed up, indicating that someone was under it. Lian immediately climbed up the wall and crawled along the ceiling.
"If I suddenly appear in front of them, they'll be startled. Let's check from above first."
With that thought, he wriggled along the ceiling and arrived above the stranger's head. When Lian saw who was lying there, he almost fell from shock.
"I found it!"
It wasn't a perfect match for his original body, but instinctively, Lian knew that this body was usable. Without hesitation, he crawled down toward the sleeping slave.
"...Huh?"
As he got closer, he could see things that weren't visible from a distance. Sunken cheeks, dark circles hanging low under the eyes, hair as dull as coal, and lips so dry they were cracked.
The slave lying in bed looked like he could die at any moment. But that wasn't what surprised Lian the most.
"...There's no soul?"
Even though the body was breathing, it was completely empty, devoid of a soul. It was so baffling that Lian was momentarily speechless.
"Well, who cares! I needed an empty body anyway, so this is perfect!"
Not one to dwell on complicated thoughts, Lian brushed aside his confusion and slipped out of his slime form, diving straight into the slave's body.
His vision alternated between white and black before it finally cleared.
"Hah..."
A low, raspy voice came from deep within his throat. It was a voice that, if described kindly, was full of charisma, but if put bluntly, sounded eerie.
Lian forced his weak body to sit up.
"Finally... Ugh, cough, cough!"
He tried to celebrate getting a new body, but a sharp pain shot through his throat, and he had to bow his head, coughing dryly.
"W-Water..."
Lian rolled off the bed and crawled toward the table. He grabbed the teapot and poured its contents into his mouth.
Gulp, gulp.
Like a man dying of thirst in the desert who had just found a pristine oasis, he gulped down the water desperately. As he drank, his sunken cheeks filled out, and his lifeless hair regained some vitality.
The skeletal body, which had been so thin it could have been mistaken for a skeleton's, began to fill out nicely. Even the dark circles that had reached down to his chin shrank considerably. The dull pain that had been pounding all over his body vanished in an instant.
Once his body had mostly returned to normal, Lian pulled the teapot away from his lips and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
"Ahh!"
If he had done this in his original body, he would have looked like the model for an energy drink commercial. However, with his new body—dark hair and faint dark circles still remaining—his decadent appearance made him look more like someone who had just taken a dangerous substance.
Unaware of this, Lian casually inspected his new body.
"Ah... Five fingers! That's how it should be!"
He marveled at regaining a human body, repeatedly opening and closing his hand, before finally regaining his composure.
"Getting a body is good and all, but... am I the only one here?"
Judging by the unused desk and bed, it seemed this room was only being used by the man with the black hair.
"I wasn't confident I could pretend to be the owner of this body... but this is a relief."
Feeling relieved, Lian looked around the room. He skimmed through the books on the desk and checked the wardrobe. There were ten identical outfits hanging inside.
Just as he was finishing his tour of the room—
Clank!
"...?"
The tightly closed door of the prison rattled violently before it slowly began to open. Caught off guard, Lian froze and stared blankly at the door.
Creeeak.
Through the crack in the door, a familiar head of hair came into view.
End of Chapter
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Twins?
Long, bright red hair cascading down to her waist, crimson eyes, elongated pupils like those of a beast, fluffy wolf ears perched atop her head, and a red tail hanging quietly behind her.
A comrade Lian never thought he'd meet in this place was standing right there.
"Je-Jess?! Why is Jess here?!"
Lian stared blankly at Jess, his mouth agape as if a fly might fly in.
The always cheerful smile and those pitifully sparkling eyes were now filled with the gaze of an arrogant predator looking down upon the world. Her lips, which were usually curved in a smile, were pressed into a firm line, deepening the sharp atmosphere around her.
The moment her slow gaze, which had been scanning the room, met Lian's, he froze on the spot.
Her indifferent, almost murderous stare was so raw, it vividly conveyed the desire to tear him apart.
A sharp tooth peeked out from between her slightly parted lips, glinting coldly.
The small fang, no bigger than a pinky finger, oddly emphasized Jess's cuteness, but its function was far from adorable. If she bit down on an enemy with that fang, enhanced by magic, it could tear through flesh as easily as ripping paper.
Meeting her fierce gaze, Lian suddenly felt as if he were standing inside a wolf's den. He stiffened like a beast caught by the scruff of its neck, staring blankly at Jess.
"From today, you'll stay here. The rest of the explanation, you can get from your cellmate."
Creak, clang!
Those assigned to Zone 0 were all capable of fighting against high-ranking officers. But it was only to the extent that they could endure, not that they had the power to subdue them.
Moreover, they had no way of knowing what abilities the newly brought-in slave possessed, so they couldn’t let their guard down. During transport, many slaves attempted to escape using all sorts of bizarre methods, making the process akin to carrying a ticking time bomb with bare hands.
The guard, eager to toss the ticking bomb as quickly as possible, dumped the responsibility of explaining Zone 0 onto the cellmate. The body Lian had taken over was in such poor condition that it wouldn't be surprising if it died tomorrow, so the guard's plan was to use him as a meat shield.
And so, in the cold silence that settled over the room, only Jess and Lian remained.
'It's not Jess... Could it be a lost family member or something?'
The Jess standing before him exuded a completely different aura from the one he knew, making Lian wonder if she was related to Jess in some way.
The Jess he knew was a delicate child, full of affection and easily lonely. But the woman in front of him, though her face and body were strikingly similar, had an atmosphere as sharp as a blade.
'Ugh... Just in case, I shouldn't act like I know her.'
Clink.
As Lian made up his mind, Jess, who had been standing still, suddenly strode toward him. Every step she took made the chains around her wrists and ankles rattle noisily.
Lian, snapping back to his senses, awkwardly raised one hand and greeted her.
"Uh, hello -.."
"Sniff, sniff."
Before he could finish, Jess came right up to his face, wrinkling her nose as if sniffing for a scent. The sudden closeness made Lian freeze, his awkward smile stiffening on his face.
Her gaze, filled with a mixture of curiosity, unease, anger, and affection, locked onto his eyes. In her ruby-like pupils, Lian's black-haired reflection was clearly visible, as if he were trapped inside them.
"Hmm..."
She narrowed her eyes, letting out a soft hum before abruptly losing interest and turning toward the empty bed.
"Ah..."
Lian stared blankly at her red hair as it brushed past his face, watching her retreating back. An indescribable feeling welled up inside him, and before he knew it, his hand had risen to his chest.
'Gulp, for a moment there, I thought she was going to devour me...'
His heart pounded wildly, as if it had almost been bitten off.
'If Jess is like a country dog, then this person feels more like... a cat.'
Watching the woman silently and gracefully climb into bed, Lian shook his head.
'That's not the point right now!'
The guard's words from earlier buzzed around in his head.
'He told me to explain this prison... but I don't know anything!'
Frustrated, Lian returned to his bed, wanting to tear his hair out. If he kept tugging at his hair every time he was stressed, he'd end up with a bald spot in the middle of his head, so instead, he pressed his hands firmly against his scalp and glanced at the red-haired beast lying on the bed.
Her body, lying on its side, revealed her figure in detail. Lian's eyes unconsciously followed the curves of her body before he quickly lowered his head in embarrassment.
'I shouldn't be doing this!'
It wasn't just common decency that kept him from ogling someone else's body. The main reason was that she was an officer-level powerhouse.
'Someone that strong would definitely notice if I stared too much.'
While some damage could be healed, if she decided to crush him completely, there was no coming back from that.
'Should I just lie low and sneak out quietly?'
The thought crossed his mind, but he quickly shook his head.
'It might be possible if I play it right, but...'
His gaze wandered back to the familiar red hair and the pointed animal ears.
'Maybe... she really is Jess's family.'
Just because Jess was kind didn’t mean her family would be, but Lian couldn’t bring himself to just leave her behind.
'At the very least, I should try talking to her. If I die... well, I’ll just find another body.'
He hadn’t explored all of Zone 0 yet, so there was a chance he could find a better body than the one he currently occupied.
With that hopeful thought, Lian quietly crept toward the woman lying on the bed.
'Ugh... What should I say?'
Striking up a conversation with a beautiful woman he had never met before—who wasn’t family or a girl he had spoken to a few times—was a daunting task for Lian, even though he had been acknowledged by a unicorn. As proof, all sorts of nonsensical thoughts were running through his head.
'Should I say, "Good morning"? Wait, there’s no window here, so how would I know if it’s morning?! Or maybe, "Have you eaten?" But what if she says she’s hungry? There’s no food here! Should I crawl on my knees and call her carefully? At least that wouldn’t seem threatening, and maybe she’d talk to me.'
After much deliberation, Lian decided to kneel like a peasant before a king, bowing his head as he approached the bed.
"Uh -.."
As soon as Lian opened his mouth to cautiously call out, the red-haired woman suddenly spun around to face him. Lian hurried to introduce himself, but before he could, her attack came faster.
Whoosh! Boom!
With a sound like the air being torn apart, a crescent-shaped attack skimmed over Lian’s head and slammed into the opposite wall. The sturdy wall, built to contain dangerous individuals, remained unscathed.
'My... my head almost got chopped off! Wait! Is my hair okay?'
With a horrified expression, Lian frantically patted the top of his head. Thankfully, his hair was intact. Just as he let out a sigh of relief, a delicate hand with sharp, claw-like nails lightly gripped his chin.
The woman, who had somehow risen from the bed, was now sitting at its edge, one leg crossed over the other, looking down at Lian as she held his chin.
'Will Jess grow up to have this kind of vibe?'
Overwhelmed by the sexy older sister aura, Lian's face flushed as he entertained a fleeting thought, but he quickly snapped back to his senses.
'Ah! This is my chance to talk!'
Lian hurriedly opened his mouth and blurted out his introduction.
"Uh, hello. My name is Lian, and I’ll be sharing this room... no, this prison with you. I don’t know how long we’ll be together, but I hope we get along."
"...!"
As he barely finished his trembling introduction, the woman, who had looked somewhat bored, suddenly showed a hint of surprise.
"L-Lian?"
"Huh?"
The voice that slipped from her slightly parted lips was so familiar that Lian froze on the spot.
'Is she really a twin?!'
Just as that thought crossed his mind, she leaned in close to Lian’s face. Her red hair brushed his cheek, and her fragrant breath tickled his ear.
"Sniff, sniff..."
Then, she buried her nose in his neck and began sniffing repeatedly. Her pretty nose wrinkled as she pressed her face against his neck, as if searching for something.
"..."
The expression on her face as she pulled away was peculiar. She didn’t seem pleased, which suggested she hadn’t found what she was looking for. Still, she silently stared down at the stiffened Lian before opening her mouth again.
"My name is Jess."
"Jess...?"
Lian couldn’t hide his shock as he met her gaze directly. Just as his confusion over realizing that this woman, whom he had assumed to be Jess's family, was actually Jess herself, his emotions slipped through.
Rustle.
Jess’s tail, which had been hanging quietly, slowly began to wag.
"Master?"
In Jess’s eyes, which sparkled with a deep affection only for her master, she instinctively recognized Lian as her master. Even if his appearance and scent had changed, the loving gaze and voice couldn’t be hidden.
"Huh? Jess, you... just now, didn’t you say 'Master' -..."
Before Lian could finish his sentence, the beast, whose tail was now wagging like a propeller, pounced on him.
"Master!"
Jess’s once haughty, glimmering eyes now sparkled like they were filled with stars.
End of Chapter
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Time to Go Home.
In an instant, Lian was pushed back and knocked over by Jess, who had taken on the appearance of an adorable puppy. Although he had recovered thanks to the gag filter, his body, far weaker than his original one, was easily pinned down by Jess like a soft doll.
"Wa-wait, Jess! Ugh! Don't lick my face!"
He tried to push her away, startled by her licking his cheek while wagging her tail, but she didn't budge an inch. Lian lacked the strength to stop the overly excited large dog—no, the overly excited Jess.
Sensing this, Jess pressed her body even closer. When her full, warm chest pressed against his torso, Lian's body froze, and he almost hiccupped in surprise.
If he hadn't already trained himself (somewhat) through Noah, he might have fainted on the spot with a nosebleed.
"Huhuhu, Master…"
Her lips subtly brushed against his cheek, tickling him, and Lian's frozen body snapped back to attention as if he had been thrown into molten lava. Just as he raised his hands to firmly stop Jess, she quickly grabbed them. Her fingers slipped between his, intertwining lightly.
Jess's eyes, looking down at Lian, sparkled dangerously.
'Something about this feels off…?'
Lian, who had been thinking of the situation as just a "puppy excited to see its owner after an unexpected reunion," suddenly heard alarm bells ringing in his head.
As proof, Jess's previously narrow pupils had dilated, giving her the look of a predator eyeing its prey.
Lian, trembling like a rabbit in front of a wolf, opened his mouth to try and calm Jess down.
"Jess, that's enough—!"
Before he could finish his sentence.
Clang!
The firmly locked prison door rattled with a loud noise. A small window, used for conversations, opened, and a pair of eyes peered inside.
"...."
"...."
Jess, who was still on top of Lian, looked at the unexpected visitor. The eyes, which had been trembling as if they had seen something they shouldn't have, soon regained their composure.
"...Hmm... No problem here."
Clink, clack.
The small window closed, and silence returned to the prison.
The senior guard, who had rushed over after hearing from a rookie guard that a weak slave and a clearly carnivorous beastman slave had been locked up together, sighed in relief and walked away, reassured by the sight of the slave being "eaten" in a different sense.
"Wa-wait, this is a misunderstanding! A misunderstanding!"
Lian, who quickly realized what kind of cliché had just played out, shouted reflexively, only to meet Jess's startled gaze. Seeing her cutely shake her ears, his scattered thoughts began to return to order.
"Haa... Jess. This body isn't my real one, so don't handle it so roughly."
"Sniff sniff... Okay…"
Jess, who had been thinking she might never get another chance to devour him in such a private space, reluctantly backed off after hearing that it wasn't his real body.
Only then could Lian let out a cautious sigh of relief.
"So—how did you end up here, Jess?"
At Lian's question, Jess rolled her eyes upward as if recalling the past.
***
After Lian had disappeared in a burst of ominous flames, Jess began desperately searching for any information related to him.
She was certain Lian was still alive. From the moment she had started serving him as her master, she had felt an invisible connection with him, and that connection remained intact.
While she was frantically flipping through books in the library, a commotion erupted in the Duke's household. Noah and Iris, who had been living like recluses, suddenly claimed that Lian was alive and insisted they needed to rescue him.
'Master is in the Demon King's castle?'
Amid the murmurs that Noah and Iris had gone mad or were victims of a mental attack from the Demon King's forces, Jess was the only one who believed them.
'...I should have slept more.'
Pouting her lips at the thought that her master hadn't visited her in her dreams, Jess began preparing to storm the Demon King's castle.
Charging into the Demon King's army alone would have been a suicidal move, so Jess sought strength.
'I need a pack.'
With the power of magic, it wasn't impossible for an individual to wage war against a large force. However, doing so would take far too much time.
This was why Jess decided to form a pack. She immediately left the Duke's estate and headed south, to the land of the beastmen.
The land of barbarians, no different from a wasteland, only welcomed the strong. Especially for a beautiful beastman like Jess, she was often eyed as prey.
"Bow your heads and worship!"
In less than a month, Jess had conquered and claimed the barbarian lands as her own. Every beastman tucked their tails and submitted to her.
By that time, the war between the Demon King's army and the Empire had fully erupted. Jess, as if waiting for this moment, jumped into the battlefield and fought like a madwoman, earning the title "Slaughterer."
Time passed, and eventually—Jess was captured and brought to the Demon King's castle as a slave.
"Wait a second. You skipped a lot of details! How did you end up getting captured? You didn't explain that at all!"
"I kept killing and killing, but it just wouldn't end... So I figured getting captured would be faster. Hehe."
"You…"
Jess, sensing she might get scolded, flashed a cute smile and rested her head on Lian's lap, looking up at him with big eyes. Her large ears drooped as if to say, 'Forgive me, please?'
Lian's resolve melted at the sight.
"...Don't do that again, okay?"
"Okay, okay!"
Though he lightly patted her head, the lack of any real remorse in her voice was evident. For a moment, Lian considered scolding her properly, but Jess's happy expression made him give up.
'What a cute little rascal.'
When Lian playfully pinched her cheek, Jess let out a small whine and flapped her ears. Finding her too cute, Lian continued petting her for a while. Jess, noticing that Lian was treating her like a puppy, slyly wrapped her arms around his waist, acting even more affectionate.
Lian, unaware that the physical contact between them was growing more intimate by the day, continued to stroke Jess's soft hair.
Everything was going according to Jess's plan.
After some time passed, Lian and Jess began to seriously plan their escape from the Demon King's castle.
"I've already scouted out a location."
"Wow…"
As a ghost, Lian could avoid traps and spells, allowing him to move freely and discover secret passages without issue. Finding an escape route had been a piece of cake.
As Lian smoothly explained the information he had gathered, Jess listened in awe, her mouth slightly agape. His intel was that good.
"With this much information, we can escape right away!"
"Right?"
"Master, you're amazing!"
Not missing her chance, Jess threw herself into Lian's arms, burying her face in his neck and indulging in her desires. In the past, Lian would have been startled, but by now, he was used to it and gently patted her back. He had learned through experience that coaxing her gently was far easier than trying to forcibly pull her away.
This too was part of Jess's adorable scheme, but there was no way Lian could have known.
As the two fine-tuned their perfect escape plan, a foreboding presence was creeping out from another part of the castle.
"…Where are you?"
A chillingly seductive voice echoed through the walls and floors. Normally, the person behind that voice would have appeared with a loud bang, but they were nowhere to be seen.
"Stop playing around and come out."
No sound or presence could be detected, and the Demon King's eyes gradually grew emptier. Her red pupils lost their light, becoming eerily hollow.
"…"
She silently scanned the room. The space, which had once felt comfortable, now felt colder and more desolate than the northern snowfields. It was as if a part of her heart had been ripped out, leaving her feeling empty and suffocated.
"As I thought..."
She muttered with eyes clouded over in darkness.
"I should have made it so you could never leave my side."
Forbidden spells filled her mind.
"No, it's not too late... I can still find you…"
The Demon King.
"If I make even your soul mine, it'll be fine."
For the first time, the most violent and brutal king was being honest about her desires.
***
At the crack of dawn the next day, Lian and Jess were ready to escape.
Lian had already prepared to leave the Demon King's castle as soon as he found his body, and Jess, having found Lian, had meticulously planned their escape.
Thanks to their preparation, they didn't need much time to get ready and could attempt their escape immediately.
Rumble.
Lian activated a hidden mechanism on one of the prison walls, revealing a passage just wide enough for one person to pass through. Zone 0 had once been used as a storage area, and the passage in front of them had been built to quickly move between the storage room, kitchen, and VIP rooms.
According to the history books Lian had read in the library, the passage had collapsed long ago. However, contrary to what the books said, the passage was still intact. Only Lian, in his ghostly form, could have known this.
"Let's go."
"Yeah!"
It was time to go home.
End of Chapter
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Home Run!
"Why?"
The Outsider opened his eyes, feeling a strange sense of doubt. As soon as his eyes opened, a heavy pressure descended upon the Demon King's Castle.
In various places, weaker demons and monsters foamed at the mouth and fainted. It was the aftermath of 'His' return.
Just as a person who has just woken up might leave their disheveled pajamas as they are, he too made no effort to retract the aura that lightly spilled out. The sound of people gasping for breath echoed and then dispersed throughout the castle.
As everyone held their breath in fear, an eerie silence fell over the Demon King's Castle. Like a human walking down a path without worrying about stepping on ants, he continued his thoughts without paying any attention to the surrounding situation.
"Why did I sleep for so long?"
He had paid the price of causality to separate the soul from the human body that had crossed over from another dimension and to place the Outsider into the empty shell. He had expected to wake up in a few days, a week at most, but instead, several months had passed before he regained consciousness.
His 'prediction' was no different from a 'prophecy,' so it was only natural for him to question it.
He—no, it—began to look down upon the Demon King's Castle.
Rumble...!
Just by showing a slight hint of his aura while looking down at the castle, the ground shook lightly as if an earthquake had occurred.
"Where is it?"
He noticed that the shell of 'Lian,' which had been stored in the castle before he fell asleep, was nowhere to be seen, and a subtle sense of doubt began to rise. He was not yet an omnipotent god, so he couldn’t see everything in the world.
If he were to draw upon the full power of his true form, it wouldn’t be impossible, but there was a risk that the dimension could collapse or the world could be destroyed, so it wasn’t a good option.
However, he couldn’t leave the unknown variable unchecked. He looked down at the unstable lifeform that would likely know what had happened while he was asleep.
"Hic, hic..."
The one called the 'Demon King' had collapsed to the floor, pale-faced, clutching his throat with both hands. It looked as if he were trying to strangle himself, or perhaps he was suffocating in agony.
The Outsider mercifully withdrew his aura, allowing the Demon King to breathe again.
"Gah... haah, haah!"
Though the oppressive weight had lifted, the Demon King's body trembled even more violently than before. The form and concept of 'Him' that had been hidden by the pressure began to seep into his mind.
It—it was a tree. Branches, grown like tentacles, filled the sky, with living worlds hanging at their ends. No, that wasn’t right. Upon closer inspection, dead worlds were impaled at the tips of the branches like skewers. And upon even closer inspection, those weren’t branches—they were hands, arms, faces, bodies, insect larvae, and animal intestines.
Humans instinctively try to understand what they see. It’s a part of their nature, something they cannot control. Because of this, the Demon King endlessly thought, and thought, and thought—until he could think no more—in an effort to understand 'Him.'
His eyes felt like they were going to burst, and his tongue seemed as if it had been cut off and was rolling on the floor. It was as if branches, arms, hands, faces, bodies, and animal intestines were growing inside his throat.
Just by recognizing 'Him,' the Demon King felt a horrifying ecstasy, as if his mind was being ground down.
The Demon King was still a tool that couldn't be broken yet, so the Existence lightly kneaded his mind, preventing him from going mad. The Demon King was left in a bizarre state, teetering on the edge of insanity but not quite falling into it. It was both mercy and disaster.
The Existence looked down at the Demon King and asked,
"Where is that 'body'?"
Boom!
A deafening explosion echoed through the air, rudely interrupting the suffocating pressure that had been so overwhelming that even a groan could not escape without the Existence's permission.
The Existence's gaze shifted away from the Demon King, turning toward the direction of the sound.
Through the cloud of dust raised by the explosion, a human with black hair and black eyes, along with a beastkin with red hair, could be seen running swiftly.
The Existence stared at the soul within the human's body.
It could sense that the soul, though slightly stronger than the weakest of the Outsiders that followed him, was surrounded by a power that circled around it like a knight protecting its charge.
"It hasn't perished?"
As the Existence expressed its doubt, Lian, who had been scanning his surroundings, suddenly looked up and stared directly at him.
"Ah?! We've been spotted!"
The voice, as if treating the Existence—who had made even the Demon King kneel—as nothing more than a mere guard, irritated the Existence.
"How dangerous."
Even the one called 'Demon King' was driven to the brink of madness just by facing the Existence, yet this human dared to drag him down to the same level and offend his 'mood.'
It was no different from pulling a lofty god down to the ground. The Existence felt a sense of crisis at the sight of Lian, who used such miracles and curses as easily as breathing.
"He must be destroyed immediately."
The Existence began to forcibly draw upon its power to annihilate Lian, who was fleeing slower than a grub. Though the expenditure of causality began to take its toll, destroying Lian here and now was far more important, so it used its strength without hesitation.
The Demon King, who had been trembling with his head bowed, staggered to his feet. Although the Existence's gaze was fixed on Lian, the pressure from using its power was so intense that the Demon King's head felt like it would explode, and his entire body was crushed under the weight.
The Demon King staggered to his feet and muttered,
"No... don’t..."
Because he had been forcibly contracted with the Existence, the Demon King could vaguely sense what it was trying to do.
Blood-tears dripped down his cheeks, but the Demon King continued to move.
"That person... at least..."
As he staggered forward and placed his hand on the wall, the dark energy flowing from him tore the wall apart. His bloodshot eyes gleamed fiercely.
"I won't let you take anything else from me."
As he took one step forward, his body gradually grew lighter. The chilling determination cut through the incomprehensible thoughts that had been clouding his mind.
His slow steps quickly turned into a brisk walk, and then into a sprint.
Thus began the suffocating chase between the Outsider, the Demon King, and Lian.
***
"Gyahhh!!"
One of the characteristics of a gag-world chase:
You can always run just a little bit faster than the thing chasing you.
"Master, you're so fast!"
Jess, clinging to Lian's back, wagged her tail with a bright smile, thrilled by the incredible speed at which they were moving. Lian, running so fast that Jess had no choice but to hitch a ride, ignored the soft yet heavy sensation pressing against the back of his head and focused only on running forward.
Boom! Crash!
The terrifying sounds of destruction followed them down the long corridor, with broken debris and demons or monsters flying at them like obstacles, but Lian easily dodged them.
Whether it was due to the power of the Existence, the scene unfolding before them seemed straight out of a running game, with one ridiculous situation after another.
Occasionally, debris or monsters would fly straight at Lian's face, but Jess quickly swatted them away.
With a single swipe, like a tiger clawing through paper, the creatures and debris were sent flying helplessly into the walls, crashing through them and disappearing.
Whirrr!
"Huh?"
At that moment, Lian felt something slimy and unpleasant above his head. Instinctively, he grabbed a decorative sword that had fallen to the floor. It seemed to have fallen from where it had been mounted on the wall.
Swoosh, screeech!
As he spun around, holding the sword like a baseball bat, something imbued with a sinister energy came flying toward him.
Clang!
"Home run!"
After swatting away the Existence's power with a mere wooden sword, Lian grinned in satisfaction.
Rumble!
The ground shook violently, and a ripping scream echoed through the air, as if the Existence had been struck by its own power.
The Existence howled. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the strongest.
"Let's go again!"
Lian turned around and began running like mad once more.
"What the hell just happened?"
Though Lian had effortlessly deflected the Existence's power, he was still bewildered.
"It didn’t feel this easy before?"
When he first encountered the Existence through the ominous flames, or when his soul had been forcibly separated from his body, the Existence's presence had been so overwhelming that even its power couldn’t function properly.
"Compared to the enemies I've faced so far, it does feel dangerous, but..."
It was only that—dangerous. It didn’t feel 'overwhelming.'
"I’ve felt something like this before..."
As a strange sense of déjà vu crept in, Lian tried to recall his memories.
"Oh, it's back again."
The heavy gaze that had briefly left them returned once more.
"Jess, are you okay?"
"Yeah! I’m... fine!"
Though her voice trembled, it seemed Jess was also feeling the Existence's gaze. Thanks to the power protecting her, she only shivered slightly without any other significant reactions.
"But... I am a little scared..."
"Ah...!"
Jess whispered softly, hugging Lian’s shoulders even tighter. For a moment, Lian's legs almost gave out, and he nearly tumbled forward. Barely managing to steady himself, Lian stammered, then shut his mouth.
"Training really does work. Gargandoa, I’m sorry for not trusting you..."
Even though the warm sensation pressing against the back of his head made his face and neck flush red, his nose didn’t bleed. Lian silently apologized to the magic sword that had always insisted on the importance of training.
Rumble!
"...!"
Just then, the sky rumbled as if lightning were about to strike. Lian instinctively realized what was happening.
"He’s really pissed!"
The Existence's fury, palpable enough to be felt, was directed at him. It was clear that the Existence had never imagined being attacked by a mere human. Feeling as though lightning could strike him at any moment, Lian spun around like before.
Screeech!
"If I just knock back any attack again—"
But as his vision filled with hundreds of incoming attacks, Lian immediately turned back around and ran like mad.
His reaction was faster than lightning.
End of Chapter
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The Arrival of the True Power
The current battle, which could be given the grand name of 'A Fight of Powers,' was, in truth, a battle that should neither exist nor be possible.
A fight between 'that being,' who could render the Gag Residents powerless and even suppress their abilities merely by revealing a part of their existence, and Lian, whose 'gag power' had weakened significantly after his soul was forcibly torn from his body, was an impossible fight.
It was no different from a fight between an ant and a nuclear bomb. The idea of discussing victory itself was absurd.
Clang—!
That obvious truth was shattered with a sharp sound. The power that had been deflected by Lian’s wooden sword shot high into the sky and disappeared from sight.
“Huff, huff... Seriously... You don’t stop... Huff... attacking... Huff!”
Whether it was because his body had changed, or if his feeling that his power had grown stronger was just an illusion, Lian's breath was caught in his throat, and a bitter taste rose in the back of his mouth.
'At this point, shouldn’t you give up already?!'
Lian cried internally as he kept moving, not stopping to escape the persistent gaze that followed him. He had been running for over an hour without rest, and his body felt like it was about to collapse.
“I’ll keep running, so you—”
“Huff, huff... No... I can’t...”
It wasn’t because of pride or anything like that. Honestly, Lian was filled with the desire to just collapse onto Jess’s back and let her carry him. But the reason he couldn’t was because of 'speed.'
Even though he was exhausted, Lian’s legs were still moving fast enough that they were nearly invisible, allowing him to move at an insane speed.
If the Outsider hadn’t deliberately caused them to circle around inside the Demon King’s Castle, they would have escaped long ago.
'If I slow down even a bit, a barrage of attacks will rain down.'
Even now, attacks were falling relentlessly, but because he was moving so fast, there was a slight delay, and the attacks would land just behind where Lian had passed. If his speed dropped even a little, dozens of attacks would fall on his head like spiked chestnuts.
For that reason, Lian couldn’t switch places with Jess, even though he desperately wanted to. As he silently shed tears inside, steadily moving forward—
Boom!
The path they were trying to take was suddenly bombarded by the Outsider’s attack. Like a nimble cat, Lian twisted his body and dodged the attack, moving into an intact corridor.
'At this rate, we’ll never make it. I need to think of a way to escape.'
Just as he was about to fall into deep thought, panting heavily, a stone that hadn’t been there a moment ago suddenly appeared and blocked his foot.
Thunk!
“Huh?!”
His foot caught on the stone, and his body lurched forward. Jess immediately reached out and pulled Lian’s head into her embrace. The soft, warm sensation he had nearly forgotten during the long marathon wrapped around his head, causing his mind to blur.
“Ugh...?”
When he came to, he found himself lying on a soft cushion that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. Jess, half-hugging him like a dog protecting its owner, was scanning their surroundings with alert eyes.
Just as Lian was about to say, "I’m fine," to reassure Jess, whose fur was standing on end—
Rumble...!!
A deafening noise, like thunder on a stormy day, echoed through the air. Jess flinched and pressed her sensitive ears with both hands. Her eyes, scrunched in discomfort, turned toward the dark sky beyond the collapsed ceiling of the Demon King’s Castle, which had been destroyed by the Outsider’s attack.
Lian’s gaze followed hers. The sky, filled with ominous black clouds, was swirling toward a single point, as though something terrible was about to happen.
The atmosphere was so eerie, it felt like a demon that had been sealed away was about to be summoned. Lian’s body trembled uncontrollably as a real sense of fear, something he had rarely experienced before, began to creep in.
'I need to... I need to run away from here right now.'
A groundless, overwhelming fear gripped him, like the feeling of seeing the god of the Gag World squinting with a mischievous grin before pulling a cruel prank. Alarms blared in his mind.
“Je-Jess, we need to get out of here—”
Before Lian could even finish his sentence—
Rumble!
The black clouds began to move faster than before. As tension filled the air, as if something terrifying was about to appear, the center of the swirling clouds began to crack open with a loud tearing sound.
Pop!
“Pop?”
Jess tilted her head in confusion at the unexpectedly cute sound effect. Lian’s face, however, turned deathly pale.
“It’s... coming...”
“Master?”
“No... This is a disaster...”
Lian stared blankly at the being that appeared with a bright white light, completely out of place among the black clouds. A maid outfit, cat ears, a crescent-shaped smile, and a magic wand so flashy it hurt to look at.
Ba-ba-bam!
The moment the god of the Gag World fully revealed themselves, a lively tune, the source of which was unknown, began to play. The goddess of the Gag World struck a bizarre pose and shouted.
“From somewhere—”
[The dialogue here is omitted due to copyright issues.]
With a magical girl pose straight out of an anime, the goddess swung her magic wand.
Ting!
With another cute sound effect—
“Nyaa~!”
As soon as she finished her inexplicable phrase, thunder roared in the background. Lightning flashed like crazy behind the goddess, announcing her arrival.
'So that’s why the Outsider suddenly got weaker... It’s because a disaster has arrived!'
Lian had every reason to react so strongly. The difference between the goddess when she stayed in the Celestial Realm and when she descended to the mortal world was like night and day.
In the Celestial Realm, the goddess was an eccentric otaku with an unpredictable personality, but when she descended to the mortal world, she was the 'Manifestation of Gag.'
All the 'gag-like events' Lian had experienced so far felt like mere pranks compared to the 'disasters' that would now unfold.
Works that were ahead of their time, incomprehensible and bizarre gags.
Even the Gag Residents themselves would shudder at the things that happened around the goddess, as naturally as breathing. Having been caught up in the goddess’s gags a few times before, Lian immediately sprang to his feet and scooped Jess up in a princess carry.
“Hyah?!”
Jess let out a cute sound, her ears and tail stiffening like a broken machine. Her hands reflexively grabbed onto Lian’s shirt as she dangled from him.
'Run, I have to run! As far away from that disaster as possible!'
Lian’s mind was filled with only one word: 'escape.' He had no time to enjoy Jess’s stiff yet adorable reaction.
Thud-thud-thud!
Without looking back, Lian began to run.
“Nyaa-ha! Now it’s your turn, nya!”
Behind him, the voice of the Gag God, addressing the Outsider, rang out. For a brief moment, Lian wondered, 'Who would win if those two fought? What if the Gag God loses?' But he quickly erased the thought.
A shrimp caught in a whale fight had no business thinking about such things.
***
The goddess, who had been striking a grand pose while staring at the Outsider, suddenly placed her hands on her hips and spoke.
“If your opponent made a grand entrance and even introduced themselves, shouldn’t you be polite and introduce yourself too?”
The Outsider, who had been about to say something in disbelief, suddenly became alert. His level was so high that he had become akin to 'nature,' and his form had changed accordingly. As such, he didn’t feel emotions like 'disbelief,' nor did he communicate using 'sound.'
It wasn’t that he was incapable of emotions, but finding anger in a storm was a similar concept. He also didn’t need to lower himself to communicate with 'sound'; he could simply convey his thoughts through will.
Yet now, he found himself speaking aloud and experiencing clear, vivid emotions, as if his level had been forcibly lowered. For this to happen, the goddess before him would have to be an equal or even stronger god than himself.
'...A being of this level succeeded in descending without any sacrifices or costs?'
Typically, Outsiders who crossed dimensions to devour a dark fantasy world only sent a portion of their true form, never fully descending.
This was partly because the world couldn’t withstand their full level, and partly because the dimensional gap was too narrow. To fully descend, an immense number of sacrifices and a vast amount of preparation were required.
In preparing such sacrifices, Outsiders would inevitably draw the attention of other Outsiders by slaughtering countless living beings. Though they could try to kill them little by little in secret— the number of sacrifices needed for a full descent was easily in the millions. It was nearly impossible to kill that many without being noticed by other Outsiders.
Even if they somehow managed to gather the necessary sacrifices, there was still a problem. Using such a large amount of causality at once would inevitably affect the true body that resided beyond the dimensional rift.
Even if a part of their true body or an avatar was here, the real body existed beyond the dimension, and using too much causality would make them noticeable.
In conclusion, secretly preparing for a 'descent' was impossible. For even 'that being,' who had the highest level and the most sensitive senses in the current world, to be unaware of this was unthinkable.
'How in the world...?'
End of Chapter
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Is This Your First Time with Gags?
The Outsider began to peer into the goddess. His gaze, which could observe beyond realms that humans could not perceive, even penetrated into the very 'concept' of things.
'...?'
What met his supreme gaze, capable of seeing through any truth, was... a woman in a tracksuit, curled up inside a warm blanket with the heater on, giggling while munching on snacks. In one hand, she held a flat electronic device.
Crunch, crunch.
The sound of the potato chips breaking echoed in his ears like ASMR, snapping him back to reality.
'What am I doing right now?'
While it was certainly an unexpected scene, it wasn't so shocking that he would freeze in place.
He was far too exalted to be fazed by something like this.
Yet, despite his lofty status, he found himself acting and speaking as if he had been forcibly brought down to a level akin to that of a mere human.
It was like a regular person watching a dog chew on a bone and thinking, 'I'm jealous! If I had a snack like that, I’d bury it in the ground too...' only to suddenly realize they were running on all fours.
It was an attack so terrifying that it surpassed mere shock, bringing with it a wave of shame and fear.
However, the Outsider's mental defenses were strong, so instead of shame or fear, a heightened sense of caution surged within him.
'How can a being of this level descend so easily?'
Recalling the question he had earlier, he began to forcibly tear through the dimensions to draw more of his true power. The dimension’s barrier ripped apart like soft tofu under the sharp jab of chopsticks.
As he tried to push part of his existence through the torn dimension and connect with his true form—
"Alright! Let’s have another energetic and fun day!"
"“And a happy one!!”"
'...?!'
The next thing he knew, the Outsider found himself sitting in a guest seat on a brightly lit TV set, so bright it hurt his eyes.
"What is this—huh?"
He looked down at himself in confusion. He was wearing a shirt that was a mix of black and purple, with belts and harnesses dangling from it.
But the outfit wasn’t the issue.
'What is going on?'
He had obtained a body capable of handling his power without any cost, and the scenery around him had changed at a speed he couldn't even perceive. These factors alone were enough to raise his guard.
Narrowing his eyes, he tried to assess the situation by scanning his surroundings.
"Now, let’s introduce today’s guest!"
Flash!
The surroundings suddenly darkened, and a spotlight shone down on him.
"No one expected the syndrome to last until the age of 39! A man who never outgrew his middle school syndrome! Known for his famous line, 'Fate's Destiny! Darkness of the Dark!'—we welcome the Demon King!"
"“Woooooo!”"
Amid the incomprehensible words, applause erupted around him.
'There's no need for me to play the clown on someone else's stage.'
The Outsider immediately tried to summon his power to lay waste to his surroundings. As he began to draw out his immense strength, something started sucking it away.
"Kuh...! What is this...!"
The white bandages wrapped around his right arm were greedily devouring his power. Even the power he hadn’t yet drawn out was being consumed, leaving the Outsider flustered as he grabbed his right arm.
The MC, in an admiring tone, exclaimed, "Oh! So this is the famous seal on your right arm! Wow! It’s my first time seeing it in person, and it’s quite impressive!"
The Outsider had unwittingly become someone deeply immersed in a middle school syndrome. His frustration boiled over, and he shouted reflexively.
"How dare a mere human...!"
"Oho! A 24-year veteran really does have a different aura! Now, let’s introduce the next guest!"
Thus began the Outsider's humiliating battle, one that could only be described as a farce.
***
At that moment, Lian was lying on the floor somewhere underground, groaning.
"Ugh..."
He rubbed his aching back and looked up to see small pieces of stone and dust falling off him. He raised his hand to brush off his head, muttering curses under his breath that he couldn’t say out loud.
'That damn cat maid... She said she came to help, so why did she collapse the floor?'
With the Outsider's interference gone, it was the perfect chance to escape the Demon King’s castle. He had been sprinting madly toward the exit when the floor suddenly crumbled beneath him, sending him plummeting into an endless black pit.
As if falling just before freedom wasn’t ridiculous enough, a pink glowing effect filled his vision, emphasizing that it was no accident. Only the god of the gag world could use such flashy effects.
Imagining the goddess off in the distance, shouting "Oops! My bad!" in a cutesy voice made his head throb, but he quickly shook off the thought.
In the gag world, the more you rejected or cursed something, the more entangled you’d become. For his own survival, it was better to stop thinking about the goddess altogether.
"Jess, are you okay!?"
As his anger subsided, his narrowed vision cleared, and he saw Jess slowly getting to her feet. He hurried over to her—
Flash!
Jess shook herself like a wet dog, flinging off the dust and stones stuck to her body.
"Oh... You’re okay? Thank goodness..."
Lian brushed the dust and debris from his hair, smiling in relief. Jess, realizing too late that the debris she had shaken off had landed all over Lian, opened her mouth in shock, her ears drooping as she approached him with a teary-eyed expression.
"I’m fine—ugh!"
Jess, charging at him like a wild buffalo, knocked Lian back to the ground just as he had stood up. Sitting on top of him, she began picking off every last bit of debris stuck to his body, looking thoroughly dejected.
"Hee-ing..."
The cute whimper, reminiscent of a puppy, made Lian’s expression soften. He raised his hand and patted her head, and her downcast face quickly brightened.
"It’s okay, it’s okay. More importantly, let’s figure out where we are."
At his words, Jess quickly nodded, her ears flapping as she got off him. Lian staggered to his feet and looked around.
"This place... where is it?"
Even Lian, who had wandered the Demon King’s castle in spirit form and discovered every secret passage, had never seen this place before.
The corridor stretched endlessly in both directions, made of featureless light brown bricks. There were sconces fixed to the walls, but they weren’t working, leaving everything but the light above them shrouded in darkness. It was impossible to tell how far the corridor extended.
"We could go back up, but... it’s too deep."
Even without looking up, Lian could tell they had fallen about 60 meters. Climbing back up wasn’t impossible, but it would take a long time.
"Jess, do you happen to know—"
Just as he was about to ask if she had any information about this place, he sensed a presence in the darkness.
Trailing off, Lian turned his head toward the source of the presence, and Jess, with her ears and tail standing at attention, was already glaring in the same direction.
Thud, thud.
The sound of deliberate footsteps echoed as someone approached. The presence felt strangely familiar.
'Wait, could it be...?'
Sure enough, emerging from the darkness was the Demon King, with her mesmerizing red eyes and silky black hair.
"Gr-r-r..."
Sensing instinctively that the opponent was a formidable foe, Jess’s pupils dilated as she bared her fangs. Her posture was low, her body tensed as if ready to pounce at any moment.
The Demon King’s gaze briefly swept over Jess before settling on Lian. When their eyes met, Lian reflexively opened his mouth.
"Oh, um... Long time no—no, I mean, it’s nice to meet you."
Forgetting for a moment that he was in a new body, he almost spoke to her casually, but quickly bit his tongue and corrected himself.
The Demon King’s expression twisted with a mixture of emotions as she looked at Lian. He couldn’t tell what those fleeting emotions were, and just as he was about to awkwardly introduce himself—
Thud!
The Demon King closed the distance between them in an instant, moving so fast that even Lian’s eyes could barely follow. The sudden proximity froze him in place.
Their gazes locked, close enough to feel each other’s breath.
'Wait, did she figure it out?'
Seeing the desperate affection in her slightly tear-filled eyes, Lian realized that his identity had been discovered.
End of Chapter
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Mirror Ball and Cat
To the Demon King, Lian was like a lifeline thrown to her as she struggled in the depths of an unfathomable ocean.
Her father's meaningless death, the forced succession to the title of 'Demon King,' and the gradual loss of her father's loyal subordinates, one by one, to the Outsider.
She could only sit helplessly on the throne, like a puppet, watching it all unfold.
The thought that her father's truth about the world would be buried with her death kept her alive, though she had lost the will to live.
Then one day, the chilling gaze of the Outsider disappeared. She didn't know why, but the Outsider left her side.
Not long after, those who tormented her began to suffer punishment for reasons unknown.
'Something is protecting me.'
From the moment that conviction took root in her, she could no longer suppress the emotions rising within her. She was furious and powerless in the face of her father's death, yet fear soaked her to the core, rendering her immobile.
The longer she had been crushed under the weight of the Outsider's presence, the more she clung to the salvation that had come to her.
When that salvation took shape and approached her, her obsession only grew stronger.
But it was far from a sweet emotion like 'love.'
To her, Lian was a 'sanctuary.' The freedom from the Outsider’s gaze and the torment that plagued her all started with Lian.
In the Demon King's castle, which was no different from her father's grave, it was the only place where she could breathe.
To the Demon King, Lian was like a narcotic painkiller to a terminally ill patient. If she hadn't known him from the start, it might have been different, but once she did, she could no longer live without him.
Her feelings for Lian were closer to 'attachment and obsession' than to a tender emotion like 'love.'
Perhaps that was why she clung even more to Lian. Afraid of losing the only bond she couldn't name, she wanted to leave her mark on him, to claim him as hers.
When the Outsider began to antagonize her last sanctuary, the suppressed fury, helplessness, and fear exploded, and she began searching for Lian like a madwoman.
"Woof woof! Wrong place!"
In stark contrast to the Demon King's serious atmosphere, the goddess of the gag world appeared, tearing through space in the form of a cat wearing sunglasses. (Beyond the torn space was a filming set.)
She awkwardly retreated into the filming set.
Boom! Boom!
The mirror ball that had appeared with the goddess shot out beams of light, causing buildings to collapse wherever they landed. By the time the goddess had retreated into the set, both Lian and the Demon King had fallen into an unknown place deep underground.
"Ugh..."
As she staggered to her feet, she saw a place in the distance where light was pouring in.
"...!"
And standing in the midst of that light was a man with black hair. Though it was a face she had never seen before, she recognized him immediately.
'Ah, I found him.'
Having been in the presence of beings far superior to her, the Demon King had developed the ability to sense the difference between souls, and she quickly realized that she had found her lost sanctuary.
Like someone possessed, she began walking toward Lian, who was shaking his head as if to clear it.
***
Just as Lian and the Demon King were about to embrace, a ferocious hand with long, sharp claws shot between them. Lian's vision was suddenly filled with red hair, and the savage hand slashed at the Demon King.
In an instant, the Demon King, her expression cold, effortlessly deflected Jess's attack with the sword she had drawn, stepping back in the process.
"Grrr..."
The growl that came from Jess was far more savage than the usual playful whine. She looked as though she might lunge at the Demon King and tear out her throat at any moment, and Lian quickly raised both hands.
"Wait—"
"Step aside, beast."
Before Lian could stop them, the Demon King poured fuel on the fire. The Demon King was already furious at Jess for blocking her path to Lian, and her killing intent was palpable. Lian couldn't easily intervene.
"He's my 'master'!"
"Huh? Jess, you—"
Lian stiffened at the word 'master,' which Jess enunciated clearly, no longer trying to hide it. Though Jess had always used her unique term 'chu-in-nim' since childhood as a special nickname, it wasn't that she couldn't say 'master.'
When she wanted to emphasize the meaning of 'master,' she could pronounce it properly in a low, growling voice, as she did now.
It was as shocking to Lian as if a daughter who had always called him 'dad' suddenly started calling him 'father.' While Lian stood frozen, the Demon King and Jess, who had been glaring fiercely at each other, lunged at one another.
Jess moved like a nimble beast, zigzagging as she approached. Her fluid, animalistic movements were met with the Demon King's precise, murderous swordsmanship.
Though the sword extended cleanly toward Jess, it missed its mark, grazing her. But then, the blade, which had maintained a solid form, twisted like a living snake. Jess's eyes widened as the unexpected attack closed in on her.
Taat!
Jess barely dodged the incoming attack, retreating just in time, her eyes fixed on the Demon King's fluid sword. As the Demon King casually flicked her sword, the writhing blade, which had resembled a whip or a cunning snake, returned to its original form.
It was one of those demonic swords whose blade could bend according to its wielder's will.
'A lower-tier demonic sword?'
Though its ability was far inferior compared to a true demonic sword, which could completely change its form, the sight of it made Jess briefly wonder how her own demonic sword was faring. Realizing this was no time for such thoughts, she quickly shook her head to clear her mind.
If the gag filter had been stronger, there might have been a flashback scene where her demonic sword said, "Partner, I'm not dead yet," or "I told you, I'm still alive!" But instead, the fight between the Demon King and Jess intensified, leaving no room for such a conversation.
Though she lost the miraculous opportunity to have a conversation beyond the state of her demonic sword, she gained a chance to stop the two from fighting.
Lian was about to jump between them, but he couldn't afford to strain his body right now, so he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted.
"Elensia! Jess! Calm down!"
The moment her name was called, the Demon King, Elensia, froze for a split second. Jess seized the opportunity, slashing with her claws. Though Jess also heard her name and tried to stop, there was no way to retract the already launched attack.
Crunch!
"Ugh!"
At the last moment, Jess managed to pull back slightly, avoiding a deep cut to the Demon King's torso, but a large gash still appeared on her shoulder. Though it wasn't deep enough to expose bone, the wound was large, and blood spurted out.
As the blood splattered, Jess's eyes gleamed with excitement, but Lian's command took precedence over her instincts, and she quickly retreated to stand by Lian's side.
"Grrr..."
Jess bared her fangs, growling as if she wanted to end the Demon King's life right then and there.
"Elensia!"
Lian immediately rushed to the Demon King's side as she clutched her wound and sank to the ground. The Demon King, who had been frowning and bowing her head, looked up at the sound of Lian's voice, their gazes meeting. Her previously rigid expression softened, revealing a deep, unidentifiable emotion.
Though Lian couldn't tell what that emotion was, treating the wound took priority, so he pulled out some emergency supplies that Jess had packed.
"Let's treat this wound first—huh?"
As soon as Lian approached, the Demon King wrapped her arms around him, pulling him into an embrace. Blood gushed from her arm, but she didn't care. A wound like this was nothing to her.
Proof of this was that the gash on her shoulder began to heal rapidly, right before Lian's eyes.
'Thank goodness. I was worried because I don't have healing abilities... Ah, if I had used healing magic on the Demon King, it would have been an attack.'
The sudden realization hit him. If he had carelessly cast a healing spell, the Demon King would have writhed in agony as if she were being burned. Lian inwardly broke out into a cold sweat, grateful that he hadn't used any healing magic.
While Lian was silently relieved, the Demon King was meeting Jess's cold gaze.
"..."
Their eyes met in silence, Jess glaring with narrowed eyes while the Demon King looked on indifferently. Then, the Demon King broke eye contact with Jess and buried her face in Lian's shoulder. Right now, Lian was far more important to her than that bothersome beast.
Jess flinched, wanting nothing more than to separate Lian and the Demon King, but she held back, having quickly realized that the two had a close relationship.
Unaware of the deadly glares exchanged between the two, Lian wiped the cold sweat from his brow and thought to himself.
'Maybe just leaving a letter and running away... was too much?'
End of Chapter
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Distant Tranquility
***
Fearing that disappearing without a word would cause a huge commotion, Lian left a letter in the small drawer next to the Demon King's bed, explaining that he was leaving before they could search for his body.
He thought that if he didn't show up, they'd search the room first, so he placed it in an easily noticeable drawer... But judging by the looks of things, it seemed like the letter hadn't been found.
'If I had handed it over directly, this wouldn't have happened, but I would have been locked up in the room...'
Every time he had hinted that he might leave someday, the Demon King's eyes would sink coldly, making it highly likely that he would have been confined.
Lian could still vividly recall the image of the Demon King stacking transparent glass bottles in one corner of the room, perfect for trapping a slime. The memory of that fear made his body tremble slightly.
Like a baby clinging desperately to their mother, not wanting to be separated, the Demon King held onto Lian with all her strength, making it impossible for him to move without her noticing.
"Don't... don't go."
The Demon King mistook Lian's trembling as an attempt to push her away, tightening her arms around him even more. Her voice, barely audible and trembling at the end, sounded even more desperate.
As if such contact was not enough to reassure her, she began to cling to Lian even more frantically. Seeing the Demon King rushing toward him, trying to press her entire body against his, Jess growled and approached, attempting to separate them.
"Wait... just a moment, Jess."
"Whimper..."
When Lian raised a hand and signaled Jess to step back, she retreated with a whimper, her ears drooping.
Jess moved back to a spot where she was out of Lian's sight, glaring fiercely at the Demon King with sharp eyes. Her fangs, bared between her lips, looked ready to tear into the Demon King's throat.
Though a ferocious killing intent seemed to surge from within Jess, it didn't fully erupt. She wanted to unleash her fury on the Demon King, but she held back, fearing that Lian might get caught in the crossfire.
While Jess's pupils dilated like those of a predator eyeing its prey, Lian was busy trying to calm the Demon King, who was clinging to him desperately.
Unable to stop her, as if she were a dying person in a desert who had just found an oasis, Lian had no choice but to sit her on his thigh.
Her long legs wrapped around his waist, and her arms encircled his shoulders. Naturally, their upper bodies pressed together, and a soft, warm sensation enveloped him.
'Elensia is a patient. She's still wounded from the recent death of her father... She's just clinging to the only friend she has left—the slime...'
If he hadn't repeatedly reminded himself that "Elensia is a patient" like a mantra, it would have been a fatal blow, enough to make him bleed from the nose more than the Demon King's blood.
With every breath the Demon King took in and out, the pressure on a certain part of his body fluctuated. Lian quickly tried to divert his thoughts to something else to avoid focusing on it.
'I don't think I've done anything that significant. Why is she clinging to me so desperately?'
It wasn't that he didn't know the reason at all. The mysterious death of her father, the Outsiders' overwhelming presence, and the constant torment from those Outsiders.
He understood that in such a painful situation, any helping hand would be gratefully welcomed. But that was all.
He hadn't uncovered the truth behind the unjust death of the previous Demon King, nor had he resurrected him. He hadn't even driven out the Outsiders.
All he had done was smack around a few immature Outsiders and become her emotional support, like a cherished doll.
'Could she be thinking that I've done things I haven't?'
When Lian had been smacking the Outsiders around, the Demon King had not yet obtained her slime form, so she only knew of Lian's presence but hadn't seen him in action.
Not having witnessed it firsthand, she wouldn't have known exactly what Lian had done or where his involvement began and ended. Perhaps the Demon King's blind obsession stemmed from a misunderstanding.
'That has to be it.'
But he couldn't easily jump to conclusions. Just as a small favor can feel enormous to someone in need, what Lian thought was insignificant might have felt monumental to the Demon King.
'I don't know.'
In the end, after his thoughts had bounced around in all directions, the conclusion was simply 'unknown.'
Why? For what reason?
The unknown was the realm of curiosity.
The question that floated up in his mind grew larger, as if it would burst out of his throat.
Normally, his internal alarm would have gone off, telling him to comfort the crying beauty in front of him, but today, for some reason, only curiosity swelled within him.
The feeling of 'curiosity' was completely out of place in such a serious situation. It was almost akin to the cruelty of a child who unknowingly commits harsh acts out of ignorance.
Lian threw another question into his mind.
Why was he feeling curious in this situation?
Why was this something he found interesting?
Unlike the questions about the Demon King, this was a question Lian could answer himself. As the word 'why' circled in his mind, a clear answer suddenly appeared.
He wanted to know more about the Demon King, about Elensia.
The beginning of understanding and empathy comes from 'knowing.' Without knowing anything, one cannot understand or empathize. To truly comfort her, he needed to uncover the root of her emotions, which had no clear source or depth.
He slowly raised his hand, which had been patting her back, and carefully brought it toward the Demon King's face. As Lian's hand approached her neck, the Demon King, who had been burying her face in his shoulder, lifted her head sharply.
Her slightly reddened eyes exuded a precarious atmosphere.
The moment their gazes met in the air, the world fell silent. It was as if only the two of them existed, and everything else became meaningless.
'Ah...'
An unspoken exclamation echoed faintly in the Demon King's mind. Her thoughts turned blank, and her mind drifted into an overwhelming daze.
It was as if she had been thrown into a world where water replaced air. It seemed painful, yet her mind was so distant that it felt peaceful.
The soul, which had grown by consuming Outsiders, quietly gazed at her in the silence. Without exchanging words, Lian could feel it.
What she liked, what she disliked. How much despair she had felt over her father's death, and how much joy she had experienced because of Lian's presence.
It was as if her emotions had become a part of him, so vivid and clear. The boundary between them disappeared, and she felt like 'him.'
He immediately understood why she had been so obsessed with him. Lian, completely synchronized with her emotions, found himself unknowingly hugging her so tightly that it was hard to breathe.
***
The Demon King, feeling as if she were being scrutinized down to every corner of her body, couldn't even breathe properly.
His eyes were calm yet confused, dazzling yet composed. They were warm and kind, yet there was something eerie about them, as if she shouldn't be facing them.
Realizing that endless tranquility was no different from death, a creeping fear began to rise within her. Just as her eyes were about to tremble in terror—
"...!"
Lian hugged her tightly, so tightly that it was suffocating. The warmth of his embrace, which was almost too tight, quickly soothed her anxious heart, like a child finding comfort in a parent's arms.
"I'm sorry."
For some reason, his emotions felt as clear as her own.
Though Lian's words were just a simple apology, the emotions behind them were far deeper. The Demon King's heart, which had been frozen, began to melt under the weight of those emotions.
She shifted her gaze to look at Lian's profile. His downcast eyes, the slight trembling of his eyelashes, and his jet-black hair that seemed to swallow the shadows.
It was a face she had stared at endlessly, trying to memorize from the moment they first met, yet it felt unfamiliar, as if she were seeing it for the first time.
To her, Lian was both her 'savior' and the 'symbol of hope.' Because she had viewed him as a 'symbol' rather than an equal being living in the same world, this was the first time she had truly faced Lian.
'...!'
The soft, flowing black hair turned white, and the dark eyes transformed into a breathtakingly beautiful shade of gold. The face, once exuding decadence, changed in an instant to a gentle expression, as if switching masks.
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A Meaningful Death
***
When the sudden change startled her and made her eyes widen, the white hair and golden eyes vanished like a mirage, leaving no trace behind.
The confusion quickly faded into a hazy state of mind. It felt as though her body was submerged in warm water, her limbs growing heavy and her eyelids drooping. She felt a dizzying serenity, as if the warm hands of a god were cradling her.
'Is this what humans call heaven?'
As that thought sprouted in the Demon King's mind, Lian gently brushed her hair over her shoulder. The Demon King's gaze slid toward Lian.
Lian, now calm, looked into the Demon King's serene, glittering eyes and thought.
'It’s the hero’s job to save the world.'
In a gag world, everyone has a 'role' to play. The people living in the gag world unconsciously perform their roles, but Lian, who had come from another world, could clearly see what each person's role was.
Just like how a mad scientist remains a mad scientist even after 10 years, in the gag world, people rarely escape their assigned roles.
Having lived in such a world for a long time, it was natural for Lian to think that saving the world, or rescuing someone in an innocent predicament, was the hero's duty.
He had always believed that only a hero could save someone like Elensia, who was forced to live as the Demon King, and only a hero could handle such a grand narrative.
But that fixed idea crumbled in the face of the Demon King's desperate heart. Was it because his emotions had synchronized with hers? Or was it because the gag filter's power had weakened?
He couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason.
"...I’ll definitely come back and save you, Elensia, from this place."
His words, filled with resolve, were spoken heavily. The sensation of stepping outside his usual genre sent a slight chill through him, and he ended with a faint smile.
"..."
His determination seeped into the Demon King's ears and burrowed into her mind. When his gentle smile imprinted on her retina, a sudden thud echoed from somewhere.
As if she had been pushed from a great height, the Demon King gasped for breath, feeling a dizzying sensation of floating. His curved lips and eyes, as if time had slowed down, were etched into her mind and wouldn’t leave.
It was only after the fleeting moment passed that the Demon King realized the pounding sound was coming from her own heart. Her fingertips trembled, and her mind felt as if it were floating. It was like wandering in a dream.
Crunch!
A harsh sound pierced through the pink aura that lingered between the two of them. The Demon King turned her gaze toward the source of the sound.
Jess was scratching the wall with her clawed hand, her expression ferocious. Though her hand moved smoothly, as if cutting through tofu, the result was anything but light.
The deep, long gashes left behind, each the length of her fingers, clearly showed the strength Jess possessed.
Jess shot the Demon King a savage look, as if to say, "Next time, it’ll be your neck."
"Jess?"
"Grk..."
The moment Lian's gaze turned toward Jess, the fierce look vanished in an instant, replaced by a sulking expression.
The sight of Jess blatantly acting coy snapped the Demon King back to her senses.
'That beast...'
For a moment, she felt a surge of anger so intense that even she couldn’t understand it. The fury that clouded her mind was incomparable to what she'd felt when Jess had blocked Lian earlier.
'...Why am I like this?'
Instead of venting her anger, the Demon King questioned herself. The emotion she felt was enormous and violent, far beyond anything she had ever experienced.
It was bewildering to feel such a massive wave of emotion.
Thud!
While she was lost in her confusion, Jess suddenly approached and wrapped her arms around Lian's head from behind.
"Ugh...!?"
Lian froze on the spot, stunned by the soft attack(?) that came from behind. Jess's arms naturally covered Lian's eyes, and she glared down at the Demon King with a fierce expression.
Faced with such an obvious display of wariness, the Demon King couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh.
'Ah, so this is what it is.'
Thanks to Jess's blatant attitude, the Demon King was able to immediately recognize her own feelings.
'The feeling Father talked about... love.'
Her mother and father had been the type to marry after a long romance. Perhaps because of that, from a young age, they often sang about the importance of finding 'true love.'
Her father, who had taken a long time to realize his feelings were love and had spent many years floundering, had thoroughly educated her on the various feelings and reactions she would experience when she fell in love.
'Back then, I didn’t understand...'
The things her father had explained about love seemed absurd, like nothing more than a legend.
'But now I get it.'
As soon as she realized her feelings, her arms instinctively tightened around Lian, but she deliberately loosened her grip and let him go. Then she stepped back and stood up abruptly.
"...Thanks to you, I’ve come to my senses. Thank you."
She expressed her gratitude in a calm voice, then turned swiftly to look down the passage. Her index finger pointed toward the far end of the corridor.
"If you keep walking down this path, you’ll be able to escape the castle. Hurry, before... it comes after you."
The Demon King quickly composed herself and pointed out the escape route. Jess narrowed her eyes, trying to grasp the meaning behind her words.
Tap, tap.
"Uh, Jess? Could you, uh, let me go?"
Lian, who had only been listening to the Demon King, lightly tapped Jess’s arm, which was still covering his eyes, and asked. Jess had no choice but to release him.
"Then, I’ll be going."
Without hesitation, the Demon King passed by Lian and Jess, striding quickly down the opposite corridor.
"W-wait...!"
Lian hurriedly stood up and called out to the Demon King.
Her steps halted abruptly at his call, but she didn’t turn around. After a brief hesitation, Lian finally spoke.
"If... you don’t mind, why don’t you come with us?"
Lian knew it might seem strange to say such a thing after he had just promised to come back and save her.
'But... leaving her like this—'
Before Lian could finish his thought, the Demon King spoke.
"I’m bound by a contract, so I can’t leave this place easily."
There was a brief pause before she continued.
"...I’ll be waiting, so go quickly."
"...!"
Lian was momentarily at a loss for words, caught off guard by her unexpected response. A short silence followed, and then the Demon King resumed walking. Before long, the sound of her hurried footsteps echoed down the corridor and faded into the distance.
"..."
Once the Demon King was far enough away that she was out of Lian and Jess’s sight, she turned and gazed into the dark passage.
She had desperately sought Lian, wanting to escape the wretched place where rotting corpses clung to her ankles, neck, and arms.
If she could escape that suffocating place, even for a moment, she wouldn’t have hesitated to bind Lian to her side.
That choice had shown no consideration for Lian at all. To put it bluntly, it wouldn’t have been wrong to say she had used him as a 'tool' for her own salvation.
That’s how much she had 'wanted to live.'
'I’m sorry.'
Now that she had realized her feelings for Lian, her goal of 'wanting to live' had shifted to something entirely different.
'At the very least, I want to make my final choice.'
The moment Lian said he would return to save her, ironically, she resolved to die. It was the greatest confession of love she could make after realizing her feelings, and the last chance to achieve a meaningful death.
***
It was as if all the snowflakes in the world were pouring down at once, blanketing the white mountains in a fierce snowstorm. The blizzard was so intense that it made each step forward feel like a struggle.
"Huff, huff..."
"Haah, haah..."
Two people, their clothes tattered, trudged through the biting wind and snow. A red-haired beastwoman and a black-haired human—Jess and Lian—were climbing the snowy mountain, their bodies covered in wounds.
"Haa, haa... over there... the cave...!"
"...!"
The howling wind and the snow, which fell like an avalanche, made it difficult to hold a proper conversation. As a result, their exchanges were reduced to short words.
Lian barely made out the word 'cave' and began moving toward the direction Jess pointed, struggling against the snow.
'Should I be thankful that the gag filter isn't working properly...?'
Normally, when two gag residents got caught in a snowstorm like this, there was a very high chance that one of them would end up dead. The remaining person would weep and shout, "No! Damn it, open your eyes!" only to be swept away by an avalanche, a common cliché.
Everything has its pros and cons. Though the weakening of the gag filter meant that their wounds didn’t heal as quickly, it also meant they could survive in the blizzard.
While he tried to focus on positive thoughts to keep his mind sharp, they finally arrived at the cave Jess had pointed out. The entrance was so narrow that they had to stoop low to enter.
Inside, the cave was rounded, like a burrow dug by an animal.
"Huff, huff..."
Shivering from the cold, they collapsed inside the cave. Lian, his body creaking, fumbled around, searching for Jess with his eyes.
'If I’m in this bad of a state, then Jess must be...'
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Two People in the Snowy Mountain Cave
Rustle.
Jess, crouching like a puppy, placed her hands on the ground and shook her body vigorously to rid herself of the snow that had piled up on her.
Thanks to her consideration for Lian, she shook off the snow as close to the entrance as possible, preventing it from entering the cave.
'Is it because she's a beastkin that she's fine?'
Lian felt a small sense of relief at Jess's seemingly unbothered appearance, though a tiny question floated in his mind. His gaze naturally drifted to her red hair, which had grown even fluffier since they had arrived in the cold region.
'Even if her hair helps keep her warm... she's still too exposed.'
The old, tattered clothes that slaves wore had long since ceased to serve their purpose during their escape from the castle. If even a shred of the gag filter's power hadn't remained, he might have been faced with a rather scandalous sight.
Lian quickly shook his head to dispel the inappropriate thoughts that had crept into his mind. White snowflakes fell from his head as he did so.
It was only then that he realized snow had piled up on him too. Perhaps because of the cold, his thoughts were sluggish. His fingers, red and trembling, were the only part of him that felt the warmth, likely due to the fact that they had found shelter.
He raised his trembling hands, brushing the snow off his head. His body creaked like the rusty joints of an old robot, but there was no major issue with his movements. Thanks to the gag filter still functioning, the pain was minimal.
His mind was hazy, and his thoughts bounced around like scattered snowflakes in the wind. His wandering thoughts eventually returned to the question that had been lingering since parting with the Demon King.
'Come to think of it, what was that power back then?'
The ability that had allowed him to embrace the Demon King and peer deep into her inner self.
It was completely different from the power he had received from the God of the Gag World.
'It felt like a power, but...'
Having used the 'gag filter' power for so long, he instinctively knew that the power he had used back then was also a form of 'power.'
'Could it be a power the god forgot to mention?'
If it were the God of the Gag World, that wouldn't be surprising... Lian shook his head slightly and continued his thoughts.
'No, no. This power has been with me for much longer.'
It was a power he had possessed long before receiving the 'gag filter' from the God of the Gag World—a power from a distant past. He just hadn't known what it was or how to define it.
'It wasn't like this before... Has it grown?'
As far as Lian could remember, the ability had only allowed him to 'understand' the other person. It didn't involve delving deep into their inner thoughts.
The power had only given him a vague sense of the other person's emotions or thoughts, earning him a reputation as someone 'perceptive' or 'empathetic,' but nothing more extraordinary than that.
Without the grandiose term 'power,' he would have just been considered someone with good intuition.
Honestly, if not for the recent incident, Lian wouldn't have even considered it a power. He would have thought that he was just a bit more perceptive in his previous life—nothing special.
That’s how little Lian had been aware of the power's strength. The power had been so weak that it couldn't have grown stronger unless it had been 'enhanced' or 'developed' in some way, just like how a god looks down on its creations.
'Considering my fragile body and the absence of the cursed sword... I should just be grateful.'
Even if it had only been a weak power that vaguely sensed others' emotions, it was better than nothing. Now that it had been enhanced, there was no need to say more.
'I wonder if I can actually... use this... for something...'
Blink. Blink.
His eyelids felt as heavy as if they were weighed down with iron. He knew that he couldn’t afford to close his eyes, but forcing himself to stay alert was becoming increasingly difficult.
"Haa..."
A small breath escaped his lips, but it quickly dissipated. His body temperature had dropped so much that the difference between the cold cave and his breath was not significant enough to produce a visible puff of air.
'This... is bad.'
His thoughts were moving slowly, likely due to the cold. Lian gingerly touched his side.
'Ugh... It’s already healed.'
During their escape from the castle, they had been ambushed by Outsiders who had taken over the bodies of the castle's officers. The wound on his side was not from the Outsiders, though.
One of the Outsiders had been kicked away by Jess, smashing into a pillar, and a shard from the broken pillar had grazed his side, leaving a wound. Most of the scars on Lian's body were from similar incidents.
'Should I be thankful that the gag filter worked properly... or not?'
The gag filter had allowed him to avoid all the Outsiders' attacks, but it had also caused him to accumulate ridiculous injuries.
If the gag filter had been functioning perfectly, the wounds would have healed instantly, and he wouldn’t have had to worry about them. But with the half-functioning gag filter, it had taken quite some time for the wounds to heal, and by the time they had entered the snowy mountains after escaping the Demon King's castle, they still hadn’t fully closed.
He had even considered reopening the wounds to use the pain to keep himself awake, but they had healed completely during the climb up the snowy mountain.
Whether he should be grateful to the gag filter for healing him slowly or not—these meaningless thoughts floated around in his mind as his eyelids grew heavier.
"Ah... Jess..."
He muttered Jess's name, intending to ask her to scratch his arm to keep him awake. He barely managed to roll his heavy eyes toward her, but his vision was too blurry to make out more than a vague shape.
"I'm... so sleepy... but..."
His words dragged out, and his mind flickered. If he let his guard down even a little, he felt like he would fall asleep instantly.
"Could you—huh?"
Just as he was about to ask her to scratch him, a strange sensation washed over him.
Jess appeared blurry, like a mosaic. Normally, he would have brushed it off as a sign of exhaustion, but something was off.
"Jess...?"
Her red hair and pale skin, combined with her tattered clothes, should have been visible. But all he could see was a blur of white skin and red. That meant—
Before Lian could come to a conclusion, a familiar scent suddenly filled the air, much closer than before.
"Huh?!"
Compared to Lian's frozen body, Jess's nearly naked form, with its high body temperature, felt scorching as she embraced him. His frozen body couldn’t react properly, and he simply surrendered to her warmth.
The shock was so great that the haziness in his mind cleared instantly, as if he had been plunged into icy water. Lian's eyes widened in surprise as he stared blankly at Jess's collarbone and shoulder, which were now right in front of him.
"Wa-wait! Jess, what are you...!"
Regaining his senses, Lian hurriedly tried to push Jess away. His stiff hands grabbed her waist, but as he felt the warmth and softness of her skin beneath his palms, his body froze again.
His brain, which had been somewhat trained by Noah, malfunctioned, stuttering like a broken machine. Meanwhile, Jess pulled out a blanket from her bag and wrapped it around both of them.
Their bodies were now hidden under the blanket.
"Je-Jess, this really isn’t right. I’m really...! Really fine, so...!"
Jess had been persistently pursuing Lian, but Lian had never once thought of her advances as genuine.
To maintain some distance, Lian had unconsciously treated Jess as nothing more than a 'young beastkin.' Because of that, he had never seen her as a 'woman.'
The strong impression that she was just a large child made him feel like a bad adult doing something inappropriate to a kid, which naturally made him react in panic.
"Grr..."
"...!"
A low growl, filled with menace, echoed in Lian's ears. It sounded like the growl of a predator eyeing its prey, and it froze him in place.
After about a minute of standing still like a statue, the growling subsided. By then, his body had warmed up significantly, making him feel as if he were tucked into a heated blanket. The warmth made his eyelids feel twice as heavy as before.
'I absolutely can’t fall asleep like this.'
Even though no one was watching, it would be no different from social suicide. As his body slowly regained its senses with the warmth, the feel of Jess’s skin, which had only felt hot before, now became distinctly clear. He needed to get away before things became even more awkward.
"Jess, I’m really fine now, so—ow!"
Crunch!
Before he could finish his sentence, his ear was suddenly bitten by sharp teeth.
The unexpected pain surprised him once. The fact that the gag filter didn’t seem to be working properly, making the pain feel twice as strong, surprised him again. And finally, Jess’s action of licking the spot where she had bitten, as if to soothe the area, surprised him for the third time.
'What is going on? Is there some strange plant growing in this cave? Like catnip or something... Or did I eat something weird while I was dozing off?'
His mind became a tangled mess of confusion as Jess, still holding him tightly, lay down.
At some point, an old blanket had been spread on the ground, and the two of them fell onto it.
His body was lightly turned, and Jess’s upper body pressed against Lian’s back. Her legs coiled around his like a snake, and her arms wrapped around his shoulders. Something hot and soft pressed down on his back, a sensation he could never get used to, no matter how many times it happened.
As he lay stiffly in her embrace, he felt her breath against his ear.
"Jess..."
Just as Lian was about to plead with her in a desperate voice to let him go, Jess whispered in a low voice.
End of Chapter
Chapter 192
Chapter 192
Stroke me.
***
"Stay still."
The voice that usually bounced with energy sank heavily, drilling into Lian's ears. As his body shivered from the eerie sensation, a slow pat on his back, as if to calm him, made him relax. The gentle touch, as if soothing a child, melted away his tension.
Lian’s mind was too sluggish to react sensitively. He slowly closed his eyelids, which felt heavier than usual, and after a few seconds, managed to open them again.
Barely holding onto the end of his drifting thoughts, Lian finally voiced the words he couldn’t let go of.
"Jess, I’m really... okay... I’m fine, so..."
The words, slipping out with a puff of white breath, seemed to fall weakly to the ground. The sound of snow falling and the wind mixed with Lian’s drowsy voice, spreading through the air.
'Jess, you need to take better care of yourself.'
Lian had pushed Jess away partly because he saw her as a child, but mostly because he was genuinely worried.
For Lian, this level of pain wasn’t anything unusual. Even if he was feeling several times more pain than usual due to his gag filter malfunctioning, his thoughts remained unchanged.
Even though the pain, as sharp as being cut by a blade, wasn’t felt properly, and even though his joints didn’t move as they should, like broken machinery, he didn’t think it was serious enough to die. That’s why Jess’s actions felt like she wasn’t valuing herself.
Should Jess really have to endure such humiliation for this 'minor' pain?
Lian could answer that firmly: No. That’s why the words that came out of his mouth were nothing but nagging. Jess’s eyes narrowed as Lian continued to speak.
"So..."
"I..."
A voice, lower than usual, cut off Lian’s words.
"For Lian’s sake, I could give up my heart."
The name, called without the usual playful 'Master' attached to it, felt strangely foreign yet stimulating, leaving Lian flustered. It was like the indescribable shock he had felt when Jess, who always seemed so young, had shown the mature side of a woman. The impact echoed loudly in his mind.
While Lian was still reeling from the shock, a low voice whispered in his ear.
"I can do even more than this."
A burning heat spread from the spot where his earlobe had been bitten. Like sunlight melting snow, the heat that started from his ear began to thaw his frozen face. His slow breaths returned to their normal pace, and his heavy eyelids felt lighter than before.
A strange mix of embarrassment and tension coursed through his body. Lian tried to speak several times, his lips moving wordlessly, but no words came out easily.
Ever since he had glimpsed the Demon King’s inner thoughts, or perhaps since he had entered this unfamiliar body, Lian could clearly feel Jess’s emotions, as if he could reach out and touch them.
Just as the weight of words differs depending on the person, the weight behind Jess’s words was so heavy that Lian couldn’t easily respond.
"Why...?"
After biting his tongue several times, the words that finally came out didn’t carry much meaning, reflecting his confused mind. The unorganized thoughts swam around in his mouth, forming into words only after much effort.
"Am I worth that much?"
It was a question that only someone with low self-esteem would ask, but Lian was genuinely curious.
Could he really offer his heart, even for someone precious?
Jess was different from him. She had lived in a world where the boundaries between life and death were clear, where death held significant weight. Her values had to be different.
In a world where 'death' was heavy and closely tied to 'despair,' could someone like him, who didn’t die easily, hold the same value as Jess’s life?
If Jess saw Lian as someone who could die as easily as an ordinary person, then he might have understood her words. But she had seen Lian covered in blood, only to recover time and time again.
He had often boasted about surviving near-death situations, trying to break free from overprotection.
Jess, who was smart and quick-witted, had realized long ago that Lian wasn’t lying. That was why she was less overprotective than Noah or Iris.
'Why?'
Even though she knew he wouldn’t die easily, why did she place her precious life on the same scale as his?
As the thoughts deepened, a headache began to form. Lian furrowed his brow slightly, lost in thought.
'Is it because my gag filter isn’t working properly? My thoughts are too complicated.'
Simplicity was a basic trait of gag residents. The fact that his once simple and carefree mind had become so complicated was entirely due to his malfunctioning gag filter. Lian thought he needed to find his original body as soon as possible, and just as he was thinking that, Jess spoke again.
"Lian is my everything. More valuable and precious than anything."
In the past, Lian would have brushed off such words, thinking, 'She must love me like family since we’ve been together for so long.' But now, the words took on a clear shape and struck his heart directly.
The overwhelming emotion was too vast to be put into words, making it hard to breathe.
"Lian, I’m precious to you too, right?"
Her voice, mixed with laughter, held both expectation and a hint of anxiety. Lian blinked slowly and answered.
"...Yeah."
"Then, stroke me."
Jess rested her chin on Lian’s shoulder, her ears drooping. Whether it was thanks to the half-working gag filter or the warmth Jess had been sharing, Lian’s hands, which had slowly regained their senses, moved and rested on her red hair.
As his hand moved slowly, the tail covering Lian’s lower body fluttered like a fan. When a cold wind blew, it flinched and stopped, but soon resumed its fluttering, as if unable to hide its emotions.
No further conversation passed between them. They simply shared each other’s warmth, waiting for the snow to stop. As time passed, Lian’s cheeks flushed a pleasant red.
I like you, I really like you.
Stroke me more, love me more.
Even though the words weren’t spoken, the clear affection felt like a confession, causing Lian’s eyes to waver aimlessly.
'The more contact we have, the clearer I can feel it?'
Trying to divert his attention from the emotions, which were even clearer and more detailed than those he had felt with the Demon King, Lian focused on other thoughts. Whether it was due to his efforts or because his exhausted body had reached its limit, Lian soon drifted off to sleep.
Jess clicked her tongue as she watched Lian fall asleep. If Lian had been in his original body, she might have taken responsibility for the pleasure he was feeling, but the deeply asleep Lian had no way of knowing.
***
The snowstorm, which had seemed like it would never end, finally stopped, covering the snowy mountains in a blanket of white. Lian and Jess, wrapped tightly in the clothes they had prepared, began walking through the snow-covered mountains.
"Jess, are you really okay?"
"Yeah!"
Jess, wearing a dress that was open from mid-thigh to her ankles, wagged her tail. Despite having her long sleeves rolled up halfway, she didn’t seem to feel cold at all.
'Is it because she's a beastkin and naturally warmer?'
There were two types of beastkin: those with full animal forms and those with only certain features like ears, tails, or skin resembling animals. Jess belonged to the latter group.
With large red ears, a fluffy tail, beast-like eyes, and a voluptuous figure, she otherwise looked like an ordinary human.
Her voluptuous figure could be considered a human trait, but Jess’s body was more akin to that of a 'female animal' than a 'woman.'
Not in a derogatory sense, but quite literally, her body was optimized for childbearing.
Her hips, a symbol of fertility, were well-developed, her lower body was sturdy, and her chest was very large. Her muscles were evenly developed, making her body perfect for hunting. If she ever had children, they would never go hungry.
Her body, having surpassed the natural limits of what a human could possess, was hard to categorize as purely human.
In any case, Jess’s body was made of soft flesh, unlike animals who could rely on thick fur to ward off the cold. Her exposed legs and arms looked so cold that Lian couldn’t help but worry.
Just as he was thinking of offering her his outer coat—
"Boss!"
A strange voice called from afar. Turning his gaze toward the sound, Lian saw two male beastkin looking in their direction.
"The boss is back!"
One of them shouted loudly, then pulled out a horn.
Blowing a horn in the snowy mountains was practically a new method of suicide, as it could trigger an avalanche. Jess’s temper flared at the foolish beastkin’s actions.
"That... idiot!"
Though the insult she spat out was nothing special, her voice sounded terrifying, as if it had come straight from hell. Lian flinched, his shoulders trembling as he looked at Jess, but she had already dashed off.
Bwoo...! Hee...ee...
The majestic sound of the horn fizzled out weakly like a mosquito’s buzz in the face of Jess’s fist. As Lian approached Jess, who was shaking the male beastkin by the collar, he thought to himself.
'...Has Jess made a lot of beastkin friends?'
The thought that suddenly popped into his head made him stop in his tracks.
'It’s a good thing that Jess has more friends... but why do I feel so irritated?'
A strange discomfort, like a hangnail on his fingertip, made him frown. Before he knew it, his gaze had shifted to the male beastkin being thoroughly scolded by Jess.
End of Chapter
Chapter 193
Chapter 193
It’s mine!
***
After the commotion passed, Lian and Jess followed behind two beastmen, their faces bruised and blue.
The path, where their feet sank deeply into the snow, led into a dense forest. The conifer trees, covered in pure white snow, occasionally shook off the pile of snow on their branches. Due to a recent snowstorm, the forest looked like an endless maze.
The scenery ahead, behind, to the right, and to the left was so similar that it was hard to distinguish directions. However, the beastmen seemed to know the way, moving forward without hesitation.
'Why do they keep glancing over?'
Lian frowned slightly as he rolled his eyes, watching the beastman walking ahead at a short distance. The beastman kept turning his head, as if wary of his surroundings, and stealing glances at Jess. The other beastman was doing the same.
Their tails, unable to hide their emotions, swayed subtly, like an irritating hangnail that kept bothering Lian.
'What kind of relationship do they have with Jess?'
As unanswered questions floated around in his mind, the path gradually became steeper. As they walked along the snow-covered rocky road and the frozen, slippery path, a steep incline unfolded before them.
The beastmen, including Jess, easily leaped up the steep path like mountain goats living in the snowy mountains, but for Lian, an ordinary human, it was impossible.
From their perspective, Lian’s slow and laborious progress must have looked like a worm crawling. Seeing this, Jess quickly approached and lifted Lian effortlessly.
"Huh?" Before Lian could react, the scenery around him whizzed past, and before he knew it, they were on a flat path. When he looked around with wide eyes, he saw the two beastmen staring at them with surprised faces.
It wasn’t long before their expressions subtly shifted into smirks. To the beastmen, strength was law and everything, so Lian’s appearance made him seem like a ‘weakling.’
However, their mocking didn’t stay in Lian’s sight for even a second, as something warm and soft blocked his view.
"Ugh..! W-Wait! Jess... Mmph!?"
Since Jess already had Lian in her arms, she didn’t feel like putting him down. Instead, she hugged him tightly to her chest. Lian flailed his arms and barely managed to escape from her embrace.
"..."
"..."
The two beastmen, who had been smirking, were now looking at them with eyes full of envy and jealousy.
Jess acted as if only she and Lian were left in the world, openly expressing her affection without holding back. Although Lian thought Jess’s behavior was troubling, the strange irritation he had felt earlier melted away, leaving him feeling oddly comfortable.
'Ah... Is this how a father feels when his daughter says she prefers her friends over him?'
Lian was aware that he had been feeling ‘jealous,’ but he couldn’t quite grasp the exact nature of it and ended up misinterpreting it.
After the brief incident, the group resumed their journey. The path was rough and untamed, hardly deserving to be called a road, but after passing through it, they arrived at a small valley. Once they crossed that, they reached a campsite nestled in the middle of the forest.
It seemed they hadn’t been settled there for long, as only about a third of the campsite had proper huts. The remaining two-thirds were filled with tents.
As the group approached the campsite, two female beastmen holding spears quickly advanced toward them with sharp gazes.
The female beastmen, standing well over 170 cm with sleek and agile bodies, exuded a sense of unease, like predators prowling forward. Lian couldn’t help but glance at Jess.
'Jess is... cute in comparison.'
Though Jess was slightly smaller than the other female beastmen, she wasn’t exactly ‘cute.’ It was just that Jess always wagged her tail like a harmless puppy in front of Lian, so in his mind, he pictured her as a small figure with large ears perked up, eyes sparkling, and barely reaching his waist.
Of course, that image often shattered when Jess unleashed her fierce side, but that was how Lian generally perceived her.
"Boss?"
"...! Has the boss returned?"
The female beastmen who had approached them widened their eyes and shouted, and soon, other beastmen with keen senses began to emerge one by one.
"Boss?!"
"The boss is back?!"
"Boss!"
All sorts of beastmen appeared, surrounding the group.
***
Inside the tent at the center of the campsite, the spacious area was covered with several layers of thick carpets. The cone-shaped tent kept out the strong winds and snow from the snowy mountains, and the thick carpets helped block some of the cold rising from the ground.
On top of the intricately patterned carpets, Jess and Lian sat on what appeared to be the highest seat, while six beastmen sat around them in a circle.
"Snort, Boss, who’s that human? Emergency rations?"
A bear beastman, nearly 3 meters tall, pointed his thick finger at Lian and asked, while the other beastmen stared intently at Lian with a mixture of emotions.
Feeling their gazes, Lian subtly tapped the back of Jess’s hand.
'Ugh... Can’t I at least change my posture...?'
Lian was half-reclined on the cushion, sprawled out like a lazy troublemaker. The problem was that the cushion wasn’t a cushion—it was Jess’s soft, ample chest.
Jess, who had pulled Lian into her embrace from behind, grinned mischievously.
"He's my mate."
"What?!"
"M-Mate as in... your partner?!"
"Heh..."
Lian, who had been thinking that calling himself ‘Master’ in front of the beastmen wouldn’t cause any misunderstandings, was now sitting there with his mouth agape, wearing a blank expression.
Jess’s sudden declaration made Lian’s brain freeze, and while he was still processing, the conversation among the beastmen devolved into chaos.
The ones who reacted most strongly were the three male beastmen. In the beastmen's world, where strength was law and everything, Jess, who held the position of leader, was the ideal bride for every male beastman.
The male beastmen, captivated by Jess, had even prayed that she would take multiple concubines.
However, the sudden appearance of ‘Lian’—a being who had dropped into their midst like a bomb—was nothing short of a shock.
'That weakling is the boss’s mate?'
'No way! If she mates with that pathetic guy, they’ll only have weak, sickly offspring!'
'He looks weak... Hmm, is the boss into looks?'
It was clear from Lian's appearance that he was weak, and the beastmen couldn't believe that he was Jess’s mate. But Jess, wagging her tail happily, simply pulled Lian deeper into her embrace, ignoring their disbelief.
"Uh, th-thanks?"
Lian, his brain struggling to function, finally managed to blurt out a foolish response.
In his mind, tiny versions of himself were in chaos, yelling, "Thanks? That makes you sound like an idiot!" and "What about Noah!? What are you going to do!? You already have three kids with her (in your imagination)!" The internal turmoil prevented him from saying anything more.
"..."
Seeing Lian’s awkward response, Jess smiled happily, then subtly shifted her gaze to the female beastmen in the tent, narrowing her eyes.
The six beastmen sitting in the tent were the strongest after Jess. Among them were three particularly attractive female beastmen. Outside the tent, there were even more female beastmen gathered.
'One mate is enough for my master.'
Though Jess knew it was an absurd thought, even the slightest possibility that Lian might end up petting another beastman made her blood boil.
To prevent such a scenario, she had marked her territory by declaring him her ‘mate.’
As Jess’s gaze, filled with a subtle killing intent, swept over the female beastmen, their tails bristled and stood upright before slowly lowering again.
'She’s serious.'
'Well, with looks like that, I can see why she’d want to keep him around.'
The two sleek and beautiful female beastmen thought this as they averted their gazes.
'So... he's not emergency rations?'
The massive female bear beastman, standing nearly 3 meters tall and capable of lifting an adult man with one hand, tilted her head in confusion, a question mark practically hanging over her head. However, she quickly accepted it under Jess’s deadly glare.
'If the boss says so, then it must be true.'
While the female beastmen were quick to back down, the male beastmen glared at Lian with burning eyes.
Just as Jess was about to send a similarly deadly glare toward the male beastmen, a male beastman with a hyena tail suddenly stood up, growling.
"Growl...! Boss! I can’t accept that weakling as your mate!"
"Yeah! We can’t recognize someone as weak as him as your partner!"
"...!"
As one beastman voiced his discontent, two more male beastmen stood up, glaring fiercely at Lian.
The murderous aura they emitted, like that of predators, snapped Lian out of his daze. His survival instincts flared up, shaking him awake. But before Lian could react, Jess spoke in a soft voice.
"So what?"
Flinch.
The three beastmen’s tails quickly drooped at Jess’s calm question, and their ears, which had been perked up, slowly lowered as if they were trying to gauge the situation.
"What are you going to do if you don’t accept it?"
Though Jess smiled, her eyes were far from kind. The female beastmen, quick to read the room, quietly retreated to the corners of the tent.
End of Chapter
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A Duel of Blood… No, a Sparring Match!
***
For some reason, the temperature inside the tent seemed to drop even further. Jess, maintaining her gentle smile, looked at the stiffened male beastmen who were nervously avoiding her gaze.
"So, what are you going to do about it?"
"Th-That is…"
The beastmen trembled as they recalled Jess's merciless hands, which had beaten them just enough to keep them alive. Their bodies instinctively shuddered as they were about to submit, but then Lian, comfortably resting in Jess's arms, came into their view.
"A duel! I demand a duel…!"
Their pride, which had been suppressed by overwhelming fear, surged up and spilled out of their mouths.
"If… If I defeat that guy in a duel, please give me a chance to be your mate!"
The smile on Jess's lips vanished, leaving only a cold expression, as frigid as a snowstorm in the mountains. The hyena beastman faltered for a moment, but he somehow managed to convey his words.
Despite the cold sweat running down his back, the hyena beastman forced a bright smile.
'If she sees me destroy that guy easily, the captain will surely accept me as her mate!'
In his mind, he vividly imagined Lian rolling on the ground in defeat, while Jess, her face filled with love, clung to him.
His eyes wandered upward in a daydream, and his expression slackened, making his face look grotesque. He was unaware of how ridiculous he appeared, thanks to the gag filter.
The other two beastmen also couldn't hide their excitement, their tails, which had been hanging down, slowly rising. Jess, however, crushed their hopes with a single sentence.
"Why bother? I'm the captain, aren't I?"
"…!"
Just like that.
Could anyone stop an emperor, who possessed overwhelming power, from raising a commoner woman to the position of empress?
To the beastmen, where power was everything, Jess was as mighty as a polymorphed dragon emperor. Even if she chose a weakling like Lian as her mate, there was nothing they could do. No, there was nothing they should do.
'…I… I might die.'
Only then did the male beastmen realize the gravity of their actions.
They had dared to raise their voices in dissatisfaction after Jess had declared Lian as her 'mate,' and even though she had given them a chance to back down by asking "So?", they had foolishly barked in defiance.
Ignoring her words was, in essence, a challenge to her leadership. The only one who could ignore the captain's words was a new captain, one with greater strength.
The beastmen's tails naturally curled between their legs, their ears drooping as they trembled. Their bodies slowly lowered as if a great weight was pressing down on them, forcing them to kneel, heads bowed deeply. Their postures became so submissive that it seemed as though they were about to bury their faces in the ground.
As Jess contemplated whether to kill the beastmen in front of her, like a cat toying with its prey, Lian raised his hand slightly.
"Um… if it's alright…"
"Hmm?"
Jess immediately softened her expression and looked at Lian. Her eyes were filled with affection, as though stars would spill out of them. She scratched her cheek with the hand that had just lifted Lian, her face brimming with tenderness. After seeing her previous fierce expression, this one felt even more ticklish to Lian.
'So, she can make that kind of face too.'
Recalling the sultry expression she had shown earlier, Lian felt his face heat up and hurried to speak.
"Beastmen explore each other's strength through combat, right? So, while a life-or-death duel is out of the question, wouldn't a sparring match be… okay?"
At Lian's acceptance of the beastmen's challenge, the ears of the male beastmen, which had been drooping, perked up. The female beastmen, who had been watching the spectacle from the sidelines, widened their eyes in surprise.
"But… are you sure?"
Jess gently poked Lian's cheek with her finger, her question filled with concern. She was asking if he was okay, considering he wasn’t in his original body. Lian responded with a soft smile.
"In the world of beastmen, we should follow their rules, right?"
"If it’s too hard, you don’t have to. I’m the strongest one here, after all—"
"Jess, you’re like family to me… So I want to get used to the culture of my family."
As usual, Lian used the word 'family' to imply their bond as 'sworn siblings.' However, the word 'mate,' which Jess had mentioned earlier, echoed in his mind, causing him to stumble over his words.
'Should I clarify that I meant it in the sense of a close brother-sister relationship...? Ugh… But if I do that, it’ll be like outright rejecting Jess’s confession! Th-Then again, if I’m not going to accept it… I have Noah…'
His thoughts spun in circles, from 'If it’s not meant to be, I should say no!' to 'But… I don’t dislike her enough to say no that firmly…'
Images from the snow cave flashed through his mind, heating his cheeks. The confusion in his head was overwhelming, as he wrestled with the realization that he had begun to see Jess, whom he had only ever viewed as a 'sister,' as a 'woman' he was attracted to.
While the mini-Lians in his head were dancing around in panic, Jess’s eyes sparkled with joy, her cheeks flushed.
"Hehe."
"Huh?"
Jess, showing a smile full of affection that she reserved only for Lian, leaned in and gave him a light kiss on the cheek. Lian’s mind went blank once again.
"Ah…"
"Ugh…"
The male beastmen, who had always viewed Jess as the epitome of charisma, ground their teeth in frustration as they watched her smile sweetly like a tamed puppy, showering Lian with affection. They gritted their teeth so hard it seemed their fangs might break.
'I will win! I must win and take that spot!'
'Ugh… I’m so jealous… But if I win, that spot will be mine!'
'I want it.'
A mutual agreement was reached, and a life-or-death duel—no, a sparring match—was decided. Thanks to the burning passion in the air, it took less than ten minutes for the sparring ground to be prepared.
***
On a white, hardened snowfield, indistinguishable from the ground, several beastmen lay sprawled out. Before them stood Lian, holding a sword with a calm expression.
The hyena beastman, who had been the first to challenge him and had been knocked down in less than ten seconds, trembled as he barely managed to open his eyes and looked up at Lian.
"H-How… How could you… be this strong… Kugh…!"
He couldn’t finish his sentence before he collapsed, unconscious. Lian scratched his cheek awkwardly as he looked at the fallen beastmen.
'Well, that escalated quickly.'
In the world of gags, there was a fatal rule: the more seriously you tried, the less your abilities would improve. On the flip side, if you consistently put in moderate effort, you could grow to a world-class level. (Of course, the rules varied depending on the situation, so there were always exceptions.)
Lian had been practicing his swordsmanship with the magic sword whenever he had the chance, aiming to use it more efficiently. What seemed like minimal effort to others had, thanks to the gag filter, produced extraordinary results, allowing him to handle most opponents with ease—even without the magic sword.
However, it wasn’t enough to completely wipe out the beastmen.
The reason Lian was able to defeat them was because of the power that had allowed him to gaze into the Demon King’s mind and gain a deep understanding of her. This power had synchronized Lian and the magic sword up until the moment they had been separated.
While he hadn’t become as strong as he was when wielding the magic sword, he had reached a level where he could easily deal with those who were at the tail end of the 'strong' in the dark fantasy world.
Moreover, although it was incomplete, the gag filter was still functioning, and an unknown power that allowed him to see through others had also activated.
The gag filter caused his opponents to trip over their own feet or left afterimages when he moved quickly, while the unknown power let him predict the direction and nature of their attacks.
It was a fight he couldn’t lose.
"Wow… So it’s really true that you can’t judge humans by their appearance."
"As expected of the captain’s chosen mate."
"Huh?! He’s the captain’s mate? I was thinking of making a move on him…"
When the gag filter was fully active, it made his enemies look like they were self-destructing. But when it only partially activated, as it was now, the fight looked quite legitimate. As a result, the beastmen who were watching saw Lian as a highly skilled swordsman.
To the beastmen, where strength was everything, it was only natural that Lian’s standing rose. Even the female beastmen, who had been watching from the sidelines, began to look at Lian with a strange, admiring gaze. Despite hearing that he was the captain’s mate, their interest didn’t wane.
The impact of Lian having wiped out the strongest males in the pack was too powerful.
"Grrr…!"
But there was one person whose tail bristled in response to those gazes… Jess, the leader of the pack.
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Covered in Jess’ Scent
***
As Jess glared at them with genuine killing intent, the female beastmen, who had been sending Lian subtle, seductive glances, shrank back in fear.
"Hiiik..?!"
"Gasp..!"
Jess continued to shoot murderous glares at the retreating female beastmen one by one.
"Lian, I think it's over now..."
At Lian's cautious call, Jess smiled brightly, like a blossoming flower, and ran over to him.
Though the duel had been initiated by the beastmen themselves, Lian felt a bit guilty for leaving them in such a mess. However, seeing Jess approach with a cheerful expression, he let out a sigh of relief.
"Hey, Jess...?"
But that relief lasted less than a minute before turning into awkwardness. Jess had ignored the beastmen sprawled on the ground and instead wrapped her arms around Lian's waist, growling softly.
Although the sparring match hadn't caused any serious injuries, there were still some minor wounds.
'Is it okay to leave them like this? They are beastmen, so I guess they won’t freeze to death, right?'
While their natural healing abilities would likely take care of the injuries, Lian wasn’t sure if they could withstand the biting cold. Considering the beastmen's light clothing, he wondered if they were more resistant to the cold, but his concerns didn't fade. He glanced toward the female beastmen who had distanced themselves.
He sent them a look that said, 'Since you're comrades, can't someone move them into a tent?' But no one responded. In fact, they only returned his gaze with expressions of disgust.
'Did I do something wrong? Did my pants fall down... or did my hair fly off?!'
The female beastmen, who had been shyly smiling at him just moments ago, now looked at him with furrowed brows, as if they were seeing something unpleasant. Horrible thoughts began to float in Lian's mind.
He hurriedly felt his hair and checked his waistband. Thankfully, his pants hadn't fallen down, and his hair was still intact.
Breathing a sigh of relief, Lian watched as the beastmen—both male and female—retreated, frowning.
"Hey, Jess... Did I make some kind of mistake?"
"Hmm? No!"
"Right...?"
Lian thought to himself, tears welling up inside.
'Even if they're battle-crazed beastmen... it's only natural they'd feel uncomfortable seeing their comrades get wiped out by a stranger.'
As if to confirm Lian's thoughts, the beastmen began avoiding him from that moment on.
Whether during meals, while walking around the camp with Jess, or even when he was casually swinging his sword to stretch, the beastmen glared at him with furrowed brows.
'Weren't beastmen supposed to respect the strong? Teacher, you lied to me...'
Lian thought of his teacher from the Nest, who had taught him so much about beastmen, and felt utterly dejected. His misery peaked when even the beastmen who had been lying around on the ground began avoiding him.
It was as if an invisible barrier had formed around Lian, pushing the beastmen away.
The next day, Lian, feeling downcast, wondered, 'Is it because I'm human? Are they discriminating against me?' He sulked in his cabin, not wanting to go outside.
Knock, knock.
Someone knocked on the door of the cabin where only Lian was staying. Given the current camp situation, the only person who would visit him was Jess, so he opened the door without much thought.
"Huh?"
Standing at the door was a cat beastman with black cat ears. She was one of the female beastmen he had seen in the tent earlier. For some reason, her face was scrunched up, her ears and tail drooping, and the tips of her tail trembled slightly.
"I have a message to deliver... Ugh..."
"...!"
Before she could finish her sentence, she hastily covered her mouth with her hand and took a step back. Her reaction was so severe, as if she had just smelled something rotten, that Lian, bewildered, brought his wrist to his nose.
'Do I smell bad?'
He sniffed himself, but aside from Jess' scent, which had clung to him after spending the whole day together, there was no unpleasant smell.
"Do I smell bad or something?!"
Panicking, Lian asked the cat beastman, who was retreating once more. If he let her go, he wouldn't be able to get an answer from anyone else. He took a step toward her in desperation, but she shook her head vigorously and stepped back two more paces.
Her firm rejection felt like an invisible blow had just grazed past him. If his “gag filter” had been working, he might have coughed up blood. Her expression was that cold.
'Tell me... at least tell me the reason!'
Not knowing the reason was far worse than knowing something he couldn’t change. Lian looked at the cat beastman with a desperate expression. She hesitated for a moment, rolling her eyes, before letting out a small sigh and speaking.
"It's because of the pheromones."
"Phe... Pheromones?"
"Ugh! Don’t come any closer! Your whole body is drenched in the boss's pheromones, and it's overwhelming!"
The cat beastman pinched the sides of her nose with her thumb and forefinger, tears welling up in her eyes.
"She's practically marked you all over as hers."
Her gaze swept up and down Lian's body, as if she were looking at a bone completely covered in drool. In a way, her words weren't wrong—he was drenched in Jess' pheromones.
"I didn't think the boss's pheromones were that strong... I guess I was wrong."
"Uh... Pheromones...?"
The cat beastman took another step back, shaking her head to clear the scent before continuing.
"Pheromones are like a mark that beastmen leave in their territory. To put it simply, the boss has covered you in her scent to say, 'This one's mine.'"
"...!"
Lian's face flushed bright red, like a ripe tomato.
"So... it's like I've been walking around with 'Jess' property' written all over me this whole time?"
"Exactly. You got it."
"...!"
The cat beastman casually responded to Lian's muttered words, causing him to flinch in surprise. His ears and neck grew even hotter with embarrassment, and the cat beastman narrowed her eyes, pouting her lips slightly.
'He's cute. Totally my type.'
She licked her lips, but then shuddered as the strong scent of pheromones hit her again. She shook her head, giving up.
'I can't go after someone the boss has marked so thoroughly.'
After quickly abandoning what she couldn’t have, she informed Lian that dinner had been delayed. Lian thanked her with a dazed expression, and after watching the beastmen wrinkle their noses in discomfort, he hurried back into the cabin.
'Pheromones...?'
Sitting at the edge of the wooden bed inside the cabin, Lian flapped his clothes a bit, but he couldn’t detect any strong scent that would make the beastmen recoil in disgust. All he could smell was the faint scent of Jess.
'Is this Jess' pheromone?'
The thought that Jess had marked him with her scent, essentially declaring, 'Lian is mine, so no one else can touch him!' made his face burn even hotter.
"Ughhh..."
Lian groaned softly, burying his head in his hands as he crouched down. The fact that Jess had declared him her 'mate' and marked him with her pheromones made him feel both absurdly happy and confused.
'But what about Noah...?'
Even though it had been a dream, Noah had practically confessed to him, and Lian had responded by saying he liked her too. Though it had been to save her, his words weren't without feeling.
The fact that he had regretted not confessing properly as soon as he returned to his original body was proof of that.
To Lian, his growing affection for Jess felt like 'adultery' or a 'sin.'
But at the same time, his relationship with Noah was ambiguous.
Noah’s feelings might have changed in the meantime, and her confession might have been limited to the dream. Humans were complicated beings, and just because two people liked each other didn’t mean they would always end up dating or getting married.
Some people gave up on love to pursue their dreams, while others, who had negative feelings toward 'family' or 'romantic partners,' stuck to one-sided love.
Even if Noah had dreamed of a happy family with Lian, there was no way to know how she felt in reality.
That’s why it was hard to label Lian’s feelings for Jess as 'adultery.'
'Is there really such a thing as pheromones?'
The thoughts that had been swirling in Lian's mind eventually focused on the word 'pheromones,' which had shaken him to his core.
'What if it’s not really pheromones?'
Recalling how the cat beastman had said, "I didn’t think the boss’s pheromones were that strong," his doubts grew deeper.
'If Jess's pheromones weren’t originally that strong, then maybe the overwhelming scent the beastmen detected wasn’t even hers.'
One suspicion led to another.
'If that's the case, then maybe Jess only introduced me as her mate to protect me because I’ve become weaker after losing my original body.'
What if Jess’s declaration of love was just an act of kindness to protect him?
In an attempt to escape from his guilt, Lian began digging a bigger hole for himself. Since he couldn’t confirm the existence of pheromones, his increasingly ridiculous thoughts started to feel like the truth.
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Who Were You With Last Night?
***
"Who were you with last night?"
'If I could just confirm the pheromones... everything would be clear.'
As that thought crossed his mind, another naturally followed: 'I want to know about pheromones.' And with that, a strange intuition welled up from deep within his chest.
Like a newborn baby instinctively knowing how to suckle, Lian suddenly realized something.
He looked down at his hands and body, thinking, 'If I'm covered in pheromones, I should be able to tell.'
The gaze that had been fixed on Jess, on the Demon King, now turned inward, as his power awakened and he looked down at his own body.
"Huh...?"
'This power lets me see and understand things. It should at least tell me whether my body is covered in pheromones or not, right?' But as soon as he thought that, his body went pale with shock.
The power that had been flowing through him like a snake coiled around his neck and then disappeared.
Where the power vanished, a foreign sensation lingered. As he lightly touched his neck—
"Ugh!"
A sharp, overpowering scent hit his nose, as if he'd buried his face in pure perfume essence. Lian quickly clamped his hands over his nose, tears streaming down his face.
"What... is this..."
He blinked repeatedly, his voice nasal from the overpowering scent. He was confused, but he quickly grasped what was happening.
'Did... I develop an organ that senses pheromones?'
The power, which he thought would simply help him detect the presence of pheromones, had instead created an organ near his neck that allowed him to both sense and emit pheromones.
Because of that, he instantly believed Jess' claim that she had drenched him in pheromones.
'I can't breathe!'
Just blocking his nose wasn’t enough to endure the thick cloud of pheromones marking Jess’ territory.
His eyes stung, his nose burned, and his entire body ached.
Normally, when marking their mate with pheromones, beastmen would carefully control the amount to avoid causing discomfort. But since Lian was a human who couldn’t originally sense pheromones, Jess had poured them on without restraint.
As a result, Lian was writhing in agony. His mind was consumed by the desperate thought of escaping the pain, and like a hero awakening in a moment of crisis, he instinctively understood how to use the new organ in his neck.
'I have to cover it... with my own pheromones!'
To claim the marked area, he had to mark it as his own. To rid himself of Jess’ pheromones, he would need to cover himself with an even stronger amount of his own.
Desperately, Lian began to emit pheromones, trying to overwhelm Jess' scent. It was clumsy, like a child learning to hold a spoon or pencil for the first time, but he managed to release his pheromones.
Though awkward, after much effort, Lian succeeded in covering Jess' pheromones with his own.
"Hah... ha..."
He took a deep breath, then exhaled, wiping the tears from his soaked cheeks. His eyes still stung, as if something spicy had gotten into them.
"Phew, I thought I was going to die."
The pheromones, which were more like a 'scent,' could be controlled through the new organ. He wasn’t sure if it had evolved this way to hide his scent from those stronger than him, but when he thought about retracting the pheromones, he could feel them being absorbed back into the organ.
'Is it just me?'
Since he didn’t know how other beastmen's pheromones worked, he couldn’t tell if this was normal or not.
'Well, I guess it’s a good thing.'
A deep sense of satisfaction washed over him as he realized he wouldn’t be rejected anymore. At the same time, a thought he had been avoiding began to take over his mind.
'If Jess said she covered me in pheromones... then that means her actions were... a confession.'
The reality he had managed to ignore was now staring him in the face. How could he feel romantic interest in Jess while still liking Noah?
It was one thing to feel a flutter or be conscious of Jess' well-developed body, but at this point, he was deeply involved with Noah... just shy of a formal confession. Feeling romantic interest in Jess, who was practically like a younger sister, made him feel like utter trash.
'Was I always this promiscuous?'
If he had more experience with relationships or understood that polygamous love could exist, he might have been less confused. But for Lian, who believed that feeling romantic emotions for someone else while in love with another was impossible, his emotions were incredibly confusing.
Normally, he would suppress his feelings and force himself into a rigid mold, but this time, he couldn’t let it go. The affection he felt for Jess was far from small.
If he wasn’t so certain about his love for Noah, he might have accepted Jess' love right away. Lian was now fully seeing Jess as a romantic interest.
But the social norms that said he shouldn’t, and the memories of seeing her only as a younger sister, clung to him, refusing to let go.
Knock, knock.
"Master?"
"Ah..."
As Lian was lost in his inner turmoil, Jess arrived. Quite some time had passed. Worried about Lian, who hadn’t shown up for breakfast, Jess had come to check on him. Lian, still dazed and unable to clear his confused thoughts, approached the door.
Creak.
"Jess... good morning."
His face, slightly haggard from the night, softened into a gentle smile.
"..."
But there was no response.
"...? Jess, is there something on my face?"
As Lian awkwardly smiled and touched his face, feeling the intense gaze Jess was giving him, she spoke in a tone colder than he was used to hearing from her.
"Who is it?"
"Huh?"
"Who were you with?"
Jess stepped closer, pressing her body against Lian’s. Her firm chest pushed against his torso, and as he almost let out a gasp from the sensation, Jess roughly shoved him into the cabin.
Bang!
She slammed the door shut and pinned Lian against it. In an instant, his body was turned, his back hitting the door, leaving him bewildered. Jess grabbed his shoulders and pressed him down, forcing him into a crouched position, so he had to look up at her.
Grab!
Jess cupped Lian's face with both hands, trapping him in her gaze. Her eyes, like those of a beast, contracted and expanded, staring down at him with an intensity that made his breath catch.
"Who were you with last night?"
"Uh... I was alone..."
His voice trembled as if he’d been caught cheating. Even though he hadn’t done anything wrong, his heart pounded wildly. Jess brought her face closer, so close he could feel her breath, as if she were trying to read every lie, truth, and emotion in his eyes.
Her red hair cascaded around Lian's face like a beautiful curtain. Trapped in Jess' world, he swallowed nervously.
Her expression, colder than usual, was dangerously sexy, making his heart skip a beat.
"Then who were you with?"
Under Jess' relentless questioning, Lian couldn’t even blink as he answered.
"I was alone... and then... oh, a beastman with cat ears came by early this morning—"
Bang!
Before Lian could finish his sentence, Jess disappeared from in front of him. He found himself sitting on the floor, facing the door, which had been ripped off its hinges and was now completely gone.
"Jess?"
Lian called out in confusion, but the only response was the sound of something breaking and the panicked cries of the beastmen outside.
"Ah! What the—?! What’s going on?!"
After several more loud crashes, Lian snapped out of his daze. Just as he was about to push himself up from the floor, something suddenly rushed into the cabin.
"Ahhh! Save me!"
"Ugh!"
The intruder was a beastman with black cat ears and short black hair. The cat-eared beastman leaped into Lian's arms, then quickly crawled behind him, hiding.
Shivering.
He could feel the trembling body clinging to his back. 'What on earth is going on?' No sooner had that thought crossed his mind than a terrifying presence appeared at the cabin’s now wide-open entrance.
"Heh... if you come out quietly, I’ll kill you quickly."
Jess appeared, her eyes flashing as her sharp claws extended. Her claws, sharp enough to cut through stone, were pointed directly at the cat-eared beastman.
"Nooo! I don't want to die!"
"Ugh!"
The cat-eared beastman, terrified by the furious Jess, clung even tighter to Lian’s waist. The sudden, strong hug made Lian let out a reflexive groan. Jess' claws gleamed even sharper at the sight.
"Wait! Jess!"
"It’ll be over soon, so just wait a moment."
Jess, completely consumed by rage, didn’t stop at Lian’s words. Lian recalled how Jess had disappeared in the blink of an eye just moments ago.
'With my current strength, I can’t stop her!'
If he didn’t act fast, the cat-eared beastman would be shredded to pieces.
'I need to stop Jess... but how...?! Ah!'
In the midst of this chaotic situation, an idea popped into his head. It was something he had never tried before, and he wasn’t sure if it would work, but if he didn’t act now, the cat-eared beastman would be turned into minced meat.
Without hesitation, he put his plan into motion.
"...!"
Lian awkwardly released his pheromones, lightly covering Jess with them. Her eyes widened in surprise, and her movements came to an abrupt halt.
End of Chapter
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A Meaning Beyond Confession
***
Just like a startled puppy that shrinks its neck and makes a round-eyed expression, Jess had a shocked look on her face, her tongue slightly sticking out, and her expression blank.
It was as if a buffering icon was spinning above her head, and she was frozen in place, unable to move properly.
Sasasat!
Seizing the opportunity to escape like a ghost, the cat beastman quickly slipped out from behind Lian. Dropping her black ears, she began crawling on the floor like a bug, swiftly moving toward the door.
She even moved along the wall, trying to stay as far away from the frozen Jess as possible to avoid provoking her.
Grab.
"Nyaaak?!"
Jess's shadow blurred in front of her eyes, and before she knew it, she appeared next to the cat beastman, grabbing her by the scruff of her neck. The cat beastman bent her knees and curled up, cold sweat dripping down her face.
"C-Captain, I don't know why you're doing this..! It's all my fault! So just let me go, please!"
Her voice ended in the characteristic yowling of a cat. She was so desperate that her animal instincts kicked in, causing her to cry out like a beast.
"...Ah."
Jess, who had instinctively grabbed the fleeing prey, finally came to her senses at the cat beastman's frantic cries.
"Ah... uh... uh?"
Jess's face started to turn bright red in real time. Her previously unfocused eyes began to tremble, as if she didn't know where to look, rolling around in confusion. Her ears, which were usually perked up, drooped and then perked up again, fluttering nervously. Her tail also twitched wildly, reflecting her inner turmoil.
Looking as anxious as someone who needed to use the bathroom, Jess suddenly threw the cat beastman she was holding right into the middle of the room.
"Nyaaak?!"
Even though the cat beastman screamed, she easily twisted her body and landed on the floor. The moment Lian's gaze turned toward her, Jess squeezed her eyes shut and bolted out of the house.
"Uwaaah..!"
A weak scream trailed behind her as she fled.
"What... what the...?"
The cat beastman muttered in disbelief, crouching low with her back arched like a wary cat. The captain, who had been chasing her as if ready to tear her apart, had suddenly run away with a feeble scream, leaving her struggling to comprehend the situation.
"Did you... do something?"
She turned her gaze toward Lian, who was sitting on the floor, just as confused as she was. Lian, equally flustered by the sudden turn of events, nodded hesitantly.
"Ah, well... other than getting some pheromones on her—"
"What...?! Wait, you're not human?"
She stared at Lian with wide, shocked eyes, then began sniffing the air, her nose twitching.
"Hmm... There is a strange pheromone scent, now that you mention it..."
She started approaching Lian, her nose twitching like a dog's as she followed the scent of pheromones. Due to the pheromone gland located near her neck, she climbed onto Lian's body, getting so close that her nose was practically buried in his neck.
"Um, I think you're a little too close...!"
Instinctively, Lian raised both hands in a gesture of surrender and turned his head to the side, feeling the discomfort of the close proximity. But the cat beastman, her curiosity piqued, ignored him and continued to press her face into his neck.
Shhh...
"Nyaa?!"
At that moment, a bone-chilling killing intent gripped her tail and yanked at her ears. Instinctively, she whipped her head around toward the source of the murderous aura.
"..."
Jess, who had somehow returned, was gripping the doorframe tightly with both hands, peeking her face inside the house. Her gaze was so cold and sharp that it seemed to pierce right through the cat beastman. Behind Jess, the shadow of a snarling wolf, its eyes rolled back and drooling, flickered ominously.
Sasasat!
The cat beastman immediately detached herself from Lian and plastered herself against the wall. As she stared at the door, her face pale with fear, Lian's gaze naturally followed hers toward the door.
"...Nngh!"
When their eyes met, Jess's expression turned into that of a startled puppy, her eyes wide with panic. Then, in a flash, she disappeared again.
Tatadat!
The sound of Jess running away echoed faintly.
"Haaah..."
The cat beastman, who had been frozen in an awkward position against the wall, collapsed to the floor the moment Jess's presence faded.
"I really thought I was going to die this time..."
***
Not long after Jess had left, other beastmen appeared and quickly fixed the broken door before leaving. From what Lian overheard, it seemed Jess had specifically ordered them to repair it.
Even after the door was fixed, the cat beastman remained stuck to Lian's room, unwilling to leave.
"If I go out there, I'll definitely get caught and killed... I'll die for sure..."
The only safe zone for her was by Lian's side, where just his presence could make Jess flee. Since it was partly Lian's fault that she was being targeted by Jess, he allowed her to stay in his room for a while.
'Besides, I'm curious...'
Lian turned toward the cat beastman, who was curled up in the corner of the room, desperately thinking of ways to survive. The distance between them was not close by any means. The cat beastman had voluntarily stuck herself to the wall, terrified of another attack from Jess.
Lian glanced at her cautiously before clearing his throat and speaking.
"Um... can I ask you something?"
"Nyaaak?! W-what is it?"
Her tail puffed up in alarm, a clear sign of how tense she was. Lian couldn't help but think that Jess would look cute if her tail puffed up like that, and he shook his head to clear the thought.
"Why did Jess run away... I mean, her strange reaction before she fled has been bothering me..."
He lightly scratched the back of his neck, his eyes wandering. He already knew that Jess had run away because of the pheromones he had on him, but he still didn't understand exactly why or what about the pheromones had caused her to react that way.
'Was she offended? Could it mean something unpleasant that I don't know about?'
Nervously clenching and unclenching his fists, he looked at the cat beastman.
"Are you seriously asking that... So you're saying you did it without knowing what it meant?"
The cat beastman's words made Lian pause and think. He mentally asked himself, 'What does it mean to get pheromones on someone else?'
'Wait... Could it be... this...?'
Lian covered the lower half of his face with one hand, unable to hide his trembling gaze.
'No way... I only got a little bit on her. Could that... mean the same thing as Jess covering me in pheromones from head to toe?'
He knew that smearing pheromones on someone was a way of marking them as 'mine,' but he had thought that only applied when someone was completely covered in pheromones, like Jess had done to him.
'If it means the same thing, then I basically... confessed to her, didn't I?'
His face flushed with heat, and it felt like steam was rising from his head. Seeing Lian's reaction, the cat beastman shrugged and spoke.
"You're right. When beastmen smear pheromones on each other, unless they're family, it's a sign of affection. When it's between a male and female, it usually means they want to mate."
"Ugh...!"
Lian was so shocked by her words that he collapsed to the floor.
'Mate... what?'
To sum it up simply, Jess had covered Lian in pheromones, and Lian had also gotten some of his pheromones on Jess. By doing so, they had essentially said to each other, 'Do you want to mate?'
The meaning was far more shocking than a simple confession, and Lian, feeling like a character with only 1 HP left, groaned and couldn't regain his composure.
***
Pababak!
While Lian was rolling around on the floor in shock, Jess had returned to her room and was furiously scratching at a large pillow. She wasn't using her claws, so the sound of the fabric being scratched filled the room.
"Ugh... uuugh..."
Jess's face was bright red, and she looked like she was about to burst into tears. Like a dog digging at the ground, she continued to tear at the pillow.
For someone like Jess, who always charged ahead recklessly, Lian's pheromones had been a massive shock.
Plop!
Jess buried her face in the pillow she had been scratching and let her tail droop. Her ears twitched continuously, betraying her emotions.
Her mind was racing with thoughts like, 'Why did Lian get his pheromones on me?' and 'Did he do it on purpose? Does he know what it means?' Her brain felt like it was overheating.
"Uuuugh..."
Letting out a long groan, Jess curled up into a ball, clearly overwhelmed.
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***
"Ugh..."
Jess curled up and began to let out groaning sounds.
"Hnngh..."
Her breathing gradually became rougher and her eyes began to shake, losing focus.
"Grrrr..."
The sharp fangs between her lips glinted even sharper than usual, and her eyes sparkled as if light was flowing through them.
CRASH!
In an instant, Jess leaped up and slashed at the lodging wall. One side of the wall collapsed as if clawed by a massive beast.
***
Awoooo-...
Lian naturally looked toward the door at the sharp beast's howl coming from outside.
"This sound is..."
"Eek..!?"
Before he could form his question, his gaze naturally turned toward a sharp scream. The cat beastkin was plastered against the wall, trembling with a pale face. The tail curled between their legs suddenly puffed up with a 'poof' and looked... well, not in a good state.
THUMP!
She jumped like a cat spotting a cucumber behind it, then ran to Lian's bed and hid under the blanket.
He approached carefully and asked what was wrong, but there was no response. Judging by how the blanket was dancing wildly, she seemed properly frightened.
'Let's go outside.'
Thinking it would be faster to catch and ask another beastkin outside, he left the lodging.
CRASH!
BOOM!
"...!"
As soon as he stepped outside, rough noises engulfed the campsite as if a big fight had broken out somewhere.
"Let's go too!"
"Woooah!"
"Be careful not to get caught up in it!"
"You idiots! Come back!"
The campsite was in chaos. Those who had lost their reason were charging out somewhere with weapons, their eyes rolled back, while those who managed to keep their sanity were trying to stop them.
"What... is going on?"
Lian just looked around with a blank face, unable to understand what was happening. One of the features of the gag world - when the protagonist needs situation explained, someone always appears to explain.
Following that rule, a large shadow approached Lian.
"Quickly take shelter inside, Commander's mate."
"Huh?"
As the huge shadow covered overhead, a familiar voice was heard. When he turned around, one of the executives he had seen in the tent earlier was standing there. It was the female beastkin with the largest build.
"If you stay outside, you might get caught by the Commander."
"What? Jess might... catch me?"
"Ah, you didn't know?"
She spoke casually as if discussing something trivial.
"The Commander is going through her first heat period."
"What?"
"What?"
As if experiencing buffering in his head, only the word "What?" repeatedly came out. She continued speaking, seemingly unaware of Lian's state.
"The Commander probably went hunting knowing this would happen. Seeing blood helps improve the condition quite a bit."
She spoke while drawing out a massive greatsword. Perhaps due to her huge build, the greatsword looked like a normal sword in her hands.
"So hurry back to your lodging and stay quiet. So the Commander's efforts don't go to waste."
She left those words and strode forward without looking back. Though not obvious, she was quite excited at the thought of having a proper workout at the hunting grounds where Jess was rampaging.
When she was about two steps away from Lian, she muttered to herself.
"Why did the heat period come earlier than scheduled? The Commander's mate shouldn't even have pheromones..."
"...!"
She dashed away like the wind after leaving behind such curiosity-inducing words.
"Ah..."
Only a regretful sigh scattered where she had departed.
***
Afterward, Lian tried to catch other beastkin to ask about the connection between 'pheromones' and 'heat', but they were all in various states of frenzy and ended up attacking him rather than answering.
"A mate's pheromones especially have a lot of influence on beastkin. It can increase heat periods and frequency, and make the body more suitable for bearing children. Men become more virile with enhanced hunting abilities, while women develop their lower body and chest along with hunting abilities. The hunting ability varies depending on who protects the children. Usually the one who hunts prey outside becomes stronger. Ah... you probably don't need this much detail...?"
"Can a beastkin who hasn't had their heat period yet have it triggered early because of their... ahem, m-mate's pheromones?"
"Ah, that's quite common actually."
Several beastkin were kneeling obediently before Lian, with the one in front explaining humbly with a swollen face.
Whether in the gag world or dark fantasy world, fists were always a close and convenient means of communication.
Lian covered his burning face with the back of his hand while holding a bloodstained branch.
'So in the end... it's my fault that Jess went into h-heat...'
At this point, it was hard to tell if this was a dark fantasy world or an otome game world. The progression was moving as fast as heading straight to a motel after a confession.
In this chaotic situation, Lian only had two choices:
Take responsibility and help resolve Jess's heat period.
Or quietly return to his lodging.
'Of course I'll...!'
Lian responsibly... returned quietly to his lodging. There were various reasons for this. Besides lacking experience for such a bold challenge...
'This body isn't even mine, and it's extremely weak...'
The explosive sounds coming from outside made him think he might actually die if caught up in the heat period.
A day passed like that, and the next morning.
Though the campsite had calmed down as if nothing had happened, the dining table was abundant. Thanks to hunting not just powerful monsters but also animals in the surrounding area indiscriminately, meat was piled up like mountains.
The beastkin ate nearly five times their body weight, tearing into meat from breakfast until lunch. After moderately filling his stomach, Lian quietly headed to Jess's lodging.
Perhaps due to yesterday's violent rampage, it was quiet around her lodging. The beastkin who had witnessed the Commander's power firsthand naturally kept their distance, unable to approach.
Unlike his lodging, Jess's was in tent form. Her original lodging was similar to where Lian stayed, but many buildings had collapsed during yesterday's rampage, so she seemed to be using a spare tent as lodging out of necessity.
Considering how some beastkin were sleeping with just blankets or cramming into tight tents, the Commander was definitely treated differently.
The front of the tent was covered with several layers of thick cloth that needed to be pushed aside or lifted to enter. Lian made a gap and called into the dark tent interior.
"Jess...? Um, can we talk for a moment-..."
Like a father visiting his teenage daughter's room, he barely started speaking carefully when two pale white hands suddenly shot out of the darkness and grabbed Lian's shoulders, pulling him inside.
"Whoa!"
At the sudden attack, Lian was instantly dragged into the tent. As the cloth fluttered and covered the entrance, darkness enveloped the surroundings. In the pitch black where he couldn't see an inch ahead, Lian flailed his arms as his face was pressed into what felt like a pillow, making it hard to breathe.
For a moment, the thought that an assassin from the Demon King's army might have infiltrated the camp was numbed by Jess's scent filling his nostrils.
"Mmph?! Puha..!"
After fumbling around, he finally managed to plant his hands on the ground and lift his upper body. The tent wasn't as dark as he thought. It was about as dark as being under blankets during daytime.
Yet the reason Lian felt it was pitch black was because his vision had been blocked by something soft and fluffy.
"Huff...! S-sorry Jess!"
Lian belatedly realized what he thought was a pillow was actually Jess's chest, and his eyes darted around wildly, not knowing where to look.
'They say the body changes during heat period and certainly... Ahhh! This isn't the time for such thoughts!'
Since Jess would cling to Lian whenever possible, he naturally came to know their size(?). Because of that, he could immediately notice their increased size(?).
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To the Battlefield
***
As Lian’s thoughts deepened, he realized that greater accidents could occur, so he quickly pulled his body back. At that moment, Jess also sat up, raising her upper body. Unlike usual, Jess didn’t rush at him. She simply stared at Lian with a blank expression.
“Uh... um... Jess?”
“...”
“Hmm... well...”
In truth, Lian had come to apologize to Jess. Even though he hadn’t known, his rash actions had caused Jess to suffer during her heat period, and he wanted to apologize for that and try to recover their somewhat awkward relationship.
‘Looking at her face... I can't say anything.’
Was it because of embarrassment?
That was partly true, but it wasn’t the whole reason.
‘Why can’t I speak?’
He had planned to apologize for getting the pheromones on her, but for some reason, he didn’t want to. It felt awkward, as though he would be apologizing for something that wasn’t his fault.
If he examined it closely, it was hard to say this was Lian’s fault. If anything, it was more like a mistake.
Lian’s hesitation to speak wasn’t due to any sense of injustice or discomfort.
‘Ah, could it be...?’
Ever since his body left hers, his mind had become clearer, and he quickly found the answer.
Marking someone with pheromones was like a sign of ownership, and Lian didn’t regret leaving such a mark on Jess.
He didn’t want to erase it with an apology. His honest feelings caused his face to turn red.
As he looked around, unsure of where to look, Jess, who had been quietly watching him, spoke first.
“Sorry.”
“...?”
“Sorry for marking you with pheromones...”
Jess lowered her eyes slightly and mumbled, then apologized for running away without saying anything.
“No, that’s... it’s not your fault, Jess! It was me who carelessly marked you with pheromones!”
Lian waved his hands, flustered by Jess’s heartfelt apology. Jess shook her head, still insisting it was her fault, but Lian kept saying she had done nothing wrong.
After exchanging apologies back and forth, they both ended up laughing. As the mood lightened and their hearts relaxed, something that hadn’t been visible before caught Lian’s eye.
‘Huh? When did we get this close?’
Before he knew it, their bodies were close enough that their shoulders were touching. Jess’s lips, which had been twisted awkwardly, now relaxed, as if her energy had drained. At the same time, Jess’s face gently rested on Lian’s shoulder.
“Sniff... sniff...”
Jess’s nose twitched as it brushed gently against Lian’s shoulder, and her large, red ears drooped before perking up again.
Lian, feeling Jess’s breath on him, blushed and slowly moved backward.
“Uh... Jess—... W-Wait?!”
With the instinct of a predator pouncing on its prey, Jess leaped on Lian like a fearsome beast. Startled, Lian flinched, his face tense with shock. Jess immediately climbed on top of him.
“Sniff... sniff...”
Jess lowered her head and buried her nose against Lian’s neck. His breath spread across his skin, and her red hair brushed against his face.
‘Why... why does she smell so good?’
The camp conditions weren’t exactly ideal. Everything was frozen, and it was hard to even bathe. Jess had probably been unable to clean herself properly, but for some reason, an inexplicably pleasant scent filled the air.
She had been bathed by the camp leader’s authority, though not with any luxurious soaps—just clean enough to avoid appearing dirty.
The scent tickled Lian’s nose, and he realized it was familiar. At the same time, Jess pulled back slightly from his neck, creating a little distance and looking down at him from above.
Her usual cute smile was replaced by a seductive one that fit her matured form.
“Sorry for marking you with pheromones without asking... but... I don’t regret it.”
Her eyes curved into a playful smile, making Lian feel breathless. At that moment, he nearly lost himself to the open invitation.
Woosh!
“...?!”
His body was suddenly lifted, and his surroundings blurred. With a blink, Lian found himself standing outside the tent.
Flustered, he awkwardly looked toward the opening of the tent. Through the slightly parted fabric, he saw Jess blinking slowly. She rolled her eyes and spoke.
“If we stay this close, I don’t think I can hold back.”
“...!”
Without needing any further explanation, Lian immediately understood. He froze up like a malfunctioning machine before quickly coming to his senses and stammering.
“J-Jess, I... I like you...”
He stuttered, unsure of how to respond to Jess’s confession. Just as he began to speak, Jess’s finger shot up to press against Lian’s lips.
“You don’t need to answer.”
“Uh...?”
“Whatever answer you give, the result will be the same.”
Jess smiled playfully, then released her finger. The tent flap fluttered, and in an instant, Jess disappeared from sight.
Lian stood there, dazed, staring at the opening of the tent as he tried to calm the chills that ran through his body. Slowly, he made his way back to his quarters.
“Ugh...”
Inside the tent, Jess had her tail and ears perked up as she trembled uncontrollably. She began rolling around inside the tent like a cat full of nervous energy.
“Eek...!”
As her embarrassment hit her late, Jess kept rolling around inside the tent for a while.
***
The next morning, Lian was watching the quickly packed-up camp.
‘I thought we’d leave soon, but... I didn’t expect it to be this fast.’
Despite the large size of the group, Lian had thought it would take a long time to pack up, but once the sun rose, preparations were already underway.
As he stood there with a dazed expression, a bear beastman cheerfully explained the quick packing process.
“Thanks to the hunt yesterday, we have more than enough food.”
While chatting lightly, the camp was packed up in no time, and all preparations were complete. Lian, following the group, was about to set off but was then carried in a litter.
Once again, it wasn’t a carriage, it was a litter.
“No, this is too much...”
“The speed of beastmen is faster than that of carriages. Can your partner outrun a horse?”
“Hmm... probably not.”
“If you’re uncomfortable, I can carry you on my back—...”
“Haha, no, this is fine. It’s very comfortable.”
The bear beastman shrugged and closed the door of the litter. Lian, now inside, felt like a bride being carried off to her wedding, as four beastmen lifted the litter.
“We’re leaving!”
With a loud command, the beastmen started running at full speed. The scenery outside the litter flashed by so quickly that it felt like riding a train or a car.
‘It’s not shaking as much as I thought it would.’
He had expected it to jolt like a bouncy ball, but the litter moved quite smoothly, though it still bumped a little.
Thus, Lian’s group began their journey toward the Empire.
***
In the early morning fog, the battlefield was filled with tension. As the sun slowly rose, soldiers in black armor began to emerge from the mist.
The soldiers, their eyes dull, held swords and shields, moving forward with only a desire for bloodshed.
Behind them, soldiers wielding spears and bows formed a line, and the sound of trumpets echoed across the battlefield.
“Ugh!”
“Cover your ears! Set up the magic barrier!”
The eerie sound of the trumpet disoriented the Empire’s soldiers. The commander quickly gave orders, and the mages activated magic to protect their minds.
The battlefield was engulfed in flames, and black smoke rose to the sky. The enemy soldiers, resembling zombies, driven by dark magic, advanced like a wave, thirsting only for blood and death.
The soldiers, drenched in sweat and blood, fought fiercely but began to be pushed back.
Amid the rising heat of battle, a brilliant knight in shining armor appeared through the dust and smoke. Holding a cold, glowing sword, the knight rushed toward the center of the battlefield.
“Make way.”
“Ugh..!”
A low, feminine voice suddenly came from behind, and the soldier turned around in surprise.
Though the face behind the visor was hidden, the soldier immediately recognized the voice.
“Ah...!”
The soldier could barely speak as he let out a gasp of awe. Stepping aside, he allowed the knight, Noah, to charge forward into the fray.
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***
As she charged into the battlefield, soldiers roared in unison and followed behind her. Enemy arrows flew from all directions, but shields and armor easily blocked them.
Any arrows enchanted with magic that couldn't be blocked were split in two by her sword.
As she began sweeping through enemies across the battlefield, allied soldiers became encouraged, their morale greatly increased as they charged forward without fear.
Noah boldly rushed into the center of enemy forces and struck down the dark mage with a single blow. She swung her sword continuously, cutting down enemies in an instant. At her lightning-fast movements, the enemy's defensive line began to crumble.
As time passed, the battlefield became filled with chaos. The intense battle left a heavy stench of blood in the air, and the screams of soldiers and clashing weapons never ceased.
The situation deteriorated to where neither side could continue fighting.
"Retreat!"
"Fall back!"
As the zombie-like soldiers from the Demon King's forces began to withdraw, the Imperial commander quickly ordered a retreat.
Such battles repeated several times a day.
***
"Whew..."
When Noah removed her helmet, her wet hair flowed down, revealing her sweat-soaked face. Though her expression showed exhaustion, her eyes shone steadily like a lighthouse that never dims even in a storm.
Clank, clank.
As Noah slowly crossed the encampment, her armor made heavy sounds as it swayed.
At the center of the encampment stood a tent serving as headquarters, surrounded by numerous other tents. Soldiers constantly moved between the tents, transporting the wounded and organizing supplies.
"Ughh..."
"Aaagh!"
Agonized groans echoed from here and there. Noah, accustomed to the screams around her, headed toward the tent serving as her quarters.
After Noah disappeared into the tent, the relatively unscathed soldiers began to speak.
"Hah... Is my neck still attached properly? If the knight had appeared even a little later, I wouldn't be sitting here in one piece."
"That was truly an amazing battle..."
"Maybe we're witnessing the beginning of a hero."
The soldiers who witnessed Noah's remarkable skills firsthand couldn't stop expressing their admiration.
"What hero..."
"Just a commoner who got lucky."
"Must have seduced the commander."
"That's it, probably used that pretty face to get some decent weapons."
There were quite a few who envied and jealous of Noah. Those spouting nonsense were mostly noble-blooded individuals who never stood on the battlefield. They came to the frontlines claiming they needed to achieve merit, but being cowardly and inexperienced, they were of little help.
They were always ready to flee faster than rats at the first sign of danger. Yet despite this, they burned with inferiority towards Noah and badmouthed her whenever they had the chance.
"I wish that white-masked fellow running wild on the Demon King's side would show up on our side too."
One noble spoke in a mocking tone. Another noble chimed in with a cynical laugh.
"Hahah, I wonder what face that arrogant one would make."
Forgetting that they could stay relatively safe at the encampment thanks to Noah, they even prayed for the enemy to take her down.
Noah, with her sensitive hearing, heard all the nobles' conversations but was used to ignoring them.
"Good work. Here, water."
"Ah, thanks."
Noah accepted the water flask Lily handed her and moistened her throat. Having just returned from battle, her body was so excited she hadn't realized how thirsty she was. The water went down her throat without pause, like water being poured on parched earth.
Swoosh.
Lily placed a piece of paper in front of her as she drank. Noah wiped her mouth with the back of her hand as she removed the flask from her lips. Her gaze turned to the paper placed on the wooden table.
"Are you sure this is enough?"
Lily looked alternately between the merchant guild's promissory note and Noah with worried eyes.
"This is enough."
"...Haven't you saved enough money already?"
"No, it's still not enough."
Each time Noah was hired as a mercenary and went to battle, she received enough money to buy a two-story mansion in the outskirts of the capital.
If all the money she had received so far was combined, she could probably afford a house with a yard in the center of the capital.
She had already saved more than enough money to fulfill her stated goal of buying a house. Unless she needed money for something else, Noah's continued obsession with money while still maintaining house-buying as her final goal seemed strange and somehow ominously unfamiliar.
"Just what kind of house are you trying to buy?"
When Lily asked while suppressing her rising sense of foreboding, Noah smiled and said.
"I'm going to buy a big house. A comfortable house that has everything inside."
"Ah-.. Like the kind of house retiring mercenaries want to live in?"
Most mercenaries who earned big money and retired wanted to spend the rest of their lives like nobles. They wanted a retirement where servants would attend to them in a large house, just lounging around.
Lily smiled, assuming that was the kind of leisurely life Noah wanted. Noah neither confirmed nor denied Lily's assumption and began describing the house she wanted.
At her rather detailed plans, Lily smiled slightly in relief.
"Living in such a nice house might make you too comfortable to go out much."
"Really...? That's good."
The whispered "That's good" gave off a strangely ominous feeling that made Lily tilt her head. Noah packed away the promissory note while repeatedly imagining in her mind a newlywed home suitable for keeping someone confined.
Having fallen in love with someone who might leave her side at any moment, she persistently pictured future scenarios in her mind.
Knowing that clinging to misfortune would only hold her back, Noah tried to imagine the most hopeful scenes possible. Though the image of Lian helplessly disappearing before her eyes kept coming to mind, she struggled to hold onto hope.
Noah's appearance was like that of a foolish swan floundering in a swamp, trying not to fall into the abyss.
That fragile, delicate hope easily crumbled the moment she stood on the battlefield the next day.
***
On the battlefield where the winds of war began to stir, soldiers who had barely bound their wounds stood ready in formation. Heavy air filled with tension settled over the battlefield.
Noah lowered her helmet's visor and exhaled deeply while her eyes flickered.
Shing, her sword was drawn, gleaming coldly. From the enemy camp, zombie-like soldiers began to appear. The tension grew even more palpable in the atmosphere that seemed ready to erupt into battle at any moment.
While waiting for the commander's orders, a figure entered Noah's line of sight. The being who slowly walked out from the center of the enemy forces wore light armor like a mercenary and carried a sword at their side.
'White mask?'
The white mask captured everyone's attention as they gazed over the battlefield with cold eyes. Their mask shone expressionlessly, and the face hidden behind it inspired an inexplicable fear in those who couldn't imagine what lay beneath.
'What is this?'
Noah felt an inexplicable sense of déjà vu from the white mask. Their movements, their gaze, and even the aura they emitted. The sense of déjà vu grew stronger as the white mask drew closer.
The snow-white hair swaying outside the white mask reflexively made her think of someone. Noah bit her lip to shake off the thought that arose.
'Lian... Lian is supposed to be trapped in the Demon King's castle. He couldn't be on the battlefield.'
The moment their eyes met, it felt like a bell rang inside her head. Her instincts were screaming. That is Lian. That's him. At the same time, another sense firmly gripped her reason.
'No, no.'
The being before her eyes was Lian yet not Lian. Though it made no sense, this thought remained firmly planted in her mind.
While her mind was in complete chaos, the white mask arrived at the center of the battlefield. The soldiers swallowed dry saliva repeatedly with tense expressions.
Swoosh.
The moment the wind blew past their cheeks, the white mask disappeared leaving only an afterimage.
Clang!
Noah, who had shot forward in an instant, blocked the white mask's sword that was about to slice through the soldiers' necks.
"Hup..!"
The soldier who nearly had his neck cut swallowed hard and stumbled backward.
"Graaagh!"
"Die! Die!"
As if the white mask's attack was a signal, the Demon King's army began charging forward like madmen. In response, the soldiers also began advancing while shouting battle cries.
The curtain rose on what would be the fiercest battle yet.
End of Chapter
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Traitor of Humanity
***
The white mask leaped forward nimbly and struck down at Noah's sword. Noah deflected the attack and slid to counter with her blade.
The sound of clashing metal echoed across the battlefield. The white mask immediately changed direction and aimed for her side. Noah twisted her body to narrowly avoid the attack.
The white mask's attack made a screeching sound as it grazed Noah's armor. Noah's sword flashed sharply as she swung it toward the white mask's flank.
The white mask retreated with surprising agility. They took up an attacking stance again and pressured Noah with quick successive strikes.
Noah gritted her teeth against the attacks so fast they left afterimages. Each strike was heavy and sharp.
The two targeted each other without giving an inch. Noah skillfully deflected or blocked the opponent's attacks while looking for openings to counter.
Their fight was both elegant and fierce, like a dance. The white mask tried to parry her sword at an opening, but Noah spun instantly to dodge their blade and seized a chance to counter.
Noah put all her strength into exploiting the gap. The white mask bent backward to dodge the attack aimed at their neck in an instant.
Thud.
The tip of Noah's sword tapped the edge of the white mask as it passed by.
Crack, thump.
Under the powerful magic-enhanced attack, the mask split in half and fell to either side.
"Huh...?"
Noah stared at the opponent's face with a dazed expression like a soldier first stepping onto the battlefield.
Snow-white hair swayed softly like silk. Golden eyes that were brilliant yet simultaneously murky like the sun of a dying world stared straight through her.
Lifeless lips set in a straight line showed no emotion on that flawless, fair face. The vague suspicion became certainty as it flowed from Noah's lips.
"Lian...?"
The moment Noah muttered his name in a daze, the opponent didn't miss the opening and rushed at her quickly. Even with the sword approaching right before her nose, she couldn't move.
Her awkwardly held sword was pushed aside by the strong force. Not letting go of the sword until the end was the only desperate resistance she could manage.
Just as the attack aimed at her neck again pierced through—
Clang!
Red hair blocked her vision.
"What are you doing!"
At the rough shout that sounded like a growl, Noah snapped back to her senses as if doused with cold water.
"Noah!"
"...!"
Before she could take up a fighting stance again, she felt a sensation like her soul was resonating. Time stretched out like a thread and her breath came out slowly. Her gaze slid to where an unfamiliar man stood.
"Li...an?"
Even though she met murky black eyes instead of brilliant golden ones, Noah found herself saying his name without realizing. The experience of deeply accepting(?) Lian remained, allowing her to instinctively recognize Lian's soul.
The fight between Jess and fake Lian(?) was more intense than any other, enough to split the ground around them. Lian deflected incoming attacks with his sword and grabbed Jess's hand firmly.
"Ah.."
"Noah! Get ahold of yourself!"
Noah, who had been utterly confused between fake Lian and Lian, finally gathered her wits and began retreating with Lian.
"Kahahaha!"
"Hunt! It's a hunt!"
As the beastkin who followed Jess onto the battlefield began attacking the enemy forces mercilessly, the commander's order came down.
"Retreat!"
"Fall back!"
While the Imperial forces and beastkin could be considered allies in having the same enemy, the Imperial army who had no way of knowing this quickly pulled their soldiers back. The beastkin took over the positions they withdrew from.
They bared their sharp fangs and began ruthlessly tearing apart the enemy forces with nimble movements.
***
'Damn it, damn it! To be pushed back by these inferior beings!'
Though the Outsider who possessed Lian's body kept cursing inwardly, Lian's mouth remained firmly shut and unmoving.
Due to the gag power, he could do nothing but watch the events unfolding before him like a mere spectator.
If he had been able to properly exert his power, he wouldn't have been pushed back so easily.
'Why won't this body move!'
He tried several times to move Lian's body, but it was like an infant trying to lift a massive boulder - not even a twitch.
Sure, he had obtained a body, but examining the situation, it was no different from being sealed.
Sharp claws swept past his face, and a chilling attack aimed for his neck. The moment he showed even a slight opening, his neck would be snapped instantly.
'No, I can't die like this!'
While the Outsider might have control over Lian's body, in his current bound state, his soul could burn away and vanish the moment Lian's body died.
The Outsider, instinctively realizing this, began frantically racking his brains.
'I need to find the best way... a way to survive right now..'
He desperately tried to find a solution by rolling his eyeballs, the only part he could move.
"....!"
Perhaps 'that person' smiled upon his efforts?
'Found it!'
His greedy gaze turned toward the black-haired Lian. Fake Lian's lips, which had been set in a stern line, twitched. It was due to the intense joy he felt, enough to affect his control over expressions.
In that fleeting moment, a plan flashed through his mind, and the Outsider who couldn't even twitch a finger at will quickly made his decision.
He pulled together all his will and what little causality he had to steal control of Lian's body for about 10 seconds. Once he gained control, immediately.
Swoosh.
He thrust his neck toward Jess's incoming claws. At this action no different from suicide, Jess was startled and unconsciously pulled back her strength.
Though she knew intellectually that another being possessed Lian's body, it was an unavoidable instinct as a woman who loved him to hesitate.
Slash! Crack!
"Kuhak!"
"...!"
Even with the power pulled back at the end, not all the destructive force disappeared. A long wound was carved from shoulder to side. Blood dripped down, releasing a familiar metallic scent.
"Huff, hah...keuuk!"
Fake Lian staggered while gasping for breath, then pressed his wounded arm firmly with his other hand.
Just before losing control, the Outsider completely stopped Lian's body. When everything from breathing to heartbeat stopped at once, Lian's body naturally collapsed forward powerlessly.
"...!"
Jess reflexively caught Lian's falling body while bristling her fur. Her sensitive senses clearly felt Lian's heartbeat and breathing dying.
'This... this isn't my master, isn't Lian.'
Though she knew this, she couldn't help her heart sinking. Jess quickly picked up Lian's increasingly cold body and whirled around toward the camp.
She felt like she would collapse right there if she didn't immediately check on the black-haired, black-eyed Lian.
Not long after Jess left the battlefield, the atmosphere began growing chaotic. The Demon King's army started withdrawing after belatedly confirming the defeat of their hidden card, fake Lian.
"Hey! Where do you think you're going!"
"Stop right there!"
The excited beastkin tried to pursue them but were blocked by powerful magic and couldn't advance further.
In the end, the battle concluded in an ambiguous atmosphere.
***
A powerful new ally appearing, the death of the fearsome enemy known as the white mask.
While the Imperial army should be clapping and rejoicing at this situation, the mood was heavier and colder than usual.
The commander with brown hair and blue eyes stared down at the map on the conference room table with tightly sealed lips, while others endlessly discussed the 'white mask'.
The white mask, that is fake Lian, had achieved countless merits on various battlefields. In other words, he had been sweeping away Imperial forces.
His notoriety was so great that there were commanders who fell from their horses just hearing news of his appearance.
And their army had caught such a terrifying figure!
While it was the beastkin leader Jess who directly defeated the white mask, making it difficult to claim credit, they treated the beastkin similar to beasts jumping out of the forest, so they planned to swallow up the credit for defeating the white mask.
What they were raising their voices about wasn't how to properly divide the credit gained this time.
"He must have been a traitor from the start!"
"That commoner who spouted nonsense about being kidnapped by the Demon King's castle might also be in league with the Demon King's army!"
Completely unexpected accusations about Noah and even Lian burst forth.
End of Chapter
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Chapter 202
An Unknown Anxiety
***
To prepare for any possibility of Lian's rescue, the Duchess quickly sent Lian's portrait to the Empire. It was a request to protect him if they found a man who looked like this.
Since the Empire wouldn't pay attention to finding a mere commoner, the Duchess subtly spread the lie that Lian was her son.
Looking at just these facts, they didn't need to loudly curse Lian as a traitor. Because they might end up antagonizing the Duchess's family.
Yet they were enraged as if they'd gone mad, all because of Noah.
While she ignored whatever insults were thrown at her, she wouldn't tolerate any dismissive words about Lian. Naturally, those who disliked her directed their antipathy towards Lian and hurled all sorts of insults.
...Though they stopped insulting Lian after nearly being killed by Noah, their anger hadn't subsided.
The fact that the White Mask was 'Lian', whom Noah had been protecting so fiercely, was enough ammunition to bring down Noah who had perfectly dominated the battlefield without a single gap.
The nobles rushed in eagerly, raising their voices to tear Noah down.
"Let's behead him and hang it up!"
"Oh! That's a good idea. It will lower the enemy's morale!"
They spoke cruel words with gleeful faces about decorating Lian's severed head where the enemy could see it well as his body grew cold.
Not everyone agreed with such extreme opinions.
"He could have been under dark magic. Like the enemy soldiers."
"We might antagonize the Duchess. We mustn't forget that she could rush here at any moment."
Some said Lian could be an innocent victim, while others worried about the enraged Duchess's family. At this, the nobles cleared their throats and changed the subject.
The commander silently watched those speaking incoherently before speaking heavily.
"Since nothing can be determined right now, let's start with an investigation first."
At the commander's serious gaze, the nobles grumbled a few words before reluctantly nodding.
At the moment their meeting was concluding, Noah stared down at Lian's lifeless body with a blank face. Then she suddenly turned her head to look at the person beside her.
Black-haired Lian filled Noah's vision as he looked down at his motionless body with a serious expression.
Noah reached out with trembling hands to gently cover Lian's hand. At this, Lian's gaze softly turned toward her from looking down at his body.
Lian blushed at the unfamiliar skinship and slightly grabbed Noah's hand. He still lacked the courage to interlock their fingers.
"You'll be able to return to normal soon. Don't worry."
"..Yeah..."
Though his atmosphere and appearance were completely different, the Lian that Noah knew was right in front of her, from his way of speaking to his small habits. While her anxiety hadn't completely disappeared, it wasn't enough to make her fall into despair.
Noah looked down at the hand Lian was holding and fidgeted with her empty hand. Without realizing it, she stared intently at Lian's wrist.
Soft fur-covered handcuffs floated around in her mind. Lian turned his gaze back to look down at his body as Noah appeared quite stable while lost in thought.
Though it seemed unnecessary to worry when his original body was right in front of him, a subtle anxiety gripped his ankles and wouldn't let go, preventing him from attempting to return to his original body.
It felt like being lost in thick fog. Everything felt both familiar and strange, and fear constricted his chest that he might be sucked deeper into the fog the moment he took a step.
'Why exactly?'
He tried searching his mind for where this fear began but couldn't find even a clue.
As Lian was lost in thought, there was a fluttering sound and the tent entrance curtain was pushed aside.
When he turned to look, white robes entered his view. The ones who strode into Noah's quarters were all priests wearing pure white priestly garments.
They walked in confidently as if this was their territory and looked at Lian and Noah.
"Everyone please leave."
As soon as the blonde-haired priest in front spoke, the three priests standing behind quickly approached Lian's pale corpse.
"..! What are you trying to do!"
When they tried to take Lian's body, Noah blocked them with a fierce expression as if about to draw her sword. Lian could only roll his eyes wondering what this situation was about.
"I'll explain that."
Someone who had been hidden behind the priests stepped forward. It was one of the nobles who had shouted that Noah was a traitor.
"From now on, the White Mask's corpse will be managed by the High Priest of the Light Temple, so don't come anywhere near here from now on."
"What do you..."
Noah tried to object immediately, but the noble cut her off lightly and continued speaking.
"Though dead, this is the White Mask who is presumed to be one of the Demon King's army's executives. Since he might be faking death with evil dark magic, it's right for the High Priest to manage him."
He continued with a sneer.
"This isn't a recommendation but an order. If you approach the White Mask without the High Priest's permission, you'll be treated the same as him."
His gaze turned to the White Mask's corpse, Lian's body.
"Be careful if you don't want to be called a 'traitor' who betrayed humans and sided with the Demon King's army."
"..! Lian is not a traitor..!"
"Huh? Don't tell me you're defending the White Mask who massacred Imperial soldiers?"
Due to the remaining 'gag filter' on his body, the soldiers that fake Lian injured only appeared to have painful wounds on the surface, but not a single person was fatally injured or killed.
For some unknown reason, it was information spread above that the White Mask 'doesn't kill'.
If Noah had known this fact, she could have confidently objected, but she was merely a 'commoner' and lacked information.
Though she understood intellectually that defending the White Mask was worthy of being called a 'traitor to humanity' as he said, she couldn't understand it emotionally.
With anger rising to her head, Noah was deeply indignant.
Just as Noah was about to show rough behavior falling for his provocation, Lian blocked her path.
"I understand well. I'll be careful."
"Hmph?"
The noble flinched at Lian's appearance which gave off a decadent yet dangerous aura that seemed closer to 'evil' than justice. Soon he averted his gaze from Lian as if looking at something dirty while muttering a small curse.
Lian immediately grabbed Noah's hand and pulled her out of the tent.
"Wait..! Lian!"
Though she tried to stop Lian, she had no choice but to be dragged along by his firm grip. She bit her lip and kept looking back. Two knights were now guarding the entrance with cold expressions.
Wary gazes followed Lian's back. They were on guard against Lian who hadn't done anything wrong, simply because he had 'black hair'.
Noah who keenly noticed this fact felt the urge to draw her sword immediately.
Grip.
As if to stop or comfort her, a firm yet warm hand tightly held hers. Noah suddenly came to her senses as the hand gently stroked her palm, her mind that had been in chaos from anger turning blank.
Her mind went white at the chilling yet ticklish sensation.
Lian led Noah to a place away from others' gazes.
***
After walking for about 10 minutes, Lian's footsteps stopped at a location slightly away from the Imperial army's camp. Noah immediately voiced the question she had been holding back.
"Lian, how -..."
Before any words could form from her mouth,
Thud!
There was the sound of feet kicking off the ground, then something red leaped out and pounced on Lian.
"Ugh...!"
Having such a weak body, Lian fell backwards from Jess's body slam like she was greeting an owner who returned after a week.
Fortunately, Noah who was standing behind caught Lian's falling body.
"Hehehe!"
Jess burst into cute laughter and nuzzled her face against Lian's nape. Though Lian had removed his pheromone glands during transport in the palanquin after learning how stimulating pheromones could be used, Jess habitually rubbed her cheeks where the pheromones used to flow out even though no scent came from his nape now.
End of Chapter
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***
"This time, it's my turn to save them."
Noah, unable to contain her frustration at Jess' reckless behavior, urgently pulled the two of them apart.
"Jess! What are you doing? That was dangerous! You could've gotten hurt!"
Suppressing the feeling of 'jealousy' that was bubbling up, Noah scolded Jess like a child. Jess, pouting, stepped back.
Just as Noah was about to sigh in relief, Jess spun around and clung to Lian's arm.
"Jess!"
"I held him gently, so it's fine, isn't it?"
Noah was left speechless, her lips moving silently as she tried to form words. Eventually, she quietly intertwined her fingers with Lian's, who was still being held by Jess.
Lian, completely overwhelmed by the situation that was far from serious, could only mutter, "Huh?" and "Eh?" repeatedly, as if his brain had short-circuited.
Jess, eyeing Lian like a predator sizing up easy prey, licked her lips before leaning in close to his ear. Just as she was about to press her lips near his, Noah hurriedly tried to pull Jess away.
"Did someone steal your master's body?"
"...!"
"...!"
Jess' eyes gleamed with an intelligence more piercing than ever.
***
The senses of the beastmen were as sharp as a blade. Even the slightest movement of the wind or the faintest sound slipping through the leaves could be clearly heard by their ears.
Their steps were always light and silent, and they could spot distant objects as clearly as if they were right in front of them.
If they focused their hearing, they could easily ignore distances as far as ten minutes away.
Inside Jess' tent, which the beastmen were the first to quickly surround, Noah spoke with a hardened expression.
"Did they really... target Lian?"
A grinding sound filled the tense atmosphere of the tent. Jess, her tail drooping as she recalled the unpleasant voices in her head, nodded.
"They put a bounty on my master's head and branded you, Noah, as a traitor. They tried to kill you. Fortunately, they couldn't dismiss you because they didn't have anyone strong enough to replace you."
In other words, if Noah had been weaker or if there had been someone to fill her position, both Lian and Noah's heads would have been displayed together.
'Those bastards.'
If the staff had decided to target Lian's life through a rational process, Noah might have been able to understand, even if reluctantly.
No matter how much they claimed Lian's innocence, the fact that he had attacked the Imperial Army wouldn't simply disappear.
But according to the additional information Jess provided, the decision made by the staff this time wasn't based on such a simple, rational process.
Even though Lian, as the 'White Mask,' had indeed attacked the Imperial Army, he was still the 'son' that the Duchess was searching for.
It made no sense to kill the true heir of the duchy, which had yet to find a proper successor, so easily.
'They want to cut the roots.'
If Lian were hanged as a traitor, the official heir to the duchy would disappear, which would in turn weaken the growing power of the duchy.
At the same time, before Noah, hailed as the 'hero of the troubled times,' could seize new power, they planned to cut her down and steal her achievements.
While the less experienced nobles might have arrived at this conclusion and acted on it, the more politically savvy individuals were looking even further ahead.
They planned to use Lian's body, which they would take through the bribed priests, as a bargaining chip when negotiating with the Duchess.
Additionally, they intended to undermine Noah's reputation as the 'hero of the troubled times' by accusing her of supporting a traitor to humanity. If Noah protested further, they would imprison her in a facility for prisoners for several days.
And if she resisted with her sword?
They would label Lily and her comrades as 'rebels' and execute them on the spot. While Noah could easily cut down all the soldiers and staff at the camp, her comrades' heads would fall before she could do anything.
If her comrades were taken hostage, Noah would have no choice but to submit. Only then would they show 'mercy' by sparing her from execution and instead demoting her and her group to 'slaves,' using them as war slaves.
After listening to Jess' calm explanation, Noah took a deep breath, inhaling and exhaling slowly.
If Lian hadn't pulled her back, the future Jess had just described would have unfolded exactly as she had said.
"...Thank you, Lian."
When Noah expressed her gratitude, Lian responded with a soft smile.
"We need to get our comrades out of here. Is that okay?"
Given the uncertainty of when the nobles might tighten their grip, Noah came to the conclusion that they needed to evacuate their comrades. When she asked Jess for her opinion, Jess readily agreed.
They then began discussing important matters, such as 'how to get Lian out without any injuries' and 'how to turn the nobles' plans to use the beastmen against them.'
***
At that moment, in a hidden room in a corner of the Demon King’s Castle.
The bookshelves lining one wall were filled with old scrolls and ancient books, and a soft candlelight flickered over the wide table in the center of the room.
A map of the continent was spread out on the table, its details clearly visible.
Except for the secret passage that could only be accessed through specific means, the room was surrounded by solid stone walls, cutting off any outside view.
Five elegant chairs were placed around the table, but two seats remained empty.
"Aaah— I was having so much fun, so why did you call me?"
Jiso, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head, speaking in an irritated tone. Rania, another of the Four Heavenly Kings, who had been yawning with her chin resting on her hand, grinned.
"Jiso, didn't your territory get raided?"
"Huh? What are you talking about?"
Rania smirked as she pointed out the exact area that Lian and Iris had destroyed while Jiso had been away. Jiso, his face turning red with anger, slammed his fist on the table.
Erboan, the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings and the right hand of the Demon King, who had been deep in thought, frowned and spoke.
"If you want to step down from your position as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, keep talking."
Since the only way to step down from the position of a Four Heavenly King was through death, Rania shrugged and leaned back, while Jiso clicked his tongue and turned his head away.
Click.
As if on cue, the door that had been closed swung open, and the Demon King, her long black hair flowing behind her, entered with an indifferent expression.
She slowly walked inside and closed the door, not even bothering to sit down before dropping a bombshell.
"We will begin hunting the Outsider."
"What?"
"What...?"
"...!"
Although the Outsider had never revealed itself to the outside world, its overwhelming presence occasionally filled the Demon King's Castle, making its existence known.
Those staying in the castle had felt the terrifying aura emanating from the Outsider several times, and the Demon King had explained that it was the 'Outsider.'
Upon hearing that they were going to hunt such a being, the Four Heavenly Kings couldn't hide their shock.
'Hunt the Outsider? Is that even possible?'
'Aah... as far as suicide methods go, this one isn’t very appealing.'
'The Demon King has changed.'
Though their expressions and reactions varied, they all shared the same opinion: 'Hunting the Outsider? That's absurd.'
As if she had expected such reactions, the Demon King calmly began explaining the atrocities committed by the Outsider and the future that awaited them.
"Aaah... this is so annoying."
Rania, irritated by the thought of having her body taken over by a parasitic entity, ran her hand over her face.
"Hah... it swallowed half of my territory?"
Jiso, upon learning that half of his territory had been devoured by the Outsider, clenched his fists so tightly that the veins bulged on his face in anger.
"Hah... haha... So I was just a plaything, huh?"
The strategist of the Demon King’s army, who had always prided himself on controlling everything in the palm of his hand, felt a deep sense of humiliation at the realization that he had been toyed with by the Outsider.
They weren't blinded by rage or conviction, so even as they gnashed their teeth in anger, they continued to think rationally.
No matter how infuriating the situation was, if the end result was death, they would have walked away without hesitation. The Demon King, fully aware of this, had laid out her plan to them for a clear reason.
'There's no escape.'
'If we don't fight, we'll die anyway, right?'
'Hah... at least we get to choose how we die, I guess?'
According to the Demon King, no matter how far they ran, the only thing waiting for them was a cruel death.
The more they felt the overwhelming power of the Outsider, the less hope they had for survival.
"I have a way."
After ensuring that they understood there was no escape, the Demon King offered them a single way out.
They grabbed onto the only choice they had.
'This time, it's my turn to save them.'
The Demon King, recalling the one who had pulled her from the depths of despair, calmly resolved herself to face death.
End of Chapter
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***
"This time, it's my turn to save."
At Jess's actions, Noah's face twisted with urgency as she hurriedly separated the two.
"Jess! What are you doing? That was dangerous! You could have gotten hurt!"
Suppressing the feeling of 'jealousy' that was bubbling up, Noah scolded Jess as if reprimanding a child. Jess pouted and pulled away.
But just as Noah was about to breathe a sigh of relief, Jess spun around and wrapped her arms around Lian's arm.
"Jess!"
"I hugged him gently, so it's fine!"
Noah was left speechless, her mouth opening and closing without a sound, while she subtly intertwined her fingers with Lian's hand, which was still in her grasp.
The situation was far too pink and romantic for the serious circumstances they were in. Lian, overwhelmed, could only stammer, repeating "Huh?" and "What?" over and over again.
Jess, watching Lian's dazed expression, which made him look like easy prey, licked her lips and leaned in close to Lian's ear. Just as her lips were about to touch his, Noah rushed to pull Jess away.
"Did they take your body, Master?"
"...!"
"...!"
Jess's eyes sparkled with a sharpness that had never been seen before.
***
The senses of the beast-kin were as sharp as a blade. They could hear even the smallest movements of the wind and the faintest sounds filtering through the leaves.
Their footsteps were always light and silent, and they could clearly perceive distant objects as if they were right in front of them.
If they focused their hearing, they could easily ignore distances of up to ten minutes away.
Inside Jess's tent, where the beast-kin had gathered first, Noah spoke with a hardened expression.
"Did they really... take Lian?"
Grit.
The sound of someone grinding their teeth filled the tent with a chilling tension. Jess, her tail drooping at the unpleasant memory that surfaced in her mind, nodded.
"They placed a bounty on Master's head and branded you, Noah, as a traitor to be executed. Luckily, they couldn't find anyone strong enough to replace you, so the plan was dismissed."
In other words, if Noah had been weaker or if there had been someone else to take her place, Lian and Noah's heads would have been mounted side by side.
'Those bastards.'
If the staff had at least used some rational process to put Lian's life on the line, Noah might have been able to understand.
No matter how much they claimed Lian's innocence, the fact that he had attacked the Imperial Army wouldn't just disappear.
According to the additional information Jess provided, the staff's decision this time hadn't been made through such a simple or rational process.
Even if Lian had attacked the Imperial Army under the guise of the 'White Mask,' he was still the 'son' the Duchess had been searching for.
It made no sense to kill the rightful heir to the duchy, especially when no proper successor had been found thus far.
'They're trying to cut off the line.'
If they hanged Lian as a traitor, the official heir to the duchy would disappear. This would be akin to cutting off the growing power of the duchess.
At the same time, they wanted to eliminate Noah before she could seize new power as the 'hero who emerged in troubled times' and take credit for her achievements.
While some inexperienced nobles had only thought this far, those more seasoned in politics had seen further.
They had planned to use Lian's body, obtained through a bribed priest, as leverage when negotiating with the duchess.
Additionally, by accusing Noah of 'supporting the traitor of humanity,' they aimed to suppress her rising reputation as a hero. If Noah had protested further, they would have imprisoned her in a detention facility for several days.
And if she resisted with a sword?
They would have labeled Lily and her comrades as 'rebels' and executed them on the spot. While Noah could have easily cut down all the soldiers and staff at the base, her comrades' heads would have rolled before she could do so.
If her comrades were taken hostage, Noah would have had no choice but to surrender. At that point, they would have 'mercifully' spared her from execution, instead demoting her and her comrades to 'slaves' to be used as war prisoners.
After listening to Jess's calm explanation, Noah took a deep breath and exhaled.
If Lian hadn't pulled her back, the future Jess had so nonchalantly described would have become a reality.
"...Thank you, Lian."
When Noah expressed her gratitude, Lian responded with a smile.
"We need to get our comrades out of here. Is that okay?"
Given the precarious situation, where they could be captured by the nobles at any moment, Noah concluded that they needed to evacuate their comrades. She asked Jess for her opinion, and Jess readily agreed.
Afterward, they began discussing important matters, such as 'how to extract Lian's body without injury' and 'how to turn the nobles' attempt to use the beast-kin against them.'
***
At that time, in a hidden room tucked away in a corner of the Demon King's Castle.
A large bookshelf lined with old scrolls and books occupied one wall, and a wide table in the center of the room was illuminated by the soft glow of candlelight.
On the table was a map, clearly depicting the continent's terrain.
Except for the secret door, which could only be accessed through a special method, the room was sealed off by solid stone walls, blocking any outside view.
Five ornate chairs surrounded the table, but two of them were empty.
"Aah—... I was having so much fun, why did you have to call me?"
Jiso, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, leaned back with his hands clasped behind his head, complaining in an annoyed tone. Rania, another of the Four Heavenly Kings, who had been yawning with her chin resting on her hand, grinned.
"Jiso, I heard your territory got raided?"
"Huh? What are you talking about?"
When Rania pointed out the area that Lian and Iris had destroyed while Jiso was away, she mocked him. Jiso's face reddened with anger as he leaned forward, slamming his fist on the table.
Erboan, the right hand of the Demon King and the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings, who had been deep in thought, frowned and spoke.
"If you'd like to step down from your position as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, feel free to keep talking."
Since the only way to step down from the position of a Four Heavenly King was by losing one's head, Rania shrugged and leaned back, while Jiso clicked his tongue and turned his head away.
Click.
As if on cue, the door that had been closed swung open, and the Demon King, Elensia, with her long black hair cascading down her back and an indifferent expression, entered the room.
Elensia slowly entered, closed the door, and, before even sitting down, dropped a bombshell.
"We're going to hunt down the Outsider."
"What?"
"Huh...?"
"...!"
Though the Outsider hadn't revealed its existence to the world, its overwhelming presence had occasionally filled the Demon King's Castle, making its existence known.
Those who resided in the castle had felt the chilling power of the Outsider several times, enough to make their souls tremble. Elensia had always referred to this as the 'Outsider.'
At the Demon King's declaration that they were going to hunt such a being, the Four Heavenly Kings couldn't hide their shock.
'Hunt it? Is that even possible?'
'Aah... If you're going to commit suicide, that's not a very pretty way to do it.'
'The Demon King has changed.'
Though their expressions and reactions varied, they all shared the same thought: 'Hunting the Outsider? That's absurd.'
As if expecting their reactions, the Demon King began to calmly explain the Outsider's atrocities and the future that awaited them.
"Aaah... This is so annoying."
Rania, irritated by the thought of having her body taken over by a parasitic being, ran her hand down her face.
"Hah... Half of my territory was swallowed up?"
Jiso, upon learning that the demons he trusted had been possessed by the Outsider, causing half of his territory to be devoured, was so furious that the veins on his face bulged.
"Hah... Haha... So, you're saying I was just a toy?"
The strategist of the Demon King's army, who had always manipulated everything from behind the scenes, felt a deep sense of humiliation upon realizing that he had been played with like a mere pawn by the Outsider.
Though they were not mindless moths driven by rage or conviction, they gritted their teeth in anger while still thinking rationally.
No matter how infuriating the situation, if the end result was death, they would have abandoned the cause without hesitation. The fact that Elensia had laid out her plan so openly meant there was a clear reason for it.
'There’s no way out.'
'If we don’t fight, we’ll die anyway.'
'Hah... At least we get to choose how we die.'
According to the Demon King's explanation, even if they tried to run, the only thing waiting for them was a brutal death.
The more they felt the overwhelming power of the Outsider, the less hope they had of survival.
"I have a plan."
After making them understand that there was no escape, the Demon King offered them a single way out.
And so, they clung to the one choice they had been given.
"...This time, it's my turn to save."
The Demon King, recalling the one who had pulled her out of the abyss, calmly resolved herself to face death.
End of Chapter
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This Time, It's My Turn to Save
***
Noah, irritated by Jess's behavior, hurriedly separated the two.
"Jess! What are you doing? That was dangerous! You almost got hurt!"
Suppressing the feeling of 'jealousy,' Noah scolded Jess as if reprimanding a child. Jess pouted and stepped back.
But just as Noah felt relieved, Jess spun around and hugged Lian’s arm.
"Jess!"
"I held him gently, so it’s fine!"
Noah was left speechless, his lips moving soundlessly, as he subtly intertwined his fingers with Lian’s, who was still being held.
The situation was far too light-hearted for the seriousness of the moment, and Lian, overwhelmed, could only stammer, "Huh?" "Eh?" in confusion.
Jess, seeing Lian look like a helpless prey ready to be snapped up by a beast, licked her lips and brought her face close to Lian's ear. Just as Noah was about to urgently pull Jess away from Lian, Jess whispered,
"Did someone take over your body, Master?"
"...!"
"...!"
Jess's eyes sparkled more brightly than ever before.
***
The senses of beastkin were as sharp as a finely honed blade. Even the faintest movements of the wind or the softest sounds drifting through the leaves were clearly audible to their ears.
Their footsteps were always light and quiet, and they could vividly perceive distant objects as if they were right in front of them.
With heightened alertness, they could easily disregard any distance up to 10 minutes away.
Inside Jess's tent, where the beastkin had gathered first, Noah spoke with a hardened expression.
"Did they really... target Lian?"
Grit.
The sound of someone grinding their teeth filled the tent with tension. Jess, her tail drooping in discomfort, nodded at the unpleasant voice that echoed in her mind.
"They put Master’s life on the line, and Noah was branded a traitor and nearly executed. Fortunately, they didn’t have the strength to replace Noah, so the plan was dismissed."
In other words, if Noah had been weaker or if there had been someone to replace her, both Lian’s and Noah’s heads would have been displayed side by side.
'Damn them.'
If the staff had reached that decision through a rational process, it might have been understandable.
No matter how much they claimed Lian’s innocence, the fact that he had attacked the Imperial Army would not simply disappear.
According to the additional information Jess provided, the decision of the current staff had not been made through such a straightforward and rational process.
Even though Lian, as the 'White Mask,' had attacked the Imperial Army, he was still the 'son' the Duchess had been searching for.
It didn’t make sense to kill the true heir of the duchy, which had been without a proper successor until now, so easily.
'They’re trying to cut off the bud.'
If they hanged Lian under the pretext of treason, the official heir to the duchy would disappear. This was akin to cutting off the ever-growing power of the duchy.
At the same time, they sought to cut off Noah’s rise to power before it could flourish, while stealing the credit for her achievements.
While the inexperienced nobles concluded their actions at that point, the more politically adept individuals had a far-reaching perspective.
They planned to use Lian’s body, after obtaining it through a bribed priest, as a bargaining chip when negotiating with the Duchess.
Additionally, by accusing Noah of 'defending a traitor to humanity,' they intended to crush her reputation as the 'hero of the troubled times.' If Noah resisted further, they planned to imprison her in a facility for prisoners for several days.
And if she raised her sword in defiance?
They would label Lily and her companions as 'rebels' and execute them on the spot. While Noah could easily cut down all the soldiers and staff at the base, her comrades' heads would fall first.
If her comrades were taken hostage, Noah would have no choice but to surrender. At that point, they would show mercy by sparing their lives but would demote them to 'slaves' and use them as war slaves.
After listening to Jess's detached explanation, Noah took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
If Lian hadn’t pulled her back, the future Jess had so calmly laid out would have unfolded exactly as described.
"...Thank you, Lian."
When Noah expressed her gratitude, Lian responded with a smile.
"I need to get my comrades out of here. Is that okay?"
Knowing that the nobles could put a leash on her at any time, Noah concluded that she needed to get her comrades to safety. When she asked Jess for her opinion, Jess readily agreed.
They then began discussing important matters, such as 'how to extract Lian’s body without injury' and 'how to turn the nobles' plans to use the beastkin against them.'
***
Meanwhile, in a hidden room in a corner of the Demon King’s Castle.
The bookshelf occupying one wall was filled with old scrolls and ancient books, and a soft candlelight illuminated the wide table in the center of the room.
On the table was a map clearly depicting the continent’s geography.
Except for the secret door that could only be accessed through special means, the room was surrounded by solid stone walls, blocking any external gaze.
Around the table were five antique chairs, but two of them were empty.
"Aaah—Why did you call me when I was having so much fun?"
Jiso, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, leaned back lazily with his hands clasped behind his head, his voice laced with irritation. Rania, another of the Four Heavenly Kings, who had been yawning with her chin resting on her hand, smirked.
"Jiso, didn’t your territory get raided?"
"Huh? What are you talking about?"
Rania pointedly mocked him, mentioning the exact area that Lian and Iris had destroyed while he was away. Jiso, his face flushed with anger, leaned forward and slammed his fist onto the table.
Erboan, the Demon King’s right hand and the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings, furrowed his brow and spoke up.
"If you want to step down from your position as one of the Four Heavenly Kings, keep talking."
Since the only way to step down from the position of a Heavenly King was to lose one’s head, Rania shrugged and leaned back, while Jiso clicked his tongue and turned his head away in frustration.
Click.
As if on cue, the door, which had been closed, opened, and the Demon King, Elensia, with her long black hair flowing, entered the room with a blank expression.
The Demon King slowly walked into the room, closed the door, and, before even sitting down, dropped a bombshell.
"From now on, we will hunt down the Outsider."
"Huh?"
"What...?"
"....!"
Though the Outsider had never revealed itself publicly, its overwhelming presence had occasionally filled the Demon King’s Castle, making its existence known.
Those who resided in the Demon King’s Castle had felt the chilling, oppressive aura of the Outsider several times, and the Demon King had explained this presence as the 'Outsider.'
At the Demon King’s declaration that they would hunt down such a being, the Four Heavenly Kings couldn’t hide their shock.
'Hunt it down? Is that even possible?'
'Aaah... That’s not exactly a beautiful way to die.'
'The Demon King has changed.'
Though their expressions and reactions varied, their thoughts were the same: 'Hunting the Outsider? That’s absurd.'
As if anticipating their reactions, the Demon King began calmly explaining the Outsider’s atrocities and the grim future that awaited them.
"Aaah... This is so frustrating."
Rania, irritated by the idea that their bodies could be taken over by such a parasitic existence, ran her hand over her face.
"Hah... Half of my territory was swallowed up?"
Jiso, furious that the demons he trusted had been overtaken by the Outsider, clenched his fists so tightly that the veins on his face bulged.
"Hah... Haha... So I was just a toy all along?"
The strategist of the Demon King’s army, who had always thought he was in control of everything, felt a deep sense of humiliation at the realization that he had been played with by the entity known as the Outsider.
Though they were not mindless moths drawn to the flame of vengeance, their rationality remained intact even as they ground their teeth in anger.
No matter how infuriating the situation, if the end result was death, they would have turned their backs without hesitation. The Demon King knew this all too well, which was why she had laid out her plan so clearly before them.
'There’s no way out.'
'If we don’t fight, we’re going to die anyway, aren’t we?'
'Hah... At least we get to choose how we die, I suppose?'
According to the Demon King, no matter how far they ran, the only thing waiting for them was a cruel death.
The more they felt the overwhelming power of the Outsider, the less hope they had of survival.
"I have a way."
After making sure they understood their predicament, the Demon King offered them a single way out.
They clung to the only option available to them.
'...This time, it's my turn to save.'
The Demon King, recalling the one who had pulled her out of the abyss, calmly accepted her fate.
End of Chapter
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***
"Dutch Pay!"
Thump, thump—! Thump, thump!
At a time when both the Empire and the Demon King's side were in a serious situation, there was one place where a frivolous atmosphere lingered.
"Miss, how about having a cup of Ssanghwa tea with me today?"
Inside a strange space created by the gag god, in an old-fashioned teahouse filled with the scent of the past, an old man was flirting with a pretty elderly woman who looked younger than her age.
"Ahem, Hyangyi already agreed to spend time with me today. Right?"
Another old man, who appeared late, burned with jealousy and clung to the elderly woman.
A short distance away from where they were sitting, a sturdy old man rolled up the sleeves of his checkered shirt to his elbows.
"Hmm!"
"Oh my..."
As the muscles, honed through years of farming, bulged, the elderly woman's gaze naturally shifted to the man.
"Ahem, ahem!"
In response, another old man took off his shirt, showing off his muscles. As his solid muscles peeked out from beneath his white sleeveless shirt, the woman's gaze once again shifted back.
"Ahem, ahem!"
The old man sitting next to her, desperate to catch her attention, suddenly jumped onto the table and performed a deep bow.
"Hoiyah! Hoiyah!"
The once calm music in the teahouse transformed into a traditional tune, and a thick, white rope appeared between the walls. An old man, dressed in pure white traditional attire, began walking the tightrope.
Whoosh!
On the other side, someone started jumping through flaming hoops, something you'd only expect to see in a circus.
It was utter chaos.
In the midst of that pandemonium, in a remote corner, two beings of immense power sat facing each other.
"What is your purpose?"
The Outsider, or as we'll now call him, the 'Demon God,' had been reduced to speaking like a mere human due to the gag god's influence. He looked at the gag god, who was tapping away on a cell phone, with a cold gaze.
"Hmm? What was it again?"
The gag god, fully immersed in a mobile game, answered absentmindedly, as if she knew exactly how to irritate her opponent.
"My heart burns hotter!"
Crash!
Meanwhile, the old men's talent show reached its peak, with some even throwing themselves out the window.
"Hooray! I won!"
The gag god chuckled in delight, her shoulders shaking with laughter. She then gulped down the drink in front of her—it was cola.
"Ah—! How about you try some? Hmm? Hmm?"
She pushed the cola toward the Demon God, insisting that "residents of a medieval fantasy world should be shocked and moved to tears after drinking cola."
The Demon God, arms crossed and face indifferent, finally spoke.
"What are you plotting? Using such enormous power like this will get you expelled from this dimension."
As he said, no matter how powerful a being was, if they recklessly used enough power to twist dimensions like this, the world would expel them to survive.
Even in a world without proper gods, it was easy to expel a being of immense power. Just like how an overflowing cup spills its contents, the world would push them out.
According to the Demon God's prediction, the gag god would be expelled from this place before a day passed in real time.
With freedom just a moment away, he didn't bother wasting his energy and instead engaged in idle chatter.
The gag god pouted as she took back the cola the Demon God had pushed away and said,
"I don't really want to tell you... but since we played together, I'll give you an answer."
At those words, the Demon God frowned deeply. The gag god had forcibly lowered his status, dragging him to places like karaoke and PC rooms, forcing him to engage in pointless activities.
For the Demon God, an entity of immense power, this was a humiliation like no other. Just thinking about it made him want to destroy dozens of worlds in rage.
The fact that a being of such immense power could feel anger and frustration like a human only highlighted how much the gag god's status surpassed his.
Understanding this, the Demon God suppressed his rising anger and listened carefully to the gag god's words.
"First of all—you asked why I'm wasting so much power, right? It's simple. I'm not really interested in this world."
"Then why did you attack me?"
"Attack? Nah, I didn't really attack you. You didn't get destroyed, did you?"
The gag god, with a nonchalant expression, uttered chilling words. She smiled broadly, as if imagining something amusing, and continued.
"You know how it is. It's like when parents watch their kids playing happily at a kids' café, but when the kids fall down or start fighting with other kids, the parents rush over to stop it."
"...What are you talking about?"
"Oh, I guess I need to use a fantasy-world metaphor, huh? Hmm—Ah! It's like a shepherd letting their livestock graze freely on the plains, but when a predator comes to attack the livestock, the shepherd rushes over to chase it away! Or maybe it's like swatting away a wasp trying to raid a beehive..."
As the gag god's incomprehensible explanation continued, the Demon God's frown deepened.
Crash!
"Haha! I did it! I really did it!"
"Oh dear..."
One of the old men, who had been showing off his strength to the elderly woman, laughed as he shattered the gag god's space.
As expected of beings born from her, they acted recklessly without a second thought.
"Well, I've had my fun. Time to head back! It was a blast!"
"...!"
With those words, she tore the space apart.
The Demon God felt his immense power returning in an instant, filling him with a sense of exhilaration.
"Oh, I almost forgot!"
She quickly turned around and looked at the Outsider, whose form was beginning to fade as his power returned.
"Since we played together, we should split the bill, right?"
Like a cat scratching at something, she curled her fingers and swiped at the air.
[Kraaaah!]
A portion of the Demon God's power and causality was forcibly ripped away and absorbed by the gag god.
"It's a little short, but I'll let it slide! Bye-bye!"
And with that, the gag god vanished with a pop.
[Kuh...!]
The Demon God swallowed a groan, experiencing an excruciating pain he had never felt before. At that moment—
Vroom!
Flash, flash!
The entire Demon King's castle began to tremble. Several layers of intricate magic circles glowed blue, and a blinding light, from an unknown source, illuminated the castle as if it were midday.
His gaze turned toward the magic circle and the unknown light flickering deep within the castle. At first, he sneered, thinking it was just the desperate attempts of mortals.
But as his emotions fluctuated, he realized his power hadn't fully recovered yet.
At that moment, the Demon King appeared, her face set in a determined expression.
[‘What is she trying to do?’]
Perhaps because his power hadn't fully returned, an inexplicable sense of unease began to creep in.
The massive magic circle glowed brightly as it floated into the air. Complex patterns and runes shimmered as if alive, filling the sky.
Artifacts hidden deep within the Demon King's castle began to glow brightly, feeding more power into the magic circle. The Demon God quickly realized that this light wasn't just any ordinary light—it was meant to bind and seal him.
[‘How dare...’]
The Demon God felt deep contempt for the mortals who dared challenge him. His incomplete power made his emotions even more vivid, shaking him to his core.
Unbeknownst to him, his form began to blur, revealing a faint silhouette. The Demon King raised her head and looked up at the Demon God, whose presence filled the sky like an aurora.
'This will do.'
She thought as she raised a dagger.
Embedded in the hilt of the dagger was a deep red ruby, glowing ominously even in the darkness. The gemstone seemed almost alive, emitting a faint, sinister light.
The blade was made of dark metal, sharp and sleek, yet heavy. White runes etched along the blade reflected the light like a serpent's scales, adding to its ominous aura.
The entire dagger radiated a menacing energy, causing those nearby to feel both fear and awe.
The dagger in her hand was one of the cursed swords, similar to Lian's partner sword. Like other cursed swords, it granted immense miracles or power in exchange for a price.
Without hesitation, she raised the dagger. The sharp edge, which seemed capable of slicing through even the wind, pointed directly at the Demon God, who filled the sky.
'...Experience more worlds in my place, and love more things.'
The tip of the blade slowly moved and pointed toward her own chest.
Without hesitation, she plunged the dagger into her heart.
Thud!
"Ugh...!"
With a small groan, the cursed sword began to burn ominously.
The price she paid was 'her everything,' and in return, the cursed sword granted her wish.
[...!]
A sinister red light shot up into the sky. If the Demon God had been at full strength, it wouldn't have even tickled him, but now, the power spread out like a net and began to engulf him.
End of Chapter
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Dutch Treat!
Thump-thump! Thump-thump!
In the midst of the serious atmosphere between both the Empire and the Demon King’s side, there was one place where a frivolous mood lingered.
"Miss, how about having a cup of Ssanghwa tea with me today?"
Inside a strange space created by the gag scene, in an old-fashioned teahouse filled with the scent of the past, an old man was flirting with a pretty elderly woman who looked young for her age.
"Ahem, Hyang-i promised to spend time with me today, didn’t you?"
Another old man, who appeared late, burned with jealousy and persistently clung to the elderly woman. A short distance away from where they sat, a burly old man rolled up the sleeves of his checkered shirt to his elbows.
"Hmph!"
"Oh my..."
As the muscles, honed from years of farming, bulged, the elderly woman’s gaze naturally shifted toward the old man.
"Ahem, ahem!"
In response, another old man took off his shirt to show off his muscles. As his firm muscles were revealed next to his white sleeveless shirt, the elderly woman’s gaze naturally returned to him.
"Ahem, ahem!"
The old man sitting next to her, desperate for attention, suddenly jumped onto the table and performed a full bow.
"Hup! Hup!"
The quiet music of the teahouse changed to traditional music, and a thick white rope appeared between the walls. An old man in a pristine traditional outfit began to perform tightrope walking on it.
Whoosh!
On the other side, another old man started jumping through flaming hoops, as if they were in a circus.
This was chaos beyond chaos.
In one corner of this pandemonium, two beings of incomprehensible stature sat facing each other.
"What’s your goal?"
The one referred to as the ‘Outsider,’ or ‘God of Destruction,’ who had been reduced to speaking in the manner of a human due to the gag scene, looked coldly at the gag god, who was busy tapping on her phone. (For convenience, we’ll refer to her as the Outsider from now on.)
"Hmm? What was it again?"
As if knowing exactly how to provoke her opponent, she casually answered while engrossed in her mobile game.
"My heart burns hotter!"
Crash!
Meanwhile, the old men’s talent show reached its peak, with some even throwing themselves out the window.
"Yes! I won!"
The gag god chuckled, shaking her shoulders in delight. Then she gulped down the drink in front of her. It was cola.
"Ahh -..! How about you try some? Huh? Huh?"
She pushed the cola toward the Outsider, insisting that "residents of a medieval fantasy world should be shocked and moved to tears by cola."
With arms crossed and an indifferent expression, the Outsider spoke.
"What are you scheming? Using such immense power like this, you’ll be expelled from this dimension."
As he said, no matter how much power one held, using enough force to twist dimensions recklessly would result in the world expelling that power for its own survival.
Even in a world without proper gods, it was simple. Just like how a cup overflows when filled with too much water, the existence would be forced out.
According to the Outsider’s prediction, the gag god would be expelled from this place before a day passed in real-world time.
Since freedom would come in a matter of moments, there was no need to waste energy, so he was just passing the time with idle chatter.
The gag god pursed her lips and took back the cola that the Outsider had pushed aside.
"I don’t really want to tell you... but since we’ve been playing together, I’ll give you an answer."
At her words, the Outsider’s brow furrowed deeply. The gag god had forcibly lowered his stature, dragging him to places like karaoke rooms and PC rooms, making him repeat meaningless activities.
For the Outsider, who held an incomprehensible stature, this was humiliation beyond humiliation. Just thinking about it made him want to destroy dozens of worlds.
The fact that a being of such stature could feel anger and frustration like a human meant that the gag god’s stature was far superior to that of the Outsider.
Knowing this, the Outsider suppressed his rising fury and listened to the gag god.
"First of all -.. you asked why I’m wasting my power like this? It’s simple. I don’t really care about this world."
"Then why did you attack me?"
"Hey, it wasn’t an attack. You didn’t get destroyed, did you?"
The gag god, with a nonchalant expression, continued speaking with a relaxed smile, as if imagining something amusing.
"You know how it is. Like when parents let their kids run wild in a kids' café, watching them with pride, but if the kids fall or start fighting with other kids, the parents rush over in a panic. It’s kind of like that."
"...What are you talking about?"
"Oh, right. I should use a fantasy-world analogy, huh? Hmm -.. Ah! It’s like a shepherd letting their livestock graze freely in the meadow, but when a predator comes to eat them, the shepherd rushes over to chase the predator away! Or like chasing away a wasp trying to raid a beehive..."
As the Outsider’s frown deepened at her incomprehensible explanation, there was a sudden crash.
Clang!
"Haha! I did it! I finally did it!"
"Oh, dear..."
One of the old men, who had been showing off his strength to the elderly woman, laughed triumphantly after breaking the gag god’s space.
Just like beings born from her, they recklessly did things without a second thought.
"Well, I’ve had my fun. Time to head back! It was fun!"
"...!"
After saying that, she tore through the space. The Outsider felt his stature rapidly returning and was filled with a sense of exhilaration.
"Oh, I almost forgot before leaving!"
She turned around swiftly and looked at the Outsider, whose body was fading as he regained his stature and lost his physical form.
"Since we played together, we should split the bill, right?"
She curled her fingers like a cat scratching the air.
[Kraaah!]
A portion of the Outsider’s stature and causality was forcibly torn away and absorbed by the gag god.
"It’s a bit lacking, but I’ll let it slide! Well then, bye-bye!"
After extorting the Outsider, the gag god disappeared with a pop.
[Ugh...]
The Outsider swallowed a groan from the excruciating pain he had never experienced before. At that moment—
Wooooong!
Pop, pop!
The entire Demon King’s castle began to tremble. Several layers of intricate magic circles glowed blue, and a brilliant light, the source of which was unknown, illuminated the castle as if it were midday.
His gaze turned toward the glowing magic circle deep within the castle and the unknown light. At first, he snickered, thinking it was just the desperate struggle of mortals.
But as he felt his stature not fully restored, he realized something was wrong. A sense of unease began to creep in.
The massive magic circle floated into the air, emitting light. Complex patterns and rune characters glowed as if they were alive, filling the space.
The sacred relics that had been hidden deep within the Demon King’s castle shone brightly, adding power to the magic circle. The Outsider realized that this light wasn’t just ordinary light; it was meant to bind and seal him.
[‘How dare you...’]
The Outsider felt deep contempt for the mortals who dared to challenge him. His emotions, still raw due to his incomplete restoration, shook him to the core.
Unbeknownst to him, his form was flickering, revealing a faint silhouette. The Demon King, Elensia, raised her head and looked up at the Outsider, whose form filled the sky like an aurora.
‘This should be enough.’
She thought to herself as she raised a dagger.
The handle of the dagger was embedded with a deep red ruby that glowed even in the darkness, as if it were alive, radiating a sinister light.
The blade was made of dark metal, with sharp edges that looked both sleek and heavy. The white runes engraved along the blade reflected light like a snake’s scales, adding to its ominous aura.
The entire dagger exuded a chilling energy, making anyone who approached it feel both fear and reverence.
The dagger in her hand was one of the demon swords, and like Lian’s partner, the demon sword, it granted immense miracles or power in exchange for a price.
Without hesitation, she raised the dagger. The sharp tip, which seemed capable of slicing through even the wind, pointed toward the Outsider, who filled the sky.
‘...Experience more worlds in my place, and love more things.’
Slowly, the tip of the blade moved toward her chest. Without hesitation, she plunged the dagger into her heart.
Thud!
"Guh...!"
With a small groan, the demon sword began to burn ominously.
The price she had offered was ‘her everything,’ and the demon sword granted her the power she had wished for in return.
[...!]
A sinister red light shot up toward the sky. If the Outsider had been fully restored, it wouldn’t have even tickled him, but now, the power spread like a net, beginning to engulf him.
End of Chapter
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Iris?
He was momentarily flustered and tried to draw out his power.
[Kuh...!]
But due to the wound left by the Gag God, he couldn't exert his full strength. If he were to draw more power from his true body beyond the dimension, he might be able to breathe easier, but he could also end up being expelled from the dimension like the Gag God.
It would be like burning down your own house just to catch a bug. It was a situation where being sealed as is might be more beneficial.
However, that didn't mean he would let himself be sealed without a fight, so the Outsider struggled fiercely.
If only he had an hour after the Gag God left, the Demon King's attempt would have been nothing more than a child's play.
It was a situation so fortunate that one could say heaven itself had intervened.
As the red light gradually tightened around his body and began to crush him into oblivion...
Flash!
The dark clouds that had covered the sky split apart, and a blinding light began to pour down from the heavens. It was a brilliant yet warm light, as if an angel described in the scriptures was descending, gently caressing the Demon King's castle.
Crack.
The radiant light, which seemed to symbolize hope and miracles, touched the evil demonic sword, causing a small crack to appear.
Clang!
With a sharp sound, as if a glass vessel had shattered, the demonic sword split in two, and the red net that had covered the sky vanished in an instant.
In the Demon King's castle, only the faint breaths of the dying Demon King and the silence of those who realized things had gone terribly wrong filled the air.
The Demon King reached out toward the brilliant light visible through her blurry vision.
[Ah, you’ve finally returned.]
Through a soul-shaking sensation, she instinctively realized.
Their god had returned.
Dozens of pure white wings spread out in a dazzling display. Within the wings were multiple pairs of eyes, and at the center, countless more eyes were embedded.
Those eyes, which could peer into the source of all things, were not something lower beings could dare to gaze upon. The eyes embedded in the wings and body radiated a mysterious color, evoking both awe and fear at the same time.
The countless eyes, seemingly numbering in the hundreds or thousands, each looked in different directions, as if they were observing the entire world.
[Hah... I’ve finally regained my freedom.]
As the thunderous voice echoed, the ground trembled, and the sky quaked. It was a voice so overwhelming that it shook the soul of anyone who heard it.
Everyone in the Demon King's castle held their breath, immersed in a mixture of fear and reverence.
[Hmph, did you come back because you wanted to die?]
The Outsider, who was regaining his strength rapidly, glared sharply at the being who had once been the "Dark Fantasy World God."
The one who had barely escaped the Gag God and regained his freedom spoke in a cheerful tone.
[Oh dear, I only came to help.]
[What nonsense.]
[I'm not talking about that ridiculous sealing incident.]
He revealed the card he had been hiding.
[I was just trying to help you deal with the one you faced earlier— the one who created this game you're trapped in.]
[Huh? What are you talking about?]
Flap.
As the being lightly flapped his wings, the Outsider's strength began to recover rapidly. The vague figure that had descended into the middle realm disappeared completely.
The two divine beings moved into a dimensional rift that mortals could not perceive. It was as if they had transformed into souls, communicating in a space where only souls could converse.
The Outsider squirmed, itching to devour the other immediately. After all, even if this god had fled because he lacked power, devouring his very existence would allow the Outsider to absorb his "qualifications."
If the Outsider devoured the Dark Fantasy World God, most of the authority of this world would fall into his hands.
Despite the tantalizing key to devouring the world gleaming before him, he remained calm only because of the Gag God.
Fortunately, the words of the Dark Fantasy World God were valuable enough to make the Outsider hold back his impulse and listen.
[Ha...]
When all was said and done, the Outsider couldn't help but laugh.
The god before him, the foreign gods who had pierced through the dimensional walls to invade, and even himself, the highest-ranking one among them...
They were all just part of the "meadow" she had spoken of. The absurdity of it all made him laugh in disbelief.
The Dark Fantasy World God, seeing the Outsider's reaction, spoke.
[To avoid being toyed with, you must devour what it cherishes most— completely.]
[What’s your goal?]
The Outsider interrupted, revealing his suspicion. His question was reasonable.
In response, the Dark Fantasy World God revealed his true intention.
[I don’t desire the position of the Main God. I know well enough that there’s no lower place to fall.]
To say that he didn’t want the position of the Main God was equivalent to saying he wanted a position below the Main God.
The foreign gods that followed the Outsider were also clinging to him in hopes of benefiting from the scraps, so the Dark Fantasy World God's words were akin to saying he wanted to join the Outsider.
It was the most ideal answer among the countless possibilities the Outsider had anticipated.
[If you swear on the position of the Main God, I’ll help you with all I’ve got.]
What would happen if a new recruit took over the position of a senior who had quit without any notice?
No matter how experienced the recruit was, even if the senior left all the materials behind, they would inevitably struggle.
If the Outsider devoured the Dark Fantasy World God, it would be akin to the senior quitting without any notice.
The Dark Fantasy World God's offer to actively help the Outsider become the Main God was like the senior properly handing over all responsibilities before leaving.
Moreover, considering that it would allow him to escape the clutches of the Gag God, it was a proposal that offered nothing but benefits to the Outsider.
It was also a beneficial contract for the Dark Fantasy World God, who was on the verge of becoming a wandering foreign god, drifting between dimensions.
If the proposal only benefited one party, it would be worth scrutinizing deeply. But if it benefited both sides, the situation was different.
Thus, the two gods joined hands.
***
At the moment when the two distant gods were shaking hands...
Noah was swiftly looking for Lily to evacuate her comrades. When Noah said they had to leave immediately, Lily shook her head and said.
"If everyone connected to you leaves, they'll accuse you of rebellion. Even if we leave, some people have to stay behind."
Only a select few knew that Noah was a woman, so Lily always called her "brother" unless they were alone.
If they recklessly evacuated their comrades, people might claim they were conspiring with the beastmen for a rebellion or betraying humanity to side with the Demon King.
Lily's words made sense, so Noah selected personnel who could escape swiftly in case of an emergency.
Though they used the term "evacuate," they couldn’t just take their comrades without a word. Noah reported that they were sending their comrades to assist with the beastmen, who had temporarily become allies. The nobles, who treated the beastmen like animals, were more than happy to let them go.
Most of the nobles sneered with derision, but a few who had planned to use Noah as a war slave by holding her comrades' lives as collateral frowned in displeasure.
They tried to come up with absurd excuses to keep Noah on a leash, but...
"Commander!"
Their attempts were cut short by an unexpected guest.
A woman with long, flowing white hair and slightly cloudy golden eyes, whose beauty was like that sculpted by the gods, entered the camp with an expressionless face.
The sudden visit from Iris, one of the two children of the Duchess, left the staff in a state of shock.
And for good reason— this was a battlefield, one of the frontlines of the war. It wasn’t a place where a noble lady could stroll around as if it were a leisurely walk in the park.
Whether they were confused or not, Iris paid no attention. She quickly scanned her surroundings, as if searching for something. Then, as if sensing a presence, she turned her head sharply and began walking swiftly.
Her steps led her out of the camp, heading unhesitatingly in one direction.
As the unfamiliar figures of beastmen began to appear one by one in her view, she spotted a man with black hair. The man also noticed Iris, his eyes widening in surprise as he turned to look at her.
"Huh...? Iris?"
Her heart seemed to stop for a moment, and her breath quickened. Though he no longer had white hair or golden eyes, the soul-stirring sense of longing surged within her.
As if time had frozen, Iris stood there, staring blankly at Lian.
Moments later, her feet began to move slowly. Step by step, she approached him. Inside her, countless emotions swirled— joy, excitement, and even a bit of fear.
The closer she got to him, the faster her steps became. Now, she was no longer walking but almost running toward him. Tears welled up in her eyes, the weight of her past fears and longing crashing down all at once.
Finally, Iris reached Lian, standing right in front of him.
End of Chapter
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Power, Only Power!
Iris didn't slow down and threw herself into his arms. His warm body enveloped her.
She buried her face into his chest, swallowing her sobs.
"Hic, h-hic..."
"Huh, huh?"
Lian froze, his eyes wide in disbelief. His hands instinctively patted her trembling body, but his mind was filled with confusion, as if he had been abruptly pulled out of a dream.
Feeling the warmth of Iris in his arms, Lian slowly regained his composure and gently embraced her. At that, Iris’s sobs grew even louder.
The Beasts, already informed by Jess about Iris and her companions, didn’t stop her when she suddenly appeared at the campsite.
Though they kept a minimal watch, witnessing the emotional family reunion, they tactfully stepped away. Thanks to that, Iris could cry to her heart's content.
After some time passed and Iris had calmed down to a degree.
With her face red and swollen from crying, she clung tightly to Lian’s clothes, following him closely. Despite her changed appearance, Lian was deeply moved by how Iris still called him "Oppa" and followed him like before.
Her presence in the Beasts' campsite caused an uproar among the staff.
"We can't let the Lady stay in a place where beasts reside!"
"She must be brought here immediately."
The nobles, who only knew how to run their mouths, were eager to win Iris over, their eyes gleaming with desire. Whether it was her appearance or her family background, everything about her was exceptional, and they were desperate to court her.
Those with a bit more intelligence exchanged worried glances, their faces pale.
'The fact that the Duchess's daughter is here means the Duke has heard about the White Mask.'
'Tsk, we’re not fully prepared yet...'
Those who had been planning to use Lian for their schemes broke out in cold sweat, their eyes darting nervously.
Their grand and elaborate plans were ruined before they even began, leaving their ambitions unspoken and omitted.
Though they were in competition for Lian’s favor, Iris considered Jess and even Noah as family.
Her mere presence was a great boon for Noah, as it was akin to gaining a thousand troops. No longer could the Empire’s staff harass Noah with absurd claims.
Iris's influence didn’t stop there.
"Give it back."
"B-but..."
"Why are you hesitating when it’s my brother’s body?"
Though she tilted her head cutely, the atmosphere was so cold it felt like heads could roll at any moment.
The temple, already weakened after losing much of its power when the Dark Fantasy World God left, couldn’t oppose the daughter of the Duchess, a hero of the battlefield.
Jess, who was stunned by how easily they retrieved Lian’s body, fell into deep thought, her expression serious.
"Power... Power is what matters..."
Seeing the dangerous glint in her eyes, it seemed that this incident had awakened something in her. Though it was unclear how Jess would grow from here, one thing was certain: she wouldn’t be the innocent and cute girl she once was. Lian quickly snapped out of his thoughts before they wandered too far—towards imagining her becoming sly and seductive.
His ears turned slightly red, but no one noticed.
Having regained his body so easily, Lian once again faced his own form. Inside the tent, it was just him and his body, alone.
Whether it was due to something the priests had done or because of the gag filter, Lian’s body still looked as though it had just collapsed moments ago. There was no sign of decay, not even the slightest smell of a corpse.
Lian reached out and placed his hand on his body.
'Once I return to my original body, everything will go back to normal. I’ll be able to use the cursed sword again, and the gag filter will work properly.'
Even though a happy ending was right in front of him, a strange sense of unease weighed down on his heart.
Suppressing the anxiety, he prepared to leave the black-haired man’s body in his spirit form. But his body trembled.
As if receiving a signal that something was wrong, a deep uneasiness surged from within him. His hands and lips quivered, and his fingertips grew cold. His mind became clouded with confusion from the inexplicable fear.
'Why do I feel like this? If I return to my original body, everything should go more smoothly... So why am I so anxious?'
Lian began to trace the source of his anxiety, searching for the starting point of his confusion.
'...If I return to my original body like this, I feel like I’ll lose something.'
With that inexplicable intuition, a flood of questions burst into his mind.
'When I crossed over to this world, I definitely received the power of gag. I must have received that power in my spirit form, so why does it weaken just because I leave my body?'
'There’s a stark difference between when the gag filter’s power is at full strength and when it’s not... My mental state is strange too. No matter how long I lived in the gag world, it was just me "adapting." Thinking like the gag residents is odd.'
'The moment the gag filter weakens, I start becoming aware of powers I didn’t even know I had. I don’t remember gaining such powers... So why do they feel so familiar?'
Becoming aware of all these truths after escaping the gag power only added to Lian’s confusion. The unresolved questions spun in his mind, leading him to one conclusion.
'If I return to my body like this, everything will pass by like a fleeting joke. Just a brief prank.'
It felt as though he would miss his last chance to face the truth.
He didn’t know what truth existed, or even if it truly did, but his instincts screamed that he shouldn’t return to his original body just yet.
'Let’s take a little more time to think about this.'
The moment Lian reached that serious conclusion,
Grab!
"...!"
Lian’s body, which had been lying still with its eyes closed, suddenly opened its eyes and grabbed his wrist. The scene was straight out of a horror movie, and Lian froze in terror.
Instinctively, the gag filter activated, and Lian shrank back like a delicate girl, his mouth falling open. Just as a thin, high-pitched scream was about to escape his lips,
Rumble!
"...!!"
An overwhelming sensation, as if his soul was being swallowed whole, paralyzed him. The energy that made him feel how weak, helpless, and insignificant he was felt eerily familiar.
'This...!'
He instinctively realized that an Outsider, an entity of immense power, had appeared.
"Ugh...!"
Was it because the gag filter’s power had been halved?
Unlike before, he couldn’t ignore the suffocating pressure weighing down on him. Cold sweat trickled down his face as the oppressive force choked him.
[Look.]
"...!"
The command that resonated through his soul made his heart drop. His gaze, which had been glued to the ground under the weight of the pressure, was slowly pulled upward as if by an invisible force.
His body, which had been lying on the cot, was now standing on two feet, staring directly at him.
The eyes, shining brilliantly as if they held the light of the sun, pierced through Lian with a gaze that seemed to see everything.
It was as if the entire universe was contained within those eyes, and just meeting them made Lian’s mind go blank with awe. His stomach churned, and he felt like he might throw up at any moment.
Before Lian could do anything, his vision began to blur.
The world spun wildly, and it felt as though invisible hands were rummaging through his mind.
"Ugh..."
With a surge of nausea, his consciousness began to fade.
Both the black-haired body he had borrowed and Lian’s original body collapsed to the ground like puppets with their strings cut.
As the powers of the Dark Fantasy World God and the Outsider clashed, they wreaked havoc on Lian’s mind, nearly swallowing him whole.
Sss.
In that moment, a faint breeze brushed through the stifling air. A gray light spread from Lian’s fallen body in an instant.
The light expanded beyond their space, enveloping the camp and even the battlefield, turning the world black and white as if it had lost all color.
"What is this...!"
"Oppa!"
"Lian...!"
Most people were bewildered by the strange situation, while those who cared for Lian screamed in terror, their faces pale.
As the nearby guards rushed into the tent,
Boom.
A powerful tremor shook the ground, followed by a fierce gust of wind.
"Ugh!"
"Argh...!"
The artificial wind was so strong that it was impossible to see even an inch ahead. People shielded their faces with their arms and crouched down.
As if by magic, the violent wind suddenly stopped, and an eerie silence fell.
"...!"
"This is impossible..."
Noah, Jess, and Iris stared blankly at their surroundings, their faces filled with shock.
End of Chapter
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A Ruined World?
The land and sky were twisted upside down, and people, with faces frozen in shock, stood rigid like statues as if time itself had stopped.
Water flowed backward, and stones that were about to fall floated in the air like butterflies.
"What... what is all this?"
"Dark magic...?"
In this chaotic world, the only ones moving were Noah, Jess, and Iris.
The three of them were momentarily stunned by the bizarre scene around them, but they quickly regained their composure.
"This isn't the time for this—Lian... where's Lian?"
"...!"
At Noah's words, Iris and Jess snapped out of their daze and scanned their surroundings. The tent they had been about to enter just moments ago had vanished without a trace, as if erased by an eraser.
A surge of panic washed over them, fearing that Lian might have disappeared along with the tent. But they quickly regained their reason.
'Everything is mixed up. The Imperial Army and the Beastmen's encampments have been jumbled together—Lian's tent might have been moved somewhere else.'
They had no idea why or how this strange phenomenon had occurred, but Iris's mind was filled with concern for Lian's safety, making it difficult to think clearly.
Without a word, the three of them shot forward.
"Sniff, sniff... Damn it, I can't smell anything...!"
The world, now drained of color, emitted neither scent nor sound. The only noise was the sound of their hurried breaths and muttered words.
They rushed past the tangled mess of tents and structures, desperately searching for the one where Lian might be.
Fortunately, they found the tent they were looking for quickly.
Unlike the other tents, which seemed to overlap and glitch like a broken game, Lian's tent stood alone, clean and clear, in a wide open space.
A chilling sense of foreboding crept over them, but they knew a far deeper fear and despair, so they entered the tent without hesitation.
Vroom.
"...!"
"....!!"
"...!"
Inside the tent, transparent water floated in midair, rippling like a spell had been cast. Within the giant mass of water, large enough to fill the entire tent, two familiar figures could be seen.
"Lian!"
"Brother!"
With pale faces, Noah and Iris reached out toward the transparent water, while Jess, her eyes sharp, extended her claws and attacked the water mass as if slicing through slime.
The moment their hands touched the rippling water, it stretched out like a slime devouring its prey and swallowed all three of them.
Vroom...
Silence fell over the tent.
***
"Ugh... Where am I?"
Iris held her throbbing head and looked around.
The first thing that caught her eye was the sight of structures, far taller than a fortress, reduced to rubble as if they had been bombed.
The unfamiliar structures—skyscrapers—stood with only their frames remaining, creaking ominously. The wind whistled through the skeletal buildings, making it seem like they could collapse at any moment. Their windows were shattered, filled with dust and debris.
The streets were littered with rusted and destroyed vehicles, left to rot.
Traffic lights were dead, their bulbs dark, and most of the streetlights lining the road were broken. The streets were overgrown with weeds and vines.
Iris quickly realized that this place was nothing like the world she knew.
It was the kind of situation that would terrify most people, but Iris remained calm.
'I have to find my brother.'
She knew a fear far greater than the one caused by this strange situation, so she moved forward without hesitation.
"Ugh!"
"...!"
As she passed between the crushed iron chariots (cars) and stepped onto a relatively intact sidewalk, she sensed a familiar presence.
She quickly turned her head and saw a man with a large backpack standing there, wearing a loose smile.
"Lian!"
Iris, who could now sense Lian's soul, instinctively knew that the man in front of her was her precious brother. She rushed toward him, ready to embrace him.
Whoosh.
"...?!"
But her body passed right through him, as if she were a ghost. Iris flailed her arms, trying again and again to hold Lian, but it was no use.
"Ah... I'm going to be late!"
The man, who she assumed to be Lian, didn't seem to notice her at all and continued on his way. Iris, her legs trembling with dizzying anxiety, stumbled as she followed after him.
***
(**Warning: The following contains depictions of child abuse and school violence. If you find this uncomfortable, please skip to the next chapter. A summary will be provided in the author's note of the next chapter.**)
At the same time, unlike Iris, Noah woke up in a relatively intact place and soon found Lian. The only difference was that the Lian in front of her was a small child.
Lian was so small that he barely reached Noah's knees, and he looked emaciated, as if he hadn't eaten properly.
Noah couldn't take her eyes off him, feeling a deep sense of pity. Lian sat blankly in a corner, fiddling with a broken, tattered toy.
Noah sat next to him, lost in thought.
'Where is this place?'
The world had turned black and white, twisted and broken. Lian had been floating in that strange liquid, and now here he was, a child, yet his soul felt the same.
Everything was too sudden and too difficult to understand.
She had tried swinging her sword, but it passed through everything as if she were a ghost. Even her magic wasn't working properly.
She had walked away from the emaciated Lian, only to find that if she moved too far, she was pulled back to his side.
The helplessness of being unable to do anything, combined with the fear of not knowing what would happen next, slowly wrapped around her like a noose. She tried to shake off those feelings when—
"Can't you be quiet!"
A creaky, old door burst open, and a man, who seemed drunk, stormed in, shouting.
Unlike the skinny children, the man was plump and glared fiercely at the children playing quietly just moments before.
"Who's making all this noise? Huh?! Do you want to die?"
Noah raised her sword and stood in front of Lian, but the man didn't seem to see her. He just huffed and puffed in anger.
"Was it you? Huh?! Was it you?!"
The man staggered toward a child who was frozen in fear. Noah, her face twisted in rage, swung her sword, but it passed right through the man. She gritted her teeth, trying to suppress her unresolved fury.
Thud!
"...!"
Lian, who had been sitting behind her, suddenly rushed forward and blocked the man's path. His small, trembling body clung to the man's leg, trying to stop him from kicking the child.
"What the hell?!"
The man, his words slurred, kicked Lian away. For a child who hadn't eaten properly, the kick from an adult man was as dangerous as a knife.
"Ugh, cough..."
Lian rolled on the floor, gasping for breath, but the man, still furious, kicked him several more times. The other children, too scared that the kicks would come their way, buried their faces in their knees and closed their eyes.
"Ugh, seriously. Do I have to clean up another dead body? Can you stop already?"
A woman with heavy makeup stood at the door, arms crossed, and snapped at the man. The man turned his head sharply to look at her.
His expression softened as he staggered toward her, seemingly pleased with her appearance.
"These brats disrespect me. What am I supposed to do, huh? I have to show them who's boss. After all, I feed them and give them a place to sleep, and they don't even appreciate it..."
Noah crouched beside Lian, who was gasping for breath, her lips bleeding from how hard she was biting them.
"Why... why does Lian have to go through this?"
She had been with Lian since they were children, and the scene unfolding before her felt like a cruel play designed solely to torment him.
Perhaps this was a stage set to break her mentally.
Whatever the case, the reality that she could do nothing but watch Lian suffer did not change.
***
"Growl..."
Jess bared her teeth, ready to tear into the thug who was sneering at her, but, like the others, her attack passed right through him.
"Why don't you just die? Isn't it a waste of oxygen for you to keep living?"
"If it were me, I'd have jumped off a building by now."
Jess's sharp claws passed through the thug's chest, but he didn't react at all.
Jess, realizing the futility of her situation, drooped her ears and looked to the side.
There, in the distance, stood Lian, his face swollen and blood dripping from his mouth, yet his expression was eerily calm.
"Is that so?"
Lian responded in a serene voice, as if something inside him had broken. He showed no signs of being hurt or angry, and the thugs, seemingly insulted by his lack of reaction, grew even more furious.
No matter how much they beat him or insulted his parents, Lian remained calm, his expression unchanged.
The thugs, unnerved by his eerily serene demeanor, eventually backed off.
Jess crouched down next to the battered Lian, tears streaming down her face. The overwhelming sense of helplessness suffocated her.
End of Chapter
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A College Student in a Ruined World
Iris followed closely behind Lian as they walked along the broken road. Lian moved effortlessly, as if the world hadn't fallen into ruin, stepping lightly over half-rotten corpses and navigating the shattered path with ease.
'What... is this place?'
Unable to take her eyes off Lian's back, Iris eventually started to glance around at her surroundings.
Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud!
The sound of regular, heavy footsteps caught her attention. When she turned her head, she saw a corpse with only its lower half remaining, running down the street as if it were participating in a marathon.
When the road was too destroyed to run on, the corpse naturally clung to the walls of nearby buildings and ran along them. Its defiance of gravity drew her gaze.
After traveling for a while longer, they came across a streetlamp that had been planted upside down. Around the flickering light, a group of people with vacant expressions had gathered.
The eerie silence and the sight of those people staring blankly at the streetlamp was not just unsettling—it was grotesque.
Suppressing the strange sense of discomfort, Iris looked at Lian with concern.
"Maybe I should grab some jelly on the way... Hmm, no. Let's finish the assignment quickly."
Lian, seemingly oblivious to the bizarre scene around him, continued speaking calmly.
In the ruins of this devastated world, his tranquility felt out of place and only added to the strangeness. Iris, feeling inexplicably anxious, quickened her pace to keep up with him.
After walking for quite some time, they arrived at a university campus, surrounded by broken iron fences and streaks of blood flowing from various places. Lian headed toward the school gate as if it were a familiar path.
Thud! Thud! Thud! Thud!
A woman, her face melted to the point where black holes had formed, repeatedly slammed her head against the wall, her body bent forward. The nameplate of the university, now split in half, was smeared with an unknown black substance.
Iris instinctively tensed up. Her hand, gripping her sword, trembled.
"Hello!"
A cheerful greeting, completely out of place in the eerie atmosphere, rang out. Startled, Iris looked at Lian.
He wore the same calm expression, as if nothing was wrong.
Whoosh!
At the sound of the greeting, the woman's head twisted in an impossible direction. Lian waved at her with a smile and continued into the university.
"Oops!" he exclaimed, lightly stepping over the debris of a collapsed building.
The woman—or rather, the monster—shuddered and twitched a few times before turning her head back and resuming her relentless head-banging against the wall.
Iris, feeling an inexplicable sense of foreboding, kept glancing back at the woman before hastily following Lian.
Not even a minute had passed before the woman's neck twisted again, this time facing a different direction. She began to stare at a group of survivors, who had ventured out in search of food. They stood cautiously, clutching crude weapons, their faces filled with wary hope.
Their hope stemmed from the fact that they had just seen Lian walk into the school unharmed. Perhaps the monster in front of them was a docile creature?
Gurgle.
"A... A..."
"Hello! Hello!"
The survivors were aware that the monsters seemed to follow certain rules. Naturally, they assumed that Lian's greeting of "Hello!" was one such rule, a way to survive.
Crunch!
The monster, seeing its prey practically offering itself up, stretched its body and devoured the person in front of it. Blood sprayed into the air as the person was torn in half, and the remaining survivors either collapsed in terror, wetting themselves, or stared blankly at the creature.
"Hello! Hi! Helloo!"
One of the survivors, his face soaked in tears, desperately repeated the word "Hello" over and over, as if begging for his life, only to be crushed underfoot.
The monster devoured everyone who tried to flee, and soon after, its body began to wriggle. It transformed into one of the people it had eaten, and clothes started to form on its body.
"Hello! Helloo!"
A vertical slit appeared in the center of the monster's empty face, forming a mouth. Just like the first woman who had slammed her head against the wall, the monster now repeated the last words of the people it had consumed, wandering the city aimlessly.
***
"Is it because the weather's getting warmer? The flowers are in full bloom! They're beautiful!"
Lian gazed at the largest building on campus with a cheerful smile. Iris pressed her lips together tightly.
'Is he under some kind of mental attack? Or is he seeing hallucinations?'
The building was covered in vines and massive flowers, yet Lian seemed to find this sight pleasant, smiling as if nothing were wrong. No matter how she looked at him, he didn't seem normal.
Just as Iris was sinking deeper into her thoughts, Lian approached the largest building. The shattered glass at the entrance left no proper door, and instead, thick vines filled the space.
Lian approached the vines and knocked on them as if he were knocking on a door.
"Hello! You're working hard as always!"
He spoke to the vines as if a security guard were standing there. Then, he reached into his pocket and pulled out three chocolates, offering them to the vines as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
"It's not much, but have these and keep up the good work! Thank you, as always!"
The monster that consumed humans extended a vine and took the chocolates from Lian.
Creeeak.
The vines parted, as if inviting them inside. Lian, acting as though this were a perfectly ordinary occurrence, stepped through the opening.
Iris followed behind him, glancing back over her shoulder. Through the slowly closing vines, she saw a human approaching the building, only to be impaled by one of the vines.
'...Does it only react gently to him?'
With so little information to go on, it was difficult to make any solid guesses. Iris suppressed her unease and continued following Lian.
"I wonder what we'll learn today."
Lian's muttered words only deepened her confusion. The vines had completely covered the entrance, plunging the building into near-total darkness, making it impossible to see even an inch ahead.
Yet Lian walked forward as if he could see everything clearly. Unlike the outside, the interior of the building was surprisingly intact, allowing Iris to barely keep up with Lian's brisk pace.
Click.
Suddenly, a sound like a match being struck echoed, and light appeared.
"Would you like to buy some matches?"
A small girl, no taller than Lian's knees, held out a box of matches with a blank expression. Lian smiled brightly at her, as if greeting an old friend.
"Good morning! You're out early today."
"Would you like to buy some matches?"
At that moment, Iris was certain.
'This world looks completely different to him.'
With that certainty, a new question arose.
'Then why don't the monsters attack him?'
It wasn't uncommon in dark fantasy worlds for people to fall into hallucinations, unable to accept the harsh reality. That part she could understand. But the fact that the monsters didn't attack the completely defenseless Lian was beyond comprehension.
While Iris was lost in thought, the match-selling girl smiled, her mouth stretching unnaturally wide.
After asking three times if you wanted to buy matches, if you agreed, she would take something precious from you—whether it be a part of your body or something dear to you—and give you the matches. If you refused, she would come in the dead of night and burn you to ashes.
The match-seller asked one last time.
"Would you like to buy some matches?"
Her neck tilted to the side, then twisted unnaturally. If you didn't give a proper answer after the third question, you would become a match yourself.
Given that fact, Lian's situation was nothing short of dire. Yet, he showed no sign of awareness, smiling as he playfully tapped the match-seller on the shoulder.
"We'll be late for class. Come on, let's go together."
"..."
The match-seller stared at Lian with an eerie gaze. Then, with a cracking sound, she twisted her head back into place. When she held out her hand, Lian, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, picked her up.
...Iris couldn't help but feel a bit jealous.
Lian continued walking forward, carrying the girl in his arms.
What happened next was utterly shocking.
"Good morning! You're busy today, huh?"
He greeted a monster that was gnawing on a decayed corpse.
"Oh? When did Cheese get here? If I knew I'd run into you, I would've brought some snacks."
He clicked his tongue regretfully at a dog-like monster with a cute face, which only ever ate half of a human's body, as it rolled over and begged for attention.
"Good morning, Professor!"
He even greeted a monster whose gaze alone could drive a person mad, addressing it as "Professor."
End of Chapter
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The Edge of Memory
***
'What is that?'
Iris furrowed her brow as she stared at the black-painted object. There were some letters written on it, but she couldn't read them. They were in Hangul, spelling out [Self-Censorship], but Iris, not knowing the language, couldn't understand.
As Lian moved forward, the number of strange entities around him steadily increased. Some looked as ordinary as the little match girl from the fairy tale, but most were so grotesque that just looking at them made her feel nauseous.
Seeing such creatures gathering around her brother, Iris felt a tingling anxiety spread through her fingers and toes.
She clung closely to Lian, scanning her surroundings with wary eyes, but none of the creatures seemed to react to her presence.
Lian then took a seat in one of the few intact chairs in the ruined lecture hall and began attending the class.
The creature, which was supposed to be the professor, made incomprehensible noises, none of which conveyed any meaning to Iris. However, Lian seemed to understand something, as he nodded and occasionally made sounds of admiration.
After staying close to him for some time, Iris's mind began to grow hazy.
'Ah... No, I can't fall asleep...'
It felt as if she'd taken a sleeping pill; her consciousness became fuzzy, and soon, her vision was swallowed by darkness.
Tap.
"Gasp...!"
When she came to her senses again, she found herself outside the building. Startled, she quickly looked around.
'Has more time passed?'
The once-ruined city had now been half-consumed by nature. The cars, which had only been broken before, were now rusted, and water had pooled in the cracks of the destroyed roads.
The sky was still filled with dark clouds, casting a gloomy atmosphere, and the skeletal remains of buildings partially collapsed, making the term "ruins" more fitting than ever.
As Iris gazed around, unable to hide her confusion, a familiar voice reached her from nearby.
"Ugh—"
"...!"
She quickly turned her head and saw a figure she knew all too well, calmly walking ahead. He moved so effortlessly, as if the rough terrain beneath his feet was nothing more than a slightly uneven path.
Iris hurriedly began following Lian.
"Huff... Huff..."
Without the ability to use her magic, Iris's breathing became more labored with each passing moment. In contrast, Lian moved forward without even the slightest disruption to his breath.
Swallowing her dry saliva, Iris quickened her pace.
Though the surroundings were still unfamiliar, some signs and buildings she had seen before came into view, making her realize where Lian was headed.
'That strange building filled with monsters...'
If Lian could see her, she would have wrapped her arms around his waist to stop him, but she still couldn't even grasp the hem of his clothes.
All Iris could do was grit her teeth and do her best to keep up, refusing to fall behind.
The path became rougher as they moved forward, and when they finally arrived at the university, it looked entirely different from before.
"...!"
Iris stood there, her mouth agape, staring at the enormous plant that had become even more grotesque.
The plant, which had swallowed the entire building, had grown to twice its size, as if it had consumed countless things in the meantime. A massive, vibrant flower, as large as an entire floor of the building, bloomed beautifully on top. Sharp thorns, now resembling blades, had grown all over the vines, giving off a dangerous aura.
As the vines moved with a soft rustling sound, Iris hurriedly tried to grab Lian, but he continued forward without hesitation.
When he approached the entrance, which he seemed familiar with—
Swoosh.
The thorns, which looked like they could easily sever a person's life, gently drooped down, as if worried about harming him.
Feeling a strange sense of unease and foreboding, Iris followed closely behind Lian.
"...!"
The moment she stepped inside the building after Lian, countless eyes turned toward them as if ready to devour them whole.
'Are all of these... monsters?'
She didn't know how much time had passed, but it seemed like quite a while. The building was now filled with grotesque creatures. Iris stood beside Lian, swallowing her dry saliva repeatedly, trying to suppress the nausea that rose from deep within her. Her face had gone pale, and her fingers trembled uncontrollably.
"Good morning, everyone!"
Lian greeted the monsters as if they were ordinary people, his face bright and cheerful. The grotesque creatures, which looked as though they might tear him apart at any moment, merely stared at him without attacking.
In fact, they even made way for him as he passed through. Lian walked through them as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
From time to time, horrific screams and the sound of something being chewed echoed through the air, as if the monsters were fighting amongst themselves. Lian, however, seemed to hear something entirely different, laughing and saying, "Haha, they're lively today."
Now, the pressure from the monsters was so intense that Iris had to stick close to Lian to avoid being crushed by their presence. Her face was tense with anxiety as she clung to his side.
Just as before, Lian greeted many of the creatures and referred to the black-painted monster as "Professor" as he entered the even more ruined classroom.
Inside the decaying lecture hall, only one desk and chair remained intact. Lian sat in his usual spot. With no place for Iris to sit, she had no choice but to stand behind him.
How much time had passed?
Creak.
Crack. Crack.
The sound of something breaking echoed clearly. Iris instinctively turned her head toward the sound.
"...!"
A section of the classroom wall cracked as if it were about to collapse, then crumbled to the ground. Beyond the broken wall, a withered plant stem came into view. It didn't take much thought to realize that this was the same plant that had been wrapping around the building.
"What on earth... is happening?"
A slow, creeping sense of dread, like a deep, dark abyss, began to climb up her spine.
Through the cracks in the collapsed wall, a profound silence seeped into the room.
Time seemed to stretch uncomfortably, and the air felt heavy and suffocating. With every breath, the tension in her chest grew more palpable. Unnameable fears flitted through her mind, only to vanish and reappear again.
Creak.
"...!"
This time, the sound came not from the wall but from somewhere farther away, beyond the wall where light was filtering in.
"This can't be..."
Iris was overwhelmed by the distant scene beyond the wall.
The sky, the earth, the buildings, everything that was alive was cracking like fragile glass and collapsing.
Faced with an indescribable, overwhelming terror, Iris stood frozen, barely able to breathe.
'No... No...! Brother, Brother!'
She let out a silent scream, forcing her stiff body to turn. Lian, who had been listening to the lecture with a bright expression, was now staring blankly at the collapsed wall.
'No...!'
Despite his calm face, Lian's body was riddled with cracks, as if it could shatter at any moment. The realization that she might lose him again, helplessly, made Iris scream inwardly as she desperately reached out to him.
"So beautiful."
Lian murmured softly, gazing at the crimson hue of the apocalyptic sky pouring in through the broken wall. The countless monsters that had gathered around him were frozen in place, as if petrified by the overwhelming despair of the world's end.
Creak.
Lian stood up effortlessly, as if unaffected by the oppressive weight of the apocalypse, and approached the collapsed wall.
He gazed out at the crumbling world with a vacant expression. His cracked body began to disintegrate, but he showed no signs of pain as he stared at the crimson sky.
"...Haha!"
Lian smiled contentedly, and then, like fragile dust, he began to crumble away. It was as if he had accepted his end. He looked down at his disintegrating body, then turned to face the monsters that were crumbling just like him.
"I guess I'll be going home early today. Have a good day, everyone."
The usual "See you tomorrow" that accompanied his farewells never came. With Lian's bright smile, the world itself seemed to acknowledge its end, rapidly turning to dust.
Just as Lian's body had almost completely disintegrated, starting from his hands, shoulders, and legs—
[Found you.]
"...!"
A chilling voice, so cold it made her heart drop, echoed in Iris's mind with a thud. At the same time, a brilliant white light, so radiant it felt divine, poured in.
[Hahaha! Yes, you... You can do it!]
The once emotionless voice gradually filled with laughter and madness, soon turning into pure joy. Iris squinted, trying to peer through the blinding light.
At that moment, a soft hand covered her eyes from behind, gently blocking her view.
"That's enough now."
A gentle woman's voice echoed in her ears, and with it, her vision was swallowed once again by darkness.
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Everything As Planned
***
"Ugh..."
It felt as if her head was being swept away by a massive wave, pounding with pain and dizziness. Iris clutched her head and slowly rose from the floor where she had collapsed. The place where she opened her eyes was a vast, endlessly white space.
"Where... am I?"
She stood up slowly and looked around. Both the sky and the ground were blindingly white, an infinite world of pure whiteness.
There was no sound around her. Only silence and stillness filled the air. The atmosphere was fresh and clean, and every breath she took enveloped her body with a clear and invigorating energy.
Click.
"...!"
At the sudden sound of footsteps, Iris quickly turned her body. A woman, who had not been there just moments ago, was now standing in the previously empty space.
For a moment, Iris was captivated by the woman's beauty.
Her jet-black hair, as dark and glossy as the night sky, flowed down like silk, shimmering elegantly like waves. Her black eyes, holding a wisdom beyond human comprehension, were bewitching.
Her expression was sharp yet soft, giving her an air of nobility mixed with gentleness.
Her skin was as pale and translucent as moonlight, contrasting with her dark hair, creating an overwhelmingly mysterious atmosphere. Her face, so perfect it seemed as if a god had sculpted it, was enough to stir a sense of reverence in anyone who saw her.
Though she wore a dress resembling a maid's uniform adorned with lace, her noble and elegant demeanor made it seem more like the uniform of a knight or some other prestigious attire.
The woman, possessing a beauty so divine that it wiped away all other thoughts from Iris's mind, was looking at something other than Iris.
Iris, without realizing it, followed the woman's gaze.
"...! Noah! Jess!"
At the end of the woman's gaze were Noah and Jess, frozen in place. Like Iris, the two seemed to be momentarily dazed by the woman's beauty.
Click.
Before Iris could move her stiffened body, the sound of footsteps echoed again.
With just one step.
Though the black-haired woman had only taken a single step forward, she disappeared from sight.
"Should I just erase them after all?"
"...!"
"...!"
The place where she reappeared was behind Noah and Jess, who were now completely frozen. The woman stepped between the two, who were standing side by side, leaving about a meter of space between them, and tilted her head.
Her words, though spoken with a voice as beautiful as her appearance, were chilling to the core.
The three of them wanted to say something, but their throats felt as if they were blocked, and no proper words came out.
"I don't like being hated... but I do feel jealous."
She muttered incomprehensible words to herself as she took another step forward.
Click.
Even though they were staring at her without blinking, they had once again lost track of her movements. The sheer eeriness of it made the three of them shudder. But beyond that, their bodies were frozen, unable to move.
It wasn’t that they were being physically restrained, nor was it that their bodies had turned rigid. They simply couldn’t move.
'I can't just stand by helplessly like that again!'
The memory of Lian's sacrifice, which she had been forced to watch helplessly, flashed before Noah's eyes. She bit her lip so hard that blood began to flow, as if trying to force her body to move.
The sharp sensation of her skin tearing, along with the metallic smell of blood, assaulted her senses. Despite the searing pain, her body wouldn’t move easily. Her entire body trembled as she tried to force herself to move.
Nevertheless, Noah refused to give up and focused all her willpower on moving her frozen body. It wasn’t just her; Iris and Jess also struggled to move their stiffened bodies.
Perhaps their desperate efforts had reached the heavens, as they were able to move, if only slightly. It was at a snail’s pace, but at least they could now stammer out a few words.
"Who... are you..? Lian..."
Noah, biting her frozen tongue several times, barely managed to squeeze out a few words. At that moment, the woman, who had appeared and disappeared like a mirage, reappeared in front of Noah with a sharp "Click."
She looked into Noah's eyes. Her gaze, which seemed to hold the entire universe, was inhuman, and Noah stared back, unable to look away. A dizzying fear welled up inside her, as if she had encountered something forbidden, but knowing a far greater despair, she kept her gaze locked, cold sweat dripping from her brow.
The silent staring contest ended quickly as the woman flashed a smile, her eyes crinkling.
"How annoying."
Her voice, though soft and gentle, carried a meaning that was anything but.
Suddenly, she reached out her hand toward Noah. Her long fingers stretched out as if to pierce Noah's chest and reach her heart.
Noah, who was already at her limit, couldn’t stop the hand that was rapidly approaching. Just as the woman's hand was about to strike Noah's chest, it stopped. Abruptly.
For a moment, Noah thought the woman had stopped because she had no intention of taking her life. But as if to deny Noah's assumption, the woman furrowed her brow and pressed harder with her hand.
She exerted so much force that her arm trembled, but her hand still couldn’t touch Noah. Noah realized that some invisible force was protecting her.
Crackle, sizzle!
"...!"
As the woman applied more force, a previously invisible barrier began to shimmer and reveal itself. A blue, wavering barrier enveloped Noah's entire body.
"Hmm."
Seeing the barrier clearly, the woman withdrew her hand. Then, with her index finger, she lightly tapped on the barrier.
The Outsider, with her lips slightly pouting, thought to herself.
'I don't like this.'
Though she had only applied a light touch, the Outsider was a being of unfathomable power. Just as a human's footstep could be catastrophic to an ant, her light touch was a catastrophe for humans.
Yet, the barrier that firmly blocked her attack emanated a familiar energy. It was the power of Lian, the "authority" she had first discovered in a world on the brink of destruction, a distant possibility.
'If I had known things would get this complicated, I wouldn’t have left it by the hero’s side.'
Clicking her tongue inwardly, she withdrew her hand from Noah. She then slowly moved again, this time standing in front of Iris.
She looked into Iris’s golden eyes and recalled the body she had crafted with her own hands.
The body called "Lian," which she had created using her hair, blood, and tears, was special. It was more noble than any hero, and its vessel was large enough to contain any soul.
Even if the soul within the body attained the "rank of a god," the body she had crafted would not crack.
She extended her hand toward Iris, who was trembling and desperately trying to move.
Swish. The woman’s beautiful, sculpted hand gently tucked a strand of Iris's white hair behind her ear. The cool touch of her hand sent a shock through Iris, as if her heart had dropped.
It felt as though death was looming right in front of her, making it hard to breathe.
'Hmm... I didn’t expect to find a human with such a similar color. Maybe silver-gray eyes would have been better than gold?'
As she softly brushed the area around Iris's eyes, which were the same color as Lian’s, she continued her thoughts.
'No, gold suits Lian best. Rather than changing his eye color—'
She smiled seductively and lightly brushed Iris's trembling eyelashes.
'I can just pluck out this one’s eyes.'
As soon as she harbored murderous intent, the invisible barrier pushed her hand away. Her hand was forced back, and she stared deeply into Iris’s shaking eyes before shifting her gaze to Jess.
Even without threatening her, she could clearly sense Lian’s power wrapped around Jess.
"Why did he fall in love with such things?"
She furrowed her brow in confusion, crossing her arms.
"Sigh... If I had known this would happen, I wouldn’t have sent him."
Her voice, filled with regret, sounded like that of a parent lamenting over their child getting hurt at school.
Iris and the others couldn’t understand her words, but if Lian had been there, he would have been left speechless.
Because everything—Lian living in the gag world, being sold off to the dark fantasy world as if in a trade, and even being possessed by the body of a villain—was all part of her plan.
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A Chance Named Punishment
***
She deliberately ignored the Dark Fantasy World God when he peeked into her world as it crumbled, pretending not to notice his intrusion.
Secretly, she scattered bait to lure the Dark Fantasy World God toward Lian.
The Dark Fantasy World God wasn’t sitting in the position of a god for nothing; he immediately recognized that Lian possessed an extraordinary soul.
Though the Gag God had fed Lian so much blood that it was impossible to fully determine what kind of soul he had, the Dark Fantasy World God wasn’t in a position to be picky.
As if it were a predetermined course of action, the Dark Fantasy World God spirited Lian away to his world. But just as he was about to return to his world with Lian, the Gag God caught him trying to flee and stripped him of his power.
It was an act only possible because the gap between the two gods was vast.
The Dark Fantasy World God instinctively bowed his head to survive, and the Gag God borrowed a portion of the Dark Fantasy World God's powers.
Thus, Lian awoke in the body she had crafted herself, wrapped in the Power of Gag, at the center of an incident where the bloodlines of heroes converged.
"I thought it would be easier to devour him if I kept him near the heroes."
She clicked her tongue in disappointment.
To her, the Dark Fantasy World was like a buffet. A buffet prepared for Lian, who needed to elevate his rank to become a god.
The body she had meticulously crafted, combined with a transcendent power, was akin to an endgame weapon set for veteran players in a game.
In comparison, the "Dark Fantasy World" where Lian had temporarily stayed was, at best, a mid-level hunting ground.
Even if the lowly gods, drawn by the scent of power, swarmed like insects to claim Lian’s body, they wouldn’t be able to leave a single proper wound.
Even if the feast was laid out, it would be overwhelming for a baby who had never even held a spoon. So, she attached the Power of Gluttony to the place closest to Lian’s soul to teach him how to "eat."
As the Outsiders who had burrowed deep into Lian to devour him were one by one consumed by the power, Lian, who possessed the Power of Adaptation, instinctively awakened to the Power of Gluttony and, for the first time, managed to "eat" when he saved Iris, who had been swallowed by an Outsider.
When she realized through the remaining traces of her power in Lian’s body that he had taken his first "meal," she was overjoyed.
"I was sure of it—"
When she finely sliced an Outsider (a demon) that seemed difficult for Lian to digest, she had been thrilled at the thought of her future "kin" being born.
She had imagined Lian, who possessed a rank between that of a human and a god, perfectly ascending to godhood, but when she turned around, it was already too late.
While her attention was diverted as she crossed dimensions, the Dark Fantasy World God had scurried back to his world like a rat and revived the dying demon.
The Dark Fantasy World God, having stayed close to her, informed the demon that she saw his world as nothing more than a feeding trough. Then, he enticed the demon, who sought to devour Lian and ascend to a higher rank.
The two Outsiders joined forces and struck deep into Lian’s mind, causing him to recall the "previous life" he had long forgotten.
The Power of Adaptation, which she had praised for its infinite potential, began to devour the surrounding realm to protect its master, warping the world into chaos.
Thus, the distorted black-and-white world that the three had witnessed was born.
Was all of this her fault? The answer was ambiguous.
While her complacent handling of the situation was indeed a mistake, the real problem lay elsewhere.
"I never expected that wrapping my power around him would come back to bite me."
Lian’s power was "Adaptation."
Like a chameleon blending into its surroundings, this power allowed him to meld seamlessly into any situation. The problem was that when this power activated, he became something that naturally belonged in the world.
A classroom where friends enjoyed their time together, a clean blue sky behind the schoolyard.
The Power of Adaptation turned Lian into such a "background."
Just as no one questions why the sky doesn’t become friends with humans, Lian didn’t find it strange that he couldn’t form any relationships with others, or that the relationships he did form were unnatural.
It was the perfect image of a "god."
He couldn’t understand humans, and humans couldn’t understand him, making him all the more "god-like."
Ironically, it was her Power of Gag that shattered that otherworldly sense.
The Power of Gag, which stood in direct opposition to the Dark Fantasy World, prevented Lian from blending into the world.
He could no longer remain as part of the background.
Dragged forcibly onto the stage, Lian became aware of the "differences" between himself and others.
Not long after, Lian came to "love" those differences.
Just like a normal human.
With the Power of Gag only partially removed, and Lian now aware of the differences and love between himself and others, he became confused.
Had the Power of Adaptation been functioning properly, he might have been fine, but the half-removed Power of Gag suppressed it, rendering it ineffective.
With both powers missing their mark, what remained was just one human who wanted to walk alongside the lovely beings who thought differently from him.
Lian instinctively knew that if he returned to the body crafted by the god and completed the Power of Gag, the human emotions he felt now would scatter like dust.
He wanted to stay with the people he loved, so he rejected the peace that had been planned for him. But that was merely an instinctive choice.
Lian, unaware of the complex and chaotic circumstances, remained trapped in confusion.
That confusion soon broke down the mental barriers, leaving him in the most fragile mental state he had ever experienced in all his lives, including his previous one.
In the midst of this, the attack from the two gods, which felt like it was grinding his mind in a blender, was devastating.
Crack.
A sound that others couldn’t hear rang out clearly in her ears.
Crack.
Her gaze drifted away from the three people and toward the empty void. Instinctively, the three turned their heads. For some reason, the pressure that had been suffocating them had slightly eased.
"...!"
"Oppa!"
"Li...an...!"
Thanks to this, the three were able to spot Lian, whose body was cracked all over as if it might shatter at any moment.
The sound of heels clicking echoed once again, and before they knew it, she was standing by Lian’s side.
As she reached out and embraced Lian, who was dangling limply in the void, his white hair fell heavily against her body.
"You should take care of your own body..."
Unlike the three, who were protected by a powerful force strong enough to shield them from the god's calamity, Lian had no such protection.
Despite his body being in such a fragile state that even a playful nudge from her could shatter his soul, he still gathered his remaining strength to protect the ones he loved. It was both amusing and endearing.
She sat down on the floor, holding Lian in her arms. Then, she placed his head on her lap and gently stroked his cracked cheek with a soft touch.
As her hand passed over him, his body, which had been riddled with cracks like a statue that had fallen from a great height, quickly began to return to its original form.
Like a loving mother caressing the child she had birthed in pain, she softly stroked Lian’s head.
"I guess there’s no choice."
Just moments ago, her mind had been filled with thoughts of erasing the three who had dragged Lian down from his status as a god candidate to a mere human.
But seeing Lian, who was willing to sacrifice himself to protect them, her desire to take their lives faded.
"To them, Lian’s pain must be the most terrifying thing."
Though her anger hadn’t entirely subsided, she decided to give the three a fitting "punishment."
A god’s punishment, unlike that of humans, could be mercy, disaster, or salvation. Depending on how the three acted, it could either be divine mercy or a catastrophe.
The three, unaware of what was to come, dragged their feet toward Lian, their steps lighter than before.
"Hah, ha... Lian...!"
"Please... sob..."
"Grrr...!"
Their breath, as if it would stop at any moment, scattered meaninglessly into the white space.
Snap.
She flicked her fingers lightly. At the same time, the three were expelled from the white space.
***
"Ugh... Where is this...?"
Noah clutched her stomach, feeling as if it had been turned inside out, and slowly rose from the ground.
"Huh...?"
For some reason, her field of vision had dropped sharply. When she looked down, she saw a flat torso and a large gray shirt that covered her knees. It was so filthy that its original color was indiscernible.
"What is this...?"
She held out her hands and stared at the dirty, small hands of a child.
For some reason, she had become a child.
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Mutual Salvation
***
It took a full day to grasp the situation.
Though the reason was unclear, it seemed that she had become one of the orphans in the same orphanage where the young Lian had been abused.
At first, she was extremely flustered, as if she had suddenly turned into a child after visiting an amusement park, but now she had calmed down considerably.
"Come on, ah—"
"Aah..."
There was no time for confusion, as she had to protect Lian, who was small and frail like a baby bird, cautiously opening his mouth.
After arriving in this unknown world, she realized three things.
First, the invisible power that had protected her from God still remained. Thanks to this, when the director tried to kick Noah while she was holding Lian, it was as if he had kicked a stone, writhing in pain and collapsing to the ground.
It seemed the director had broken his toe and was now in the hospital, which meant they would be safe for the time being.
The director, who had been screaming in agony, was soon taken away in an ambulance.
When the ambulance arrived at the remote orphanage, a woman with heavy makeup and a scrawny woman with a sharp voice roughly shoved the children into rooms and locked them up.
They did this to prevent anyone from discovering the abuse, but Noah hadn't yet realized that. In her world, human rights were practically non-existent.
The second thing she realized was that this world was completely different from the one she had lived in.
She had vaguely sensed it while helplessly watching Lian being abused, as if viewing a passing scene in a video. But it wasn't until she saw the white iron chariots through the barred windows that she was certain.
"Drink some water too."
Noah, organizing her thoughts, handed a cup of lukewarm water to Lian, who was cutely chewing his food. Lian flinched and trembled before shaking his head slightly and lowering it.
"Then should I drink it?"
A rough hand suddenly reached out from beside Lian, trying to snatch the cup. Noah instinctively slapped the back of the child's hand away.
Smack!
"Aaagh!"
The child who had tried to take the cup screamed and quickly backed away. Fear, anger, and defiance filled his eyes.
That child, like Lian and Noah, was also an abused orphan, but his personality was rough.
Given that the only adult he had seen was the violent director who ruled over the orphans, it was perhaps an inevitable outcome.
The boy, having learned by watching, raised his fist and shouted.
"Why did you hit me?! What did I do wrong?!"
To vent his frustration, he swung his fist at Lian, who was nearby. The boy, cunningly, tried to assert his power over Lian, who was weaker and more vulnerable.
As his unrestrained hand reached out to grab a handful of Lian's hair, Lian, accustomed to the abuse, tightly shut his eyes, bracing for the pain.
Smack!
Instead of pain, there was a sharp, satisfying sound that made one feel refreshed. When Lian opened his eyes and looked up, Noah was staring coldly behind him.
Cautiously, Lian turned to look as well.
"Aaah, ugh!"
The cup that had held lukewarm water was rolling on the floor, and the boy was writhing on the ground, clutching his forehead. It seemed Noah's throw had hit him squarely on the forehead.
Seeing Noah gripping her chopsticks with a menacing look, as if she might devour the boy whole, Lian instinctively reached out and grabbed her hand.
Noah's sharp, dangerous gaze softened into a gentle, round expression, and soon her eyes curved warmly.
Lian felt both comforted and embarrassed by the affectionate gaze that softened only for him, and he lowered his head. He wanted to say something, but it was as if his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, and no words came out.
"Ah, are you thirsty? Sorry, I'll get you more water right away."
She stood up from the small chair meant for children to fetch a new cup of water. Most of the furniture in the orphanage was designed for children, as they were used to squeeze money out of occasional benefactors.
Lian, startled by Noah’s departure, jumped up. His small, fluffy fists nervously clung to his clothes, and his other hand desperately held onto Noah’s, refusing to let go.
Noah, having only physically regressed to a younger state while maintaining her adult mind, was much taller than the other children.
Thanks to that, she could easily gaze down at the little angel-like Lian, who was anxiously tugging at her clothes.
His frail body and the scars scattered across him tore at her heart, but that didn’t make him any less adorable.
With his round eyes looking up at her pitifully, following her like a chick chasing its mother, the sight of Lian quickly purified the foul mood that had been weighing her down.
"Shall we go together?"
"...!"
Lian’s sullen expression blossomed like a flower in full bloom. Noah, holding Lian’s hand tightly, moved to fetch the water. Behind the two, an unpleasant gaze followed them.
To be precise, it was a gaze filled with disdain, as if looking at something filthy, directed at Lian.
...The third thing she had realized was that, for some reason, even the other orphans hated Lian. For no reason at all.
Noah gripped the small hand in hers tightly and pressed her lips together.
She didn’t know why she had regressed or how she had crossed into this strange world, but as long as she sensed Lian’s soul in the child before her, she would protect him to the end.
That was her vow.
***
"Why is my daughter so down today?"
Jess frowned as she shoved a piece of meat into her mouth, annoyed by the gorilla-like man who addressed her with a greasy expression.
When she ignored his words and continued eating, the man, who had referred to Jess as his daughter, looked utterly shocked and on the verge of tears.
"Huuuh... Now you won’t even talk to your dad... Honey...! Our daughter!"
"You don’t have to yell so loudly. I can hear you just fine."
A red-haired woman, wearing a pink apron with lace, brought over a boiling pot with her bare hands. Her cute, cat-like face was a clear reflection of Jess, making it obvious whose genes had won out.
"It’s about time our daughter hit puberty."
"P-puberty...?"
The man turned pale as he imagined Jess slamming the door and walking in, shouting, "I told you not to wash my clothes with Dad’s! It stinks!"
"Why are you so shocked by that? She’s about the age to start dating boys, too."
"B-b-boys?!"
Bang!
The man, who might as well have been a gorilla, merely tapped the table lightly, but it lifted off the ground before settling back in place.
"My... my beloved daughter... You don’t have... a boyfriend, right? Right? Haha, there’s no way you could have such a... wretched... creature in your life already, right? Haha! Dad was just joking—"
"I do."
"Wha...?"
"Oh my."
Jess, placing her chopsticks next to her empty bowl, spoke with certainty.
"I have a husband!"
"H-h-husband...?"
The doting father completely froze, while the mother, impressed, sparkled with curiosity.
"Who? Who is it? Is he handsome? Huh?"
"Yup! Anyway, I’m off to see my husband now!"
"W-wait..."
By the time the man weakly raised his hand, Jess had already packed her bag and slipped out the door.
Click, clack.
The sound of the door closing echoed like thunder.
"D-daughter! Explain! Explain!"
A desperate voice chased after her, but Jess was more concerned with seeing her partner as soon as possible.
'If I had my way, I’d be with him all day...'
Jess pouted as she sprinted faster than a bicycle. Two boys, running alongside each other as if racing, watched her zoom past and were so startled that they tripped, ending up in the hospital. But Jess had no reason to know that.
Her mind was filled with thoughts of Lian.
As she neared the school, more students began to appear. As she weaved through the crowd, some students even fell over due to the wind she stirred up. Clicking her tongue, Jess lightly leaped onto the residential walls and began running along them. When there were no walls, she hopped across low rooftops.
Moving faster than a stray cat disappearing from sight, most students dismissed it as a trick of the eye.
Some students tried to capture her on their phones, but not even an afterimage appeared in their videos or photos. Some shouted that it must be a ghost, while others thought they had imagined it.
Regardless of the commotion she caused on her way to school, Jess arrived in no time.
With a swift leap over the green iron gate, she entered the school grounds and headed straight for the building without a second thought.
"Phew..."
Her steps finally stopped in front of a classroom on the second floor, where musical instruments were stored. It was a place at the end of the hallway, where few people passed by.
"Hey, answer me."
"Can’t you speak?"
At that moment, a menacing voice came from outside the window. Since her original destination had been the back of the school where the sound was coming from, Jess opened the window without hesitation and jumped out.
"You bastard?!"
"W-what the hell?!"
Jess landed on the head of the thug who had been harassing Lian, using him as a cushion. With a bright smile, she looked at Lian, who was staring at her with wide, startled eyes.
"Good morning!"
End of Chapter
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***
Found
***
What would happen if a delinquent were to drop unconscious at the sight of a beautiful girl right in front of them?
Simple. They would run away.
"Th-th-teacher!"
"Crazy! Let's get out of here!"
The weak delinquents, whose entire rebellion consisted of extorting money from kids who seemed weaker than them or smoking cigarettes endlessly once they became adults, fled without a second thought.
From the perspective of someone living in a dark fantasy world, it was absurd how easily they abandoned their friend and ran away. Jess twitched her nose and quickly stepped off the unconscious man.
"Uh, that..."
Lian, with a dazed expression, looked at Jess, unsure of what to say. Though his "Power of Adaptation" was activating, it wasn’t yet fully developed. When the situation changed so suddenly, he couldn't help but stammer.
Given enough time, he would likely "adapt" even to a situation straight out of a light novel.
"Are you hurt?"
"Huh?"
That would only be the case if he had enough time to adapt. The scene of a beautiful girl, whom he had never seen before, approaching him with no sense of distance and speaking with a gaze full of affection was a new shock, weakening his power.
Jess, finding Lian's soft appearance adorable, unknowingly spread her arms wide. At the same time, Lian flinched as if a butterfly had spread its wings.
"Uwah, ugh...!"
"You're so cute!"
His face was suddenly buried in her ample chest. The soft sensation and the delicate scent of body wash, something he had never experienced before, made his head spin.
Swaying like a paper doll under her strong grip, Lian gasped for air and pushed against her shoulders.
"Ah..."
"...!"
Perhaps in his panic, Lian ended up pushing not her shoulders, but the soft chest that had been suffocating him.
Unintentionally, he squeezed the heavenly softness he had never felt in his life, and at Jess's faint moan, he... fainted on the spot.
"Ah! Lian!"
His power stopped functioning altogether.
***
Lian woke up, staring at the white ceiling above him, and closed his eyes in relief.
'It was just a dream.'
He had fainted a few times before after being assaulted by delinquents. Whenever his vision went dark and he opened his eyes again, he would always wake up in the infirmary, so he dismissed the incomprehensible scene as just a dream.
Although his "Power of Adaptation" had not fully bloomed yet, it was strong enough to protect his fragile mind.
As his shaky thoughts began to stabilize, he noticed that his field of vision was oddly higher than usual.
Was there an extra pillow under his head today? Or did he hit the back of his head and get a bump?
As these thoughts seeped into his mind, a warm sensation spread from the back of his neck.
"Huh...?"
Lian made a foolish sound as he opened his eyes. Only then did he notice the red hair he had missed earlier because he had only glanced at the ceiling before closing his eyes again.
"You're awake?"
Normally, when someone looks up at you from below your chin, it results in an unflattering angle. Yet, defying the laws of the world, a girl as beautiful as a painting smiled down at him lovingly.
It was only then that Lian realized his head was resting on her soft thighs.
"Ah."
His brain seemed to buffer, like an old computer trying to boot up. Jess tilted her head in confusion as Lian let out a short gasp and then froze.
Each time her hair swayed, her scent wafted over him. The soft, subtle fragrance, like fabric softener, filled Lian’s mind, rendering him helpless once again.
As someone with zero immunity to women, his power failed to activate once more.
"Are you hurt anywhere?"
Jess had already checked him thoroughly while he was unconscious, not out of selfish curiosity, but to ensure he wasn’t injured. Still, there could be wounds she might have missed.
Faced with her gaze, filled with affection and concern, Lian froze.
Creak. The infirmary bed creaked loudly as Lian shot up, biting his lip.
"Th-thanks for bringing me to the infirmary."
After barely managing to complete the sentence with a trembling voice, he quickly slipped off the bed like a frightened rabbit escaping a tiger’s den. Fortunately, there were slippers waiting for him where he landed.
He hurriedly put on the worn-out slippers and, without looking back, pulled aside the curtain that divided the infirmary beds. The nurse looked at him with a startled expression, but Lian couldn’t even manage a proper greeting as he rushed out of the infirmary.
Tap! Tap!
His unusually hurried footsteps echoed down the quiet hallway. Perhaps class had already started, as the hallway was silent. Normally, Lian would have calmly made his way to his classroom, moving like an NPC following a set route, with a peaceful expression on his face.
But today, that wasn’t possible. He didn’t even know where he was heading as he half-ran, half-walked.
Thump! Thump! Thump!
His heart pounded anxiously, his palms burning. His breath quickened, as if something were choking him. His vision blurred, and the floor seemed far away, as though he had been standing under the hot sun for too long.
Dizzy and disoriented, Lian found himself in front of the music room storage, the same secluded spot where Jess had first appeared.
Clang, click!
Lian pulled out a small key he always carried in his pocket and unlocked the door.
With a creak, the door opened, allowing light to seep into the dark storage room. Since there were instruments that could be damaged by exposure to light, the curtains were blackout curtains, making the room eerily quiet despite it being broad daylight.
The light filtering through the gap in the curtains illuminated the floating dust in the air. Lian quickly closed the door behind him and locked it.
Click.
"Huff, huff..."
He leaned his head against the wooden door, breathing heavily. Sweat trickled down his face. He slid down to the floor, lightly bumping his head against the door with a thud.
"Why... why does she look at me like that?"
For so long, he had yearned for even a sliver of affection. Even a simple word of gratitude, spoken out of politeness, would have sufficed. He wouldn’t have minded if someone had tried to use him.
He loved this world and wanted to be loved in return, so much so that he was willing to accept even fabricated love. But the world had rejected him, refusing to grant him even a drop of affection.
After pleading, despairing, and clinging in vain, he had finally given up on love.
But now, someone had appeared, offering not just a drop, but an entire lake of affection—someone who had come to him after he had already given up on everything.
Humans fear the unknown. They are more frightened by the thought of something lurking at the end of a dark hallway than by the sight of a visible monster standing before them.
To Lian, who had been isolated from the world, Jess's boundless affection was a loving violence, a source of fear. His heightened senses, sharpened by his power, could feel Jess's affection, and Lian, unable to handle it, had fled.
In the midst of the overwhelming confusion, Lian felt as though his world had been turned upside down.
Jess's affection was so overwhelming, like a succulent piece of meat offered to someone starving to death. The emotions he had buried under resignation suddenly resurfaced, ravenously consuming him.
"Haa... haa..."
Lian clutched his head, squeezing his eyes shut.
Why now? Who are you to do this? Anger swirled within him, mixed with a greedy desire to devour her affection in one gulp, and a fear of the inevitable loss that would follow once he had tasted it. His primal instincts, long dormant due to his power, awakened, flooding him with confusion.
The emotions that any human would naturally feel all surged at once, suffocating him. Groaning, Lian finally collapsed on the floor, shutting his eyes tightly.
He wanted to escape into sleep, to flee from the incomprehensible chaos. But sleep wouldn’t come easily. No, to be precise, he couldn’t sleep.
'What if it’s a dream?'
Unlike earlier, when he had smiled peacefully, thinking everything was just a dream, the current Lian was terrified that the one who had showered him with endless affection might disappear if he fell asleep.
His tightly shut eyes slowly opened, and he saw the light filtering through the crack in the door. He could also see the dust floating in the air. The musty scent of the instruments filled his lungs as he breathed in and out.
If he couldn’t fall into unconsciousness, he had to stay alert.
Lian, who had obtained his power out of a survival instinct, managed to stabilize himself quickly, a feat that would have sent most people into a panic. His frantic breathing gradually slowed, and his wildly beating heart began to calm down.
"Huff... haa..."
Taking deep breaths, Lian slowly sat up and leaned against the wall.
"Calm down... Calm down and organize your thoughts."
Just as he muttered to himself to sort out his chaotic thoughts—
Bang!
"Gasp...!"
The firmly locked door suddenly shook violently, making a sound like an explosion. Lian recoiled in shock, pulling back.
Crash! Crack!
The door... shattered into pieces.
"Found you!"
"...!"
Through the broken door, Jess's eyes, with their gentle, upturned corners, met his.
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Pterosaur VS Gorilla
***
"What kind of education are you giving your child!?"
The mother pterosaur shouted, her voice filled with fury. Beside her, her son pterosaur smirked mischievously. At this, the gorilla... no, Jess's father frowned and spoke.
"Isn't it that your son was bullying his friend, and our daughter stopped him?"
Despite his massive frame, fierce appearance, and striking red hair, the mother pterosaur hesitated for a moment but soon puffed her chest out with a defiant expression.
"Our sweet son would never do such a thing! Your child must have misunderstood and hit him! Right, son?"
"That's right!"
The teacher, covering her lips with her hand, marveled at the scene.
'They say reality is stranger than fiction... Do people like this really exist? Aren't they embarrassed to say such things out loud?'
The teacher glanced quickly toward the door and windows of the staff room. For the students, who spent their days in a monotonous cycle, this kind of spectacle was rare. Even though the teachers were shouting for them to go back, the children were hiding like mice, secretly watching the parents' argument.
The sound of a video recording starting with a "Ding!" was an added bonus.
'How much has the world changed, and yet there are still people like this… Ugh...'
The teacher realized that a video that would soon be the main feature of tomorrow morning’s news and a hot topic on social media was being created right before her eyes. She quickly slipped away to a corner where neither the eyes of others nor the cameras could reach and made her escape.
"They say he was so brutish that he broke the classroom door! How could our delicate son not have been hurt?"
The mother pterosaur tried to frame her son as a pitiful victim, using Jess's strength as an excuse. The son, raised by such a wonderful parent (?), had already conspired with his friends to fabricate details that didn’t even happen.
"And what do you mean by bullying? Ha! Bullying, my foot! If anything, our son says he’s the one being bullied!"
Could anyone be more foolish?
Everyone knew that Lian was being bullied—teachers, students, even the school guards. How could they lie so brazenly when they were bound to be caught, and even face backlash?
The reason was simple.
"Isn't that right, teacher?"
"Ah, well... um, you see…"
It was because Lian was strangely unloved by the world. The people who lived in this world naturally felt a sense of rejection toward him, and no matter how unfair the situation, there was no one who would protect him.
Lian, however, loved this world despite everything, and the power he gained through his survival instincts was not one that killed others but rather one of 'adaptation,' allowing him to blend in and live within the world.
A gentle person in a world that didn’t suit him at all.
Jess, with her beast-like instincts, could sense just how unpleasant this world was, how rude and threatening it was to Lian.
'Can’t I just take him and run away?'
Jess began to imagine escaping with Lian to the world where they had once lived, a world where neither of them would have to deal with this nonsense.
Perhaps irritated by Jess's attitude, the mother pterosaur raised her voice sharply and pointed at her.
"Look at that! Look at that attitude! So rude!"
She even began to tear up, as if to appeal to the world about her supposed injustice. She had pulled out her trump card before any proper conversation had even started.
When someone tries to win a fight with emotions, the way to win is simple.
"Why don't you take a look at this first?"
Jess's father handed over a brown file with a blank expression. The mother pterosaur, still sobbing, tried to ignore the file. Perhaps she thought that if she just held out a little longer, she would win... or something along those lines.
"If you don't want to read it, that's fine. To summarize, we’ve already gathered evidence that your son has been repeatedly involved in assault, theft, and sexual harassment. The parents of the students are planning to file a group lawsuit, so you should be aware of that."
"What...?"
When someone comes at you with emotions, you deal with it rationally. Facts always hurt, and the hammer of the law can easily ruin lives. The mother pterosaur, who had been crying as if the world was ending, now stared blankly at the man.
Whether her tears had been crocodile tears or not, there were hardly any tear stains on her face. She might as well have yawned to force them out.
Jess's father, not caring about her reaction, turned to Jess.
"Daughter, are you hurt anywhere?"
"No."
He was simply a father who wanted to ensure Jess could continue living in this world alongside Lian. It wasn’t that Jess was cold or calculating, but rather that she instinctively sensed that the mother pterosaur was nothing more than an illusion.
The only reason he could smile at such an illusion with any affection was because he could faintly sense Lian’s power within Jess.
Just as Jess's desire to protect Lian had created a protective shield around her, a fragment of that will had seeped into the illusion, making him want to show affection and help her.
It was a faint trace, barely noticeable, but not something to completely push away either.
"Next time, make sure they can't even talk. I'll take care of everything. Oh, my daughter is so wonderful! Helping out a friend who's being bullied, too."
His large hand reached out to pat her head, but Jess slipped away like a liquid cat. Only a select few were allowed to touch her head.
As he made a disappointed face, Jess pouted and lightly tapped his arm with her shoulder, as if to say thank you. The sulking gorilla instantly became a happy gorilla.
"Huh, huh..."
The mother pterosaur was so dumbfounded that she couldn’t even form a proper sentence. Just as she was about to open her mouth for round two, Jess's father turned around and handed her the brown file again.
"Before you say anything else, read this first."
She was about to raise her voice again, but the terrifying word "group lawsuit" flashed through her mind, and with trembling hands, she took the file. Her shaking hands roughly flipped through the pages.
As the pages fluttered, she saw an image of what was clearly her son, smoking and bullying other students. She collapsed to the floor.
She had never imagined that her precious child could have done such a thing. If she regretted it now and tried to discipline him, there was still a chance she could fulfill her role as a proper parent.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t that smart.
"This... this must be doctored! Even if it’s not...! He, he could have been stressed from studying too much!"
Denial of reality, self-justification.
It was clear how she viewed the world and how she had been living her life. Jess tilted her head slightly, curious about how her father had neutralized the opponent without throwing a single punch.
The habit of twitching her ears had remained, even though the ears that once sat atop her head were gone, leaving her only with the gesture of tilting her head when she was curious.
'More than that, I want to see Lian.'
Because of the classroom destruction incident and the delinquent fainting incident, Jess had been dragged to the staff room, separated from Lian. Having seen him collapse helplessly several times, her anxiety wouldn't let her sit still.
"Is it over now? Can I go?"
Jess looked at her father, suppressing the urge to bounce up and down in place. Seeing his adorable daughter, he smiled and nodded. Without looking back, Jess ran off to find where Lian might be.
Screech, bang!
The door opened violently, and the noisy students, who had been chattering loudly in the staff room, suddenly fell silent. Their startled eyes turned toward the door that had been flung open.
Lian sat alone in the seat closest to the trash can. As if he were some kind of germ, the desks around him were all pushed far away.
Jess's sharp gaze quickly scanned the classroom. Despite her urge to hug Lian and shower him with kisses, her sharp mind first assessed the classroom’s atmosphere, the situation, and who was in charge.
"Lian!"
On the surface, she was like a puppy who had just found its owner. Jess quickly approached Lian and nestled into his arms with practiced ease. The moment Jess appeared, Lian, who had been frozen like a statue, was suddenly pulled into her chest, his face buried in her embrace, and he flailed his arms helplessly.
Jess took his flailing hands and placed them around her waist. As his hands grasped her slim waist, firm yet slightly soft, Lian turned into a complete statue.
"What, what the heck?"
"Who is she...?"
"Why is such a beauty all over him?!"
The class turned upside down as the beautiful girl, with looks and a figure that could put celebrities to shame, displayed such bold and intimate affection toward Lian, the most ignored student in the class.
End of Chapter
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Stopping the Operation
***
Even if it wasn’t Lian, anyone would have automatically blurted out, "Jess is too good for him. Why would she be with a guy like that?" Her beauty was blinding enough to make such comments inevitable.
The sight of her clinging to 'that Lian,' the most ostracized student in the class, was nothing short of shocking. Rumors spread in the blink of an eye.
With her striking red hair and breathtakingly beautiful appearance, combined with the fact that she was strong enough to break a classroom door (though many didn’t believe this), Jess quickly became the school's new sensation.
"How did we not notice such a pretty girl before?"
"They said she was sick."
While the sudden appearance of a stunning beauty caused a stir among the students, they weren’t overly shocked. Just as Noah had seamlessly integrated into the orphanage, Jess's smooth transition was thanks to some kind of arrangement.
Contrary to the noisy atmosphere of the school, Lian spent his days in a daze. From the moment he set out for school until the sun set, Lian was practically glued to Jess, his arm 'sealed' (though she was just holding onto him) as she dragged him around all day.
"Haha... Eat... deliciously... ugh."
At some point, he even started having dinner at Jess's house. He was gradually getting used to eating with Jess's father, who looked like he could explode at any moment and could snap chopsticks with his fingers like a gorilla... no, Jess's father.
"Do you like it that much?"
"Yes!"
Jess's mother, who exuded a much softer atmosphere, smiled warmly, supporting the two of them. She would often give them meaningful smiles and encourage them to spend time alone in the room together. Though the 'gorilla' protested...
"If you keep opposing it, what if they sneak out to meet elsewhere? These days, room cafés are no different from motels..."
Faced with such shocking information about today's youth, he sank into silence. It was clear that a home with parents present would significantly reduce the chances of falling into misguided desires.
"Hehe!"
More than anything, Jess's expression, as she stuck close to Lian, looked happier than ever, and it was impossible to stop her. The saying, 'No parent can win against their child,' fit perfectly.
By the time Jess's house felt more familiar to Lian than his own, the 'gorilla' half-accepted Lian as a son-in-law... no, as a thief.
"A man should at least know how to fish, right!?"
"Huh? Uh, yes?"
Jess's father began dragging Lian around to fulfill all the things he'd secretly wanted to do if he ever had a son. At first, Lian was nervous, sweating profusely, but over time, he found himself getting absorbed in the ordinary activities that normal people enjoyed.
'It feels like... I have a family.'
The word 'family,' which people constantly talked about, once felt like something from a fairy tale. But now, it felt real. He often stayed up all night, unable to sleep from the excitement, and sometimes it felt like this happiness might disappear like a mirage by the next day.
The happier he became, the deeper his fears grew. It was as if an invisible darkness was gripping his ankles, trying to pull him into a black void.
His past, where he wandered like a blind man in search of a single drop of affection, felt so foolish that he wanted to run away. At the same time, he was consumed by the desire to bind this happiness to him so that it would never leave.
The weaker the power of his abilities became, the more confused Lian felt. And during those moments, he would always look at the red-haired girl who stayed by his side.
Whenever he gazed into the deep affection and trust she held for him, his worries would seem utterly meaningless.
'Why? Since when?'
Questions about the source of her affection would surface in his mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to voice them. He feared that the moment he said them out loud, she would respond with, "Oh, I mistook you for someone else!" and leave.
He knew that the moment he accepted her affection, 'anxiety' would cling to him like a stubborn stain that wouldn’t wash away. But that was a small price to pay for a peaceful life, and Lian willingly accepted his anxiety.
It was a growth that was -... so human.
While Lian gradually healed his deeply embedded wounds, growing emotionally within Jess's warm affection, Jess’s attention was elsewhere.
Smack!
Crash!
'This is the fourth time today.'
She knocked away a flowerpot that had been about to fall on Lian’s head, frowning as she did so. Looking up, she saw the neglected flowerpots above. Judging by the lack of any presence, it seemed they had fallen 'accidentally' due to a strong gust of wind.
Jess mentally counted all the incidents and accidents that had occurred since she started spending time with Lian. There were too many to count on both hands.
'Why? What did Lian do wrong?'
It was as if the world itself hated Lian, constantly threatening his life. His power had awakened 'for survival' because of this hostile world.
Jess couldn’t understand the 'will of the world' that seemed to want to ostracize and even kill Lian, but there was one thing she did know.
'I have to protect him.'
If the whole world wanted to kill him, she would tear them all apart to protect him. It was a promise she had engraved deep in her bones from the moment she called Lian her mate.
"Don’t you wonder what color black and red would make if mixed together?"
"Huh? If you mix the two colors, then -..."
"Let’s find out later!"
"...? Sure."
While protecting Lian, she never forgot to flirt with him in between. It was a clever move. When Lian finally understood what Jess had meant, he turned beet red and couldn’t say a word for a while.
***
While Jess and Noah were each protecting Lian in their own ways from his past, Iris was going through a similar experience.
Screech, creak.
The first sound that pierced her ears was the scream of a half-broken streetlamp swaying in the wind. The eerie metallic sound, like the cry of a cursed bird, jolted her awake.
"Gasp, cough, cough!"
As soon as she realized she was standing in an unfamiliar place, she took a sharp breath. The polluted air, worse than that of the Dark Fantasy World, scratched at her throat, causing her to cough harshly.
Iris coughed several times, her eyes watering, before she finally looked around. Broken-down iron chariots lay scattered, and buildings with shattered windows exposed their skeletal frames.
A cold wind blew through the ruined structures, brushing past Iris. The raw sensation made her shudder slightly.
Thud.
"...!"
At the sound of footsteps, her head whipped around. A familiar soul in an unfamiliar body—Lian—was walking along the side of the road, his face clean and unblemished.
"Lian...!"
Just as she had done countless times before, Iris called out his name and ran toward him. She knew she wouldn’t be able to embrace him, but she couldn’t stop herself.
With swift movements, she navigated the dirty road and ran toward Lian, who had inexplicably stopped in his tracks. She threw herself into his arms.
"...!"
Though she had been the one to initiate the hug, Iris was the one who was more surprised. She froze in place, feeling the warmth of his body. Then, as his hand gently patted her back, tears welled up and began to flow.
She had truly thought she might never see him again this time. As the suffocating anxiety in her throat turned into relief, feelings of resentment, comfort, and fury all surged forth, wetting her cheeks.
'Who... is this?'
Lian was taken aback by Iris’s actions, awkwardly patting her back in confusion.
If it were anyone else, they might have rummaged through their memories, trying to figure out why a beautiful woman was crying and hugging them, wondering if they knew her, or if she was a monster. But Lian’s 'power' had blended him seamlessly into the background.
In this ruined world, even the grotesque monsters were dismissed as 'things that had always existed' when faced with his power. The same applied to people.
If a stranger approached and spoke to him as if they were close, his memories would be altered, making him believe they had always been close.
Lian's power, which had accumulated strength over a long time, could grasp the essence of the other person and help him 'adapt' to the world, even without additional information. But Iris had appeared so suddenly that no information could be gathered.
Without information, Lian’s power couldn’t function properly, and it began to stir in an attempt to collect data. Influenced by this, Lian naturally spoke to Iris in a gentle voice.
"I'm sorry, even if I had ten mouths, I wouldn’t have enough to explain."
"..."
"I’ll listen to whatever you want to say, so please, tell me everything."
The familiar warmth in his unfamiliar voice caused Iris to start pouring out all her pent-up sorrow. As Lian quietly listened, patting her back, his expression gradually stiffened.
"Uh... So, what you're saying is... we’re incredibly close? Like family..."
Lian’s once confident power suddenly stopped working. And Lian himself broke down along with it.
End of Chapter
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Honey
***
The temporarily halted power soon began to move again, actively searching for an answer.
A completely different appearance, the phrase "the most precious person," and family.
Combining these three keywords, the answer came easily.
'Lover.'
Lian's power interpreted Iris as a 'former lover.' For someone like Lian, whose experience in relationships, not to mention knowledge, was close to zero, being told, 'You actually had a girlfriend, so act as you would toward her,' was bound to cause a malfunction.
Yet, before the overwhelming power that could even safely censor [itself] and [itself], Lian’s lack of knowledge posed no threat.
Artificial 'love' bloomed in Lian's eyes, and memories he had never experienced were imprinted in his mind.
"I'm really... sorry. I must have worried you too much, honey."
"...?!"
Honey, darling, baby... Various terms swirled in his head, but the most neutral one slipped out. Iris was so shocked that her tears, which had been about to flow again, stopped in their tracks, and she froze in place.
When he gently embraced her with a tender touch, she nearly collapsed.
Thump, thump!
Her heart pounded so violently it felt like it might leap out of her throat.
"I'll never leave your side again."
The moment the words she had longed to hear spilled from his lips, Iris swallowed her breath in overwhelming joy.
Iris instinctively realized that the air, the sounds, and even the warmth of this moment would be deeply etched into her memory.
Thus, Lian's power caused him to think of Iris as his 'lover.'
Living alone in a broken world was different from living with someone else.
Even if Lian acted as though the monsters were merely ordinary people, Iris's perception would inevitably shatter if she viewed the monsters as they truly were.
"Be careful not to get hurt."
As if it had been a lie that he had perceived the ruined roads and collapsed buildings as ordinary before, Lian now carefully guided Iris, avoiding the broken paths to ensure she wouldn't get injured.
"...Let's go that way."
While Lian had the power to protect himself, Iris was an ordinary person, and she realized that the monsters could have a negative influence on her. So, they began to avoid the monsters.
Just by Iris's presence, Lian started to behave like a resident of the ruined world.
This change made Iris tense as well. The monsters, which had oddly not attacked Lian before, now seemed as if they might attack him violently at any moment.
'It's a good thing I have a weapon.'
Iris placed her hand on the hilt of the sword strapped to her waist and let out a sigh of relief.
"Huh?!"
"Gasp...!"
"What the... gasp!"
At that moment, unfamiliar voices echoed from a distance. When she turned her head, she saw a group of people staring at her in shock.
"An... angel?"
Her white hair flowed softly, sparkling like snowflakes. The pure white silk draped over her shoulders resembled the wings of an angel, and her eyes, which seemed to hold the starlight of the night sky, were an unusual color, exuding an otherworldly beauty.
In a world devastated by monsters, there was no rule that an angel couldn't appear, and Iris's striking appearance only fueled that impression. The combination of these two facts led to such a dumbfounded remark.
Hearing herself being called an angel, Iris frowned slightly and placed her hand on the hilt of her sword, ready to draw it at any moment. As she scanned the group with a hardened expression, her vision was suddenly blocked.
"Haha, of course my honey is as beautiful as an angel."
Lian, who had somehow moved to stand beside her, blocked her view. His words of praise caused Iris's face to instantly flush a deep cherry red. She was so embarrassed and shy that even the tips of her ears turned red.
Squeeze.
The pressure she felt in her hand snapped Iris back to her senses. When she looked down, she saw that Lian was gripping her hand tightly, almost to the point of pain.
Reflexively, Iris raised her head to look at Lian's back. She couldn't see his expression, so she had no idea why he was holding her hand so tightly.
'Are they enemies?'
The thought that Lian might be holding her hand out of anxiety or fear stiffened Iris's expression. To confirm her own unease, she took a step to the side and stood next to Lian.
Thanks to Lian blocking their view, the group, who had barely managed to regain their composure, once again stared at Iris in a daze.
"Huh..."
"Ah..."
Far from looking like enemies, the group seemed downright foolish, and Iris was momentarily taken aback by their idiotic demeanor. Were these the kind of fools that made Lian tense?
Unable to suppress her rising doubts, Iris turned her gaze toward Lian. His mouth was smiling, but his eyes were not. In his eyes, a burning emotion was clearly visible, almost tangible.
It was a feeling Iris knew all too well.
'Jealousy...?'
The emotion she never thought she would see from Lian was there. The moment she realized it, her heart gave a great lurch and began to race uncontrollably.
When she squeezed the hand that was holding hers, Lian, who had been glaring at the group, widened his eyes and looked at Iris.
Iris wanted to whisper to Lian that she was his and would never leave his side, but the heat rising to her head made it difficult to speak. Instead, she expressed her feelings through actions.
Plop.
With a soft sound, Iris buried her face in Lian's chest, as if she had lost all strength. Then, with her free hand, she slowly wrapped her arm around Lian's waist.
The warmth of her touch enveloped Lian. The sudden closeness, without any apparent reason, momentarily paralyzed Lian's rationality.
'Ah, she's my lover.'
The confusion in his mind settled with the single word 'lover.' Lian naturally extended his free hand and embraced Iris's back.
Regardless of the illusion created by his power, Lian held his breath for a moment, feeling a tickling sensation in his chest, before exhaling slowly.
"What, what is this..."
"Could she be a monster that bewitches people...?!"
As the two of them suddenly began acting all lovey-dovey in the middle of the ruined road, the group, having finally come to their senses, started to slowly back away. The atmosphere between Iris and Lian was so out of place in the decaying world that it felt 'unnatural.'
Before long, the group of people fled in a hurry, leaving only the two of them standing on the wrecked road. The two remained in each other's arms for a few more minutes, their faces flushed, before they finally resumed their journey, holding hands tightly.
***
A lover.
A lover refers to two people in a romantic relationship. It means more than just holding hands and walking together.
Lian, due to his power, had come to think of Iris as his 'lover,' and he had also gained an understanding of the concept of a lover through his power. However, knowing something and acting on it were two entirely different things.
No matter how much his power commanded him to engage in lover-like physical affection, his body stuttered and failed to function properly. This wasn't just because of his lack of experience in relationships.
Receiving affection from someone and returning that affection was something unfamiliar and difficult for Lian, something that had long been a source of trauma.
Holding hands was fine, but when it came to hugging her waist or getting close enough to feel her breath, Lian's body would stiffen and fail to respond. It was Iris who took the initiative, not missing the opportunity.
"Oppa, it's cold."
"Huh? Oh... is it?"
"Yeah, let's stay closer."
As night fell and the temperature dropped, Iris clung tightly to Lian, even though it wasn't that cold. She sat between his legs and pulled his arm around her waist. Leaning her back comfortably against his chest, her soft hair swayed under his chin.
As Iris nestled in his arms, a subtle floral scent filled Lian's senses, leaving him dizzy. Through their connected bodies, he could feel her racing pulse. It was the sound of Iris's heartbeat. Her emotions were so vividly conveyed that Lian's own heart began to pound wildly in response.
Hissss...
Creak...
Though eerie noises echoed around them as the monsters wandered in the dark, the two of them seemed to exist in a completely different world, simply enjoying their sweet time together.
Until the sun rose the next day, the two remained closely entwined, and Lian spent the entire night wide awake, unable to sleep.
"Oppa... are you okay?"
"Yeah, I’m... fine."
Despite his clearly exhausted appearance, Iris asked with concern. Lian immediately straightened his back and nodded. For some reason, he didn't want to show any weakness in front of her.
Thus, a new day dawned in the world heading toward ruin.
"Oppa, have a bite too. Ah—"
"Ah—"
Unlike the dying world around them, the atmosphere between the two remained as warm as spring.
End of Chapter
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The Sound of Cracks
***
A world rushing toward destruction, terrifying monstrosities that make one's mind reel just by looking at them, and humans growing accustomed to killing for survival.
To protect Lian, whose soft hands had never even properly held a sword, Iris had to stay sharp and focused.
...At least, she was supposed to.
"…"
"Uh...uh? Wh-why are you looking at me like that?"
"…"
"Iris...?"
Without saying a word, Iris looked up at Lian and pushed her cheek toward him. Realizing what she wanted, Lian's eyes darted around nervously, and his face flushed red.
Tap, tap.
When she even raised her index finger to tap her cheek, Lian couldn't escape and tightly shut his eyes.
*Smooch.*
A soft breath lightly touched Iris's cheek and then pulled away. If Iris had a tail, it would be sweeping the ground in sheer delight by now.
Lian, his face as red as if it had been painted with crimson, covered his lower face with the hand that Iris hadn't grabbed.
'It's just a kiss on the cheek... Why am I so embarrassed?'
It wasn't even a kiss on the lips, just a peck on the cheek, yet it felt like his face was about to explode. His face was so hot that it seemed like steam might come out of his ears.
Iris's face was also red, but nowhere near as much as Lian's. Lian sneaked a glance at her.
With a sweet smile that looked like melted sunlight, she twitched her cheeks, resembling a hamster with its mouth stuffed with sunflower seeds or perhaps a baby rabbit.
She was incredibly cute.
The fact that such a lovely expression was because of his mere kiss made his heart skip a beat. Without realizing it, Lian's gaze lingered on her soft, cherry blossom-colored lips.
What kind of reaction would she have if he kissed her there? Would her face turn as red as his? Or would she hide her face in surprise? Her lips looked so soft—softer than her cheek.
Such desires, which any lover might have, began to cloud his mind. But soon, Lian snapped back to reality, his face pale with shock.
'W-what am I thinking...?'
He quickly shook his head to scatter the vivid imaginations running wild in his mind. It wasn't enough, so he slapped his cheek with the hand that had been stroking his face.
*Slap!*
"O-Oppa!"
He had meant to snap himself out of it, but the sound was louder than expected. Iris, her face stiff with worry, approached and took Lian's hand. Now, both of his hands were caught by Iris.
"Why did you hit yourself all of a sudden?"
"Ah, uh... th-that is..."
He couldn't possibly say, 'Because I had bad thoughts about you,' so he awkwardly stammered out a lame excuse, cold sweat running down his back.
"Th-there was a mosquito! A bug! I was trying to catch it! Haha! But I missed!"
It was a fairly plausible excuse, or so he thought, feeling relieved. But then Iris's hand moved toward his face.
With a gentle motion, her soft hand caressed his cheek. The touch, as delicate as if handling fragile glass, was filled with affection and concern, and Lian froze like a statue.
Only then did he notice Iris standing on her tiptoes, struggling to maintain her balance. Reflexively, Lian lowered his head.
"If a bug shows up, I'll catch it for you, so don't hit yourself."
"No, I can handle a bug—"
Before he could finish speaking, Iris's hand slid down and gently grasped his chin. In an instant, her soft lips were right in front of him. He held his breath, and at that moment, something soft touched his cheek.
*Smooch.*
With a light sound, the heat that had been cooling down in his cheeks flared up again.
"If you do that again, I'll bite you."
"O-okay."
Lian nodded like an obedient puppy at the playful pinch on his cheek, and Iris smiled as brightly as a fully bloomed flower.
'Wow...'
That smile alone could probably destroy entire nations.
Her smile was so dazzlingly beautiful that it made him wonder if he was standing in the middle of a flower field in heaven, rather than a ruined street.
Mesmerized, Lian stared at Iris. When he snapped out of it, they were walking hand in hand through the desolate streets.
The goal of today's journey was to find food and supplies, but the atmosphere between them felt more like a springtime date.
*Screech!*
*Crunch.*
*Growl!*
*Crack!*
Occasionally, grotesque monsters would appear, but they were effortlessly cut down by Iris's sword.
Although she couldn't use mana, an unknown force was aiding her, allowing her to easily slice through even 3-meter-tall monsters.
'...It's Lian's power.'
Iris instinctively realized that the force assisting her was related to the protective barrier that the Gag God had mentioned Lian possessed.
'Is Lian okay?'
As she recalled the power Lian had used to protect her, the image of Lian, his body covered in cracks, came to mind.
Then, the memory of the Gag God embracing him surfaced, and her grip tightened involuntarily. Lian, who was holding her hand, let out a small groan from the sudden pain.
"Oh."
"…! O-Oppa, I'm sorry."
"No, it's fine. Did you see something scary?"
Looking at Lian, who gazed down at her with gentle eyes, Iris felt her anxiety melt away. For reasons she couldn't explain, she was certain that the person in front of her was Lian.
Perhaps when she had lost consciousness, she had been transported here with Lian. Or maybe she had entered his inner world.
Whatever the case, one thing was clear: the person in front of her was Lian, and she had to protect him.
'For now, I need to focus on protecting the Lian in front of me.'
And so, the two continued walking through the ruined world.
***
About half a month had passed. Both of them had grown accustomed to surviving in the world that was slowly collapsing.
During the day, they would search for supplies. At night, they would sleep, holding each other in a safe place.
They maintained cleanliness by fetching water from a nearby river. It was easy to find products for hygiene maintenance, as they were scattered everywhere.
There was a semi-transparent monster living by the river, but strangely enough, it helped maintain the water's purity.
It would gulp down any humans who approached the clean water, but if you threw a corpse into the river, it would devour it and allow you to use the water for a short time.
It didn't just eat human corpses; it also devoured the bodies of other monsters, so the two of them had no trouble using the water.
The most difficult thing to obtain was food. Places like supermarkets had been looted or the food had rotted beyond use.
They had nothing to barter with.
They scavenged food from corpses or received offerings from people who, for some unknown reason, treated Iris as if she were a deity.
In addition, they would search for corpses at night and harvest sweet fruits from trees that bore flowers and fruit during the day.
As the days passed, the distance between the two grew rapidly closer.
Iris's brakes were broken, and Lian couldn't find a reason to refuse her.
"Ha..."
"Hoo..."
Neither of them was used to kissing yet, so they would hold their breath, pressing their lips together, and then pull away. They hadn't progressed to a full kiss yet, but it was still a significant step forward.
The sight of them holding their breath and then pulling away made them both laugh, exchanging honeyed glances.
After that, Iris wanted to kiss him whenever she had the chance. While it might have been fine for Iris, who seemed to carry the scent of flowers even without washing, it was an overwhelming request for Lian, who was just an ordinary man.
'Let me... let me wash up first!'
Every time he shook his head in silent protest, Iris would pout. As a result, after washing up thoroughly by the river, he had to kiss her until she was satisfied.
After she had showered him with kisses, to the point where his lips felt hot, a contented Iris would snuggle into his arms.
Her hair, softer than any fabric, brushed against his arm, and listening to the sound of her heart, which couldn't completely hide her emotions, made his mind go hazy.
The world was clearly ruined, but it felt as though he had finally found peace.
'I’m happy. I wish this moment could last forever...'
For the first time, Lian, who had only been trying to survive, began to have a real desire. He started to dream of living together with her in a world where she could continue to breathe and exist.
*Crack.*
That... was the sound of rejecting the power of authority.
Somewhere, the sound of something cracking could be heard.
End of Chapter
Chapter 218
Chapter 218
The True Purpose of the God of Gag
***
The world ignored Lian.
It neither hated nor loved him. It simply disregarded him.
Though he was chosen as a 'Saint' by the gods, when the god who selected him vanished for some unknown reason, Lian became a bug—an error that should not exist.
Rejected by the world, Lian wished, prayed, and begged to survive.
"Please let me blend into the world and live like ordinary people."
The power that was born from his desperate plea sought to 'adapt' to the world, striving to survive amidst all the hatred and indifference.
Thanks to that power, Lian was able to survive even as humanity faced extinction due to the monstrosities, and even as the world crumbled—he caught the attention of the God of Gag and managed to stay alive.
To Lian, the 'Power of Adaptation' was as natural and essential as his heart or lungs.
The Lians of the past, who had desperately wished for that power, embraced it with an affection so deep it was unfathomable, smiling softly.
"It's okay."
He could be hurt by someone’s words. He could despair at the cruel reality. But it was okay.
"Because you're not alone anymore."
Voices of a child, a voice just going through puberty, and a mature voice all blended together and echoed.
In that moment, Lian realized.
"You were lonely."
He had been so lonely, feeling as if he were the only one living in a different world, that he had closed his eyes and blocked his ears.
Just like how the Iris of the past had shut her heart, how Noah had turned away from the cruel reality, how Jess had avoided the miserable reality of being a slave with her charm, and how Elensia had succumbed to overwhelming power and wept in a dark room.
He had reached out to so many, not just because of the original story—but because he saw his past self, shedding tears in loneliness, and couldn’t leave them be.
And so, his hand of salvation circled back to embrace the past version of himself, who couldn’t even voice his loneliness and merely shouted that he was fine.
As Noah's warmth shielded him, as Jess’s affection always stood by his side, and as Iris’s breath whispered endless love, overwhelming emotions surged forth, and his true feelings revealed themselves.
"It wasn’t okay. I was lonely because I was alone."
The truth he had thought would bring divine punishment if spoken aloud spilled out. His loneliness and pain were enveloped by a distant warmth.
In that serene warmth, Lian whispered once more to his bloodied heart.
"It’s okay now."
Because he was no longer alone.
The solid 'Power of Adaptation' that had protected Lian like an eggshell began to crumble.
***
Crack.
Lian’s body, which had barely maintained its form thanks to the power infused by the God of Gag, started to fracture even more severely.
'Lian' and the 'Power of Adaptation' were intertwined like two trees growing together. Now that the power was withering, Lian’s body, which had been tightly bound to it, naturally began to wither as well.
"This is troublesome."
In this state, even if she poured power into him, it would be of no use. Worse, his soul could shatter. Just as she murmured playfully with a mischievous smile, "What should I do?"
Crack, clang! Smash!
A crack appeared in the endless white space, and with a sound like shattering glass, part of the space broke apart, as if a glass cup had fallen to the floor. Through the widening gap, a grotesque entity emerged.
[ Fou...nd...you...grrk! ]
The voice, a mix of a child, an adult, and an old person, echoed in the space, unpleasantly jarring. The wind from the crack blew through her hair roughly.
Without a change in her expression, she tucked her disheveled hair behind her ear.
Crunch, crack!
Something resembling claws or wings from the monster that had emerged from the gap grabbed at the edges of the fissure, widening it further. With a sound like glass breaking underfoot, the space continued to shatter.
As the gap widened, a massive being, too large to take in at a glance, began to force its way into the white space.
"Wow... It’s mixed even better than I thought."
She clapped her hands lightly, as if admiring some strange animal. With that, the grotesque entity—a fusion of the Outsider and the Dark Fantasy World God—revealed itself.
She calmly patted Lian’s shoulder, carefully protecting his crumbling body with an unseen force.
[ H-how dare you...make me...like this...grrk! ]
The entity’s voice was so horrifying that if a human had heard it, they would have bled from every orifice and died. Its voice filled the white space.
Though the God of Gag’s power and Lian’s 'Power of Adaptation' had both tried to dig into Lian’s mind, the two gods were so vast in scale that they didn’t devour each other but instead became horribly intertwined.
"Isn’t it your own fault for crawling in yourself? If you intended to harm others, you should’ve been prepared to get hurt too."
The God of Gag spoke, smiling in satisfaction, placing her thumb and forefinger under her chin.
"That line... was really cool."
As she muttered those words, seemingly lost in her own grandeur, the grotesque entity grew furious and began to unleash a massive amount of power.
[ Die...grrk...! ]
With the power of 'Divine Speech' activated from the fusion of the two gods, an enormous force appeared with a deafening roar, as if a sun had manifested right before their eyes.
In the midst of the ear-splitting noise.
Snap.
A light snapping sound echoed.
Sss.
With that, the tremendous power, the overwhelming force, and the red light of the Divine Speech that had been pouring in vanished like dust.
[ What... is this? ]
She raised her index finger, beckoning the entity to come closer, as if to help it grasp the situation.
Fsssh!
Like a giant balloon with a hole in it, the enormous entity began to deflate, making a feeble sound as it floated aimlessly.
By the time the entity regained its senses, it had shrunk to the size of a baseball and was caught in her hand.
"I told you before. When things seem to be going too smoothly, you should take a good look at the situation."
Lifting the shrunken entity to meet her gaze, she smiled brightly.
"Because there’s a very high chance it’s a trap."
[ Kiieeek?! ]
Those were the exact words the Dark Fantasy World God had heard when it fell into the God of Gag’s trap. (The trap the God of Gag had set to send Lian into the buffet of the Dark Fantasy world.)
The now-shrunken god, drenched in cold sweat, quickly darted its eyes around. The dimensional rift they had proudly burst through had already disappeared.
The fragile entrance itself had been bait to trap them.
"This is perfect timing."
She smiled sweetly and began feeding the now bite-sized god to Lian. The god struggled to survive, but it was futile.
Her hand, holding the shrunken god, passed through Lian’s chest as if penetrating an invisible barrier. The 'Power of Gluttony,' which had taken root through the 'Power of Adaptation,' greedily devoured the tender god in one gulp.
Sssst!
The divine essence quickly filled the cracks in Lian’s soul, which had been splitting like a withered tree. Along with that, his fractured body returned to its original state.
"Ah... I was worried about what to do if Lian wanted to remain human because of love."
Lian had been willing to exhaust his power and even tear away his abilities just to live alongside the people he loved, even if it meant dying as a human.
It was as if the God of Gag’s plan to make Lian an equal god had failed. The only light that saved the God of Gag was the nourishing meal (the Outsiders) she had prepared for Lian once he became a god.
As the divine essence seeped into Lian’s cracked soul, he was forcibly turned into a god.
"...."
Just as she had been forced into the position of a god in the past, Lian now also held divine status against his will. She felt a surge of joy at the birth of a 'real family' like her, but at the same time, deep within her heart, a flame of discomfort flickered.
Fwoosh...
While she was lost in thought, a visual transformation took place in Lian’s body. Three pairs of white feathered wings burst forth from his back, shining radiantly.
The first pair of wings spread gracefully near his shoulders, the second extended from the middle of his back, and the last pair emerged from his lower back. Silver light shimmered from the wing tips as if stars were dancing upon them.
Above his head floated a radiant halo. The halo had a circular center with elegant lines extending outward. Upon closer inspection, it looked as if a piece of the Milky Way had been cut out, with a mesmerizing flow of light.
The light from the halo gently illuminated Lian’s white hair, making him appear even more divine and hard to look away from.
At last, her family had been born.
"Lian."
When she called softly, Lian’s eyelids trembled slightly before slowly opening. His eyes shimmered with a brilliant and clear light, like a fragment of the sun, swirling within them. His eyes, more dazzling than any gemstone, met hers.
"...."
But there was nothing inside them. The faint smile of the God of Gag disappeared without a trace. The newly born god was no longer the 'Lian' she knew.
Realizing this, she felt a searing pain. A wound from the past, one she thought she had forgotten, was now aching again.
"...Even if you resent me, Lian, I wanted you to become my family."
End of Chapter
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Joy and Despair
***
Once upon a time, there was an ordinary girl who saved a world on the brink of destruction. She had picked up the sword only to protect her family, but the reward she received was nothing but an empty divine seat.
She was forcibly placed in the position of a god.
The girl, now a god, longed to return to her family, but she couldn’t even approach them. The attention and mercy of a god were nothing but a disaster for humans.
And so, the girl became ‘alone.’
As time passed, the girl tried to live like a human, desperately clinging to her fading humanity. Though she instinctively knew that no matter how much she imitated humans, her essence remained unchanged and that it was all meaningless, she couldn’t stop.
Then one day, the girl learned of what lay beyond the dimensions.
She became aware of an unknown space filled with beings similar to her or even stronger—other Outsiders. A faint, thrilling hope began to swell within her.
If I can’t be with my family because of my rank, I can just form a family with someone of a similar rank!
Thus, the girl met numerous ‘Outsiders.’ However, these Outsiders were greedy beings, devoid of even a speck of humanity, and they mocked her thoughts while coveting her world.
The only thing left to the girl was a world in shambles, and she desperately fought to protect it. Time passed, and the girl—no, she—eventually became so powerful that even the Outsiders of the highest rank could only crawl before her.
But the higher her rank grew, the further her dream drifted away, and her humanity slipped through her fingers like grains of sand.
One day, she discovered a soul with an overwhelming power, capable of turning even the signs of destruction into its own.
If I have that soul, wouldn’t we be able to live together forever, as equals? Wouldn’t it become the family I was forced to lose?
With a heart full of excitement, she brought the soul from the ruined world. The soul conversed with her so naturally that her lost humanity began to take shape once again. An ecstatic joy surged within her.
She attached her divine power to the soul, fed it her blood, and tore off parts of herself to mold a body for it.
She left the soul’s memories of its previous life intact on purpose, fearing it might grow sentimental and want to remain ‘human’ in the gag world. Thanks to that, the soul awkwardly adapted to the gag world, fitting the role of a ‘reincarnated being.’
The family she painstakingly created, stitch by stitch, had lost its most important core.
"…?"
"…"
This wasn’t the kind of failure she had wanted. Disappointment, despair, and anger surged within her.
The god before her would crumble to dust with just a flick of her hand. The newly born god was that fragile. But she didn’t do it. No, she couldn’t.
She remembered how horrifying and miserable it was to sit on the throne of a god while still holding onto human emotions. So, without a word, she embraced Lian.
The wish she had dreamed of and longed for over such a long time scattered away like dust. The desire that another being like her wouldn’t have to suffer the same pain—that wish was so very ‘human.’ Realizing this, the gag god let out a small laugh and murmured.
"…Haha, at least I’m not alone, right? Now I can even play multiplayer games."
The lonely god cried without tears.
***
The Demon King, who had drawn her sword against the Demon God only to meet a futile end—now known only as Elensia—opened her eyes in a pure white space.
Unlike the space created by the gag god, this place had a long path stretching out before her, with square frames hanging in the air on either side.
‘These are… my memories?’
The pictures hanging on the walls were all scenes from her past. Instinctively, she took a step forward. As she did, the scenes in the pictures poured into her mind like a play unfolding before her eyes.
A young version of herself, barely reaching knee height, was smiling happily in her father’s arms.
‘Yes, it all started back then.’
Her father had wished for the blue sky and the starry night sky long before she was born. Though he had never voiced it in front of the Demon King, the residents of the Demon Realm and his subordinates all considered it a foolish dream.
"Humans, with their infinite potential, will surely find a way!"
Her father knew all too well how greedy and ambitious humans could be. Yet, he was certain they could live together because he saw that much potential in them.
‘Half-Orc, Half-Demon, Half-Elf, Half-Dragon… Only humans can marry and have children with other races.’
Thanks to this abundance of potential in various ways, her father’s dream continued to grow.
He united the forces of the Demon Realm under one rule and slowly erased its brutal culture, piece by piece. When the Demon King’s castle finally appeared in the middle world, he hoped that the Demon Realm, like the Beastmen or Elves, would be recognized as a single race and treated as a nation.
Through his blood, sweat, and tears, the Demon Realm began to change, bit by bit. Though many still had a cruel streak, it had grown to the point where it was no worse than a poorly policed city in the human world.
Her father’s once seemingly impossible dream was now within reach.
Tap.
Her steps halted in front of a frame stained with dark, gloomy colors.
‘…Yes, this is when things started to change.’
Her father’s once bright and shining eyes had dulled, and he began to move as if something were chasing him. At the same time, the atmosphere in the Demon Realm began to change, like a pure white canvas being stained with black ink.
The residents of the Demon Realm, who had once only quarreled, began to take each other’s lives and taste blood as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As the cruelty spread like a plague, she immediately sought out her father, but he only brushed her off, saying he was too busy.
‘How foolish… I thought everything would be alright.’
Her father had always been wise, overcoming every obstacle in his path. She believed everything would work out, so she focused on doing her best in her own role.
What she received in return was the absurd report that ‘The Four Heavenly Kings killed the Hero and died.’ Worse, it was said that they had killed the Hero under the Demon King’s command. She immediately sought out her father and… uncovered a horrifying secret.
"The fight between the Demon King… and the Hero, the war between the Demon Realm… and the human world, is nothing but a terrible cycle! I… I thought I had escaped that cycle, cough, cough… but no, I was wrong. Not at all—"
She stared intently at the memory she had replayed in her mind countless times.
‘A terrible cycle… It was nothing but repetition—’
In the dark room, she had pondered her father’s words over and over, trying to deduce their meaning. With so little information, there was only so much she could figure out.
‘The fight between the Hero and the Demon King might have been… an artificial play created by someone.’
Who could have created such a cruel cycle, trapping the Hero and the Demon King?
Though the question remained unsolved, after her father’s death, she became the puppet of the Outsider and was unable to investigate further. In the end, she died without ever discovering the truth.
‘I don’t want to face the memories that come next.’
Elensia bit her lip, unable to take another step forward. The memories that followed were nothing but a series of horrors. At that moment, a conversation she didn’t remember hearing echoed in her mind.
"The god…! It’s all just a play created by the God of the Sun, cough, cough… to increase divine power… The Hero… and the people of the Demon Realm… cough, cough… in an endless, never-ending war…"
"…!"
The God of Dark Fantasy had staged a cruel play between the Hero and the Demon King, all to increase divine power and expand influence.
The violent nature of the Demon Realm’s residents, the way their cruelty intensified when summoned to the middle world—it was all because they had been ‘designed’ for that purpose.
Her father’s eyes had changed the moment he realized this truth. He stopped preparing for life in the middle world and instead struggled desperately to escape his fate.
He wasn’t the only one. She found records of many Demon Kings who had died at the hands of Heroes, all of them struggling to break free from the cycle.
Her father had used every bit of information he could find to finally drag the god down and escape his fate.
Or so he believed.
When the weakened god fled the world, Outsiders, hungry for the vacant throne, invaded. The most powerful among them sought out her father, who had overthrown the god from the divine seat.
The beings who coveted the divine seat would never leave the one who pulled the god down in peace.
Thus, her father was devoured by a starving Outsider, his soul unable to find its way to the afterlife. He had tried to warn her of this cruel reality and urged her to escape her fate, but the Outsider, who had decided to use her as a puppet, tampered with her memory, blurring it.
The Outsider had intended to erase the memory entirely, but her father had used all his remaining strength before his death to carve it into her mind. As a result, the Outsider could only blur it, not erase it completely.
With the Outsider’s death at Lian’s hands, the hidden memory resurfaced.
"Ah… Ah…"
Confronted with the truth far too late, she could only let out a foolish sound as if she had lost her mind. After some time passed, her pale, blank mind was forcibly calmed.
‘A life review… Yes, this is a life review.’
The shockingly fast calmness robbed her of any sense of reality.
‘Whatever I’ve realized… it’s all over now.’
There was nothing more she could do. Apologizing at her father’s grave, shedding tears and falling into despair—all of that was the right of the living.
"…Lian…"
Though she had seemingly cast away all desires and cravings, Lian’s name slipped out of her lips with a pitiful tone.
‘I want to see him, right now… right this moment.’
Nothing was okay, and yet everything felt fine. The white space’s mysterious power forcibly stabilized her. Unable to express her feelings in words, she began to search for him, like a child calling for its mother.
Her once frozen steps began to move forward again. The memories of being a puppet to the Outsider dirtied her mind. The more they did, the more desperate her voice became.
"Lian… Lian…!"
With a heart full of longing, she called out to him as she moved forward.
"…!"
Like a ray of light piercing through the darkness, memories of Lian seeped into her mind.
It was like holding a piece of candy in her mouth after swallowing bitter medicine—a faint sweetness that clouded her thoughts. A blissful thrill and a gentle sense of peace wrapped around her.
She began to walk slowly. Sometimes, she lingered on a single memory, standing frozen like a statue for what seemed like an eternity.
The happiest memories before her death bloomed like radiant flowers, coloring her world. With a dazed expression, she reached out to touch the frames. But it was as if she were grasping at air—there was no warmth, no sensation.
"…"
At that moment, Elensia realized something.
At the end of the sweet joy, there was nothing but endless despair.
End of Chapter
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***
"You're too much!"
"I'll save you."
The voice that made her realize love and decide on death echoed endlessly in her ears.
Was it because she had already died?
She could now easily express the feelings she had always suppressed.
'I wanted to do more... I wanted to experience so much with you. I wanted to see, talk, and learn everything you hated and loved.'
Maybe it was affection born out of a desire to escape a horrifying situation. Perhaps it wasn't even the kind of love one shares with a lover.
'I wanted to confirm it.'
Was it truly love? Or was it just a misunderstanding?
She wanted to find the answer to those questions, the ones people ask when they first realize they are in love, together with him.
...She didn't want to die.
"Ugh..."
Overwhelmed by emotion, she collapsed on the spot. Though she no longer had a body, and couldn't properly feel anything, a nauseating sensation boiled up from her chest, suffocating her.
As she dry-heaved, thinking she might vomit, she noticed something falling to the ground.
"Ah..."
When she touched her cheek, she felt something wet. It was a sensation and warmth that hadn't been there just moments ago, as if she had just broken out of a shell.
Her tears were lukewarm, and her body was cold.
Without a word, she wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her head. More than questioning the sudden warmth and sensation, she felt relieved that she could finally let her forcibly 'stabilized' emotions flow freely.
The despair and sorrow she had suppressed poured out.
Unlike in reality, no matter how much she cried, her eyes didn't swell, and she didn't run out of breath. Because of that, her tears flowed endlessly.
After crying for what seemed like an eternity, she realized that something was forcibly stabilizing her emotions. At the same time, she understood that this place was where she would let go of her last lingering attachments before death.
In this unknown space, where there was no today or tomorrow, she had raged and grieved, only to eventually accept everything. The realization left her feeling empty, and the sticky despair once again choked her.
Time here, where not even a sliver of hope existed, felt like purgatory to her. Yet, she continued to yearn for life, for love, and for Lian.
"Haa...ah?"
As she mindlessly let time pass, it suddenly felt as if cold water had been poured over her, snapping her out of her daze.
"Why... am I... warm?"
It wasn't as warm as her original body temperature, but there was definitely more warmth than before. Without realizing it, she grabbed her neck and held her breath.
Maybe, just maybe...
The hope that she might feel even the faintest pulse was soon shattered. There was no pulse, and she couldn't even sense the magic she used to breathe.
Just as hope was about to turn into despair again—
"...!"
Her shoulders trembled as if she'd been electrocuted, and she gasped for breath.
"Lian...?"
Her dulled senses slowly expanded, and suddenly, she could feel him. His soul was so close, so vivid, it was undeniable.
Elensia immediately stood up and moved towards the place where she felt Lian.
'Over there.'
Beyond the white wall, where her memories hung like exhibits, she could feel Lian's soul clearly. With a determined expression, she took a deep breath.
'If I leave this place... I might wander until my soul wears away and disappears.'
Straying from the path of a predetermined death was akin to giving up a peaceful end.
Her fists clenched, her nails digging into her palms.
'Even so... I will go to him.'
A fierce love burned deeply in her eyes.
Boom!
With no hesitation, her clenched fist struck the wall. A powerful reverberation spread out.
Boom, boom! Boom, crash!
Once wasn't enough, so she struck again, and again, until the wall began to crack.
Crack, creak!
Like an old building crumbling under pressure, the wall couldn't withstand the force any longer.
Rumble!
A part of the wall collapsed. Beyond the fallen wall was a pitch-black space where the floor, ceiling, and walls were indistinguishable.
Elensia immediately leapt over the collapsed wall and threw herself into the dark space.
Thud.
Fortunately, the floor of the black space was at the same height as the white room.
'Is this... the place?'
It was as if she were trapped in darkness without a single ray of light, and yet, her own body was clearly visible, as if under the bright sun. She was momentarily bewildered by the strangeness, but quickly snapped out of it when she felt Lian's soul moving farther away.
"Lian!"
***
At that very moment, while Elensia was desperately searching for Lian, he was wandering through an endless space, repeatedly wiping his face.
'How am I supposed to face them now? Ugh...'
When Lian's body ascended to the true 'godhood,' the part of him that was his essence, his 'soul,' was ejected and thrown into this pitch-black space where he couldn't see an inch ahead.
Unaware of what had happened, Lian had lost consciousness after his wrist was grabbed by his own lifeless body. When he woke up, he found himself in this strange, eerie place, utterly confused.
As soon as the question "Where am I?" crossed his mind, memories began flooding his head.
Memories of his childhood, when he fell in love for the first time under Noah's care.
Memories of his school days, when he grew dreams of 'family' while relying on Jess.
Memories of his university days, when he became lovers with Iris and dreamed of a future together, spending sweet moments with her.
As these non-existent memories imprinted themselves in his mind like a sweet dream, his face flushed as if it were about to explode.
It took him a long time to calm down, and after he did, he began walking aimlessly through the darkness where up, down, forward, and backward were all indistinguishable.
At first, he hurried, worried about the others, but at some point, he fell into deep thought and walked as if he were on a leisurely stroll. His mind was that cluttered.
Unable to distinguish which memories were real, he carefully sorted through them as he walked. For some reason, he didn't feel tired, and his feet didn't hurt, so by the time he snapped out of his thoughts, it felt like a considerable amount of time had passed.
'Maybe not even an hour has passed... haha.'
There was no sunrise or sunset, and the surrounding scenery never changed, so the passage of time was just Lian's personal impression.
Walking through this endless path, a primal fear surged within him, but he quickly brushed it off. He knew that fear would be of no help in his current situation.
Besides, he had been through far worse experiences, so it wasn't difficult for him to shake off the fear.
Lian resumed walking, lost in thought.
His memories, starting from his previous life, gradually led him to the day he woke up in the dark fantasy world.
'Back then, I was really living without a care in the world.'
Looking back at his life, which could only be described as 'somehow getting by,' he realized anew just how powerful the gag authority was.
The memories that surfaced slowly played the role of a revolving lantern. They allowed him to reflect on his life, realize things he hadn't noticed before, and repent for his mistakes.
Having lived in such a chaotic world, Lian's sense of 'guilt' was rather loose. Because of that, his expression flickered with nostalgia, like an old man flipping through a photo album.
'Iris was so cute when she was little. I thought she'd grow up to be beautiful, but... I never imagined she'd become that stunning.'
'Ugh... Even thinking about it now, it was overwhelming. I never would have guessed that Noah was a girl. And her drinking habits...'
'I thought Jess would just stay cute, even as she grew up. Well, she's a beastkin, so... estrus... or pheromones... it's not that strange.'
The further back his memories went, the more intense they became, and his relaxed expression turned into that of a child caught doing something naughty.
Blushing furiously, Lian darted his eyes around before shaking his head and trying to think of someone else.
He recalled the children and executives from Nest, the knights of the Duke's family, and Iris's mother, the Duchess.
As he remembered the people he had connections with, one by one, his emotions and thoughts became increasingly clear.
"Ah..."
Things that had been invisible were now coming into focus.
'Oh my god...'
Lian stopped walking for a moment and covered his face with both hands.
'No matter how you look at it... this is... ha...'
Embarrassment, shame, and guilt weighed down his steps, making it hard to move forward.
'I kind of knew, and I expected it, but—'
Lian wiped his face repeatedly, and before he knew it, he was shouting.
"You're too much!"
Noah, Jess, Iris— and even the Demon King, Elensia, who had shown him endless affection.
Lian finally realized that he was in love with not one, but four women at the same time.
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***
"Look at me."
'Is this... is this right?'
Lian knew that this wasn’t the first time he had struggled with such thoughts.
In the past, he had felt guilty for harboring romantic feelings for both Jess and Noah at the same time. And as Iris, now a woman, approached him without hesitation, he had hurriedly cut off any emotions that arose.
But those were only fleeting moments of confusion.
The constant barrage of urgent events left him with little time to deeply contemplate, and by the time he gained proper awareness, it was already too late.
'Yeah... I know. I know I grew up without love! I know I'm obsessed with it! But...! This, this isn’t right!'
Is it because he grew up without love that he tries to swallow up any affection that comes his way?
Could he really say that the affection shared among the Nest members, who cared for each other like family, wasn’t love?
Of course, one could argue that it wasn’t romantic love.
'There were people who confessed to me, too!'
If his obsession with affection and love had been that strong, he should have accepted every woman who confessed to him, their eyes brimming with affection.
Of course, Lian had always thought that the people confessing to him were just joking... but even if their feelings were genuine, he doubted he would have felt the same way he did about the four people currently in his heart.
Utter chaos.
Lian’s mind was in such a state that the word "chaos" was the only way to describe it. He groaned as he walked, eventually collapsing to the ground, running his hands over his face and letting out a deep sigh.
'Could it be that I’m just someone who falls in love with anyone as long as they’re pretty...?'
Just as Lian was digging himself into a mental hole, Elensia found him.
The moment she saw Lian, with his white hair standing out like the only light in a pitch-black world, her mind went blank with excitement, and she couldn’t control her body.
Like a puppy meeting its owner—no, even more eagerly—she rushed toward Lian.
"Lian!"
"Huh? Ugh!"
Lian tumbled to the ground from the sudden impact. Despite the scream that escaped his lips, there was no pain, and he quickly regained his senses.
"Huh? M-Ma... Demon King? Elensia?"
"That’s right!"
Elensia, who had always exuded an overwhelming charisma, was now smiling brightly as she hugged Lian. Startled, Lian flailed his arms, his face turning as red as a tomato.
So many things were touching him that his face felt like it was going to explode. Perhaps because he had only recently become aware of his feelings, all his senses were focused on the warmth of their contact.
It was only after some time had passed, and Elensia had calmed down and created some distance between them, that Lian could finally gather his thoughts and speak.
The only information Lian could extract from Elensia was, "I don’t know where this place is either."
She couldn’t possibly tell him that she had broken through a wall while watching her life flash before her eyes after dying, so she had no choice but to feign ignorance. As her thoughts reached that point, Elensia’s expression faltered.
'Could it be... Lian is dead, too...?'
She quickly cut off that train of thought. The mere idea was too despairing—and yet, a part of her felt a strange sense of hope, causing her to clench her fists tightly without realizing it.
She hated herself for even briefly feeling relieved at the thought of going to the afterlife with him.
"I..."
While Elensia was drowning in guilt, Lian briefly explained what had happened to him after they parted ways.
As Lian recounted how he and Jess had taken refuge in a cave, his eyes darting around and his cheeks flushing, Elensia quickly shook off her guilt. Instead, she narrowed her eyes, sinking into a sticky jealousy.
When Lian began describing the camp where the beastmen had gathered, the memory of the 'heat incident' flashed through his mind, causing his face to turn even redder than before. Elensia silently scooted closer to him.
'I don’t know if this is love... but at least I know this feeling isn’t ordinary.'
If she could, she’d lock him up in a tower with no windows, where only she could see him. The impulse to do so surged within her as she stared intently at Lian’s face.
'...If only he were a little less cute, I would’ve locked him up already.'
Seeing him awkwardly shift his gaze, his face flushed, her burning emotions cooled down a bit. It was so absurd that she couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.
'Was I always this weak to a pretty face?'
No, that wasn’t it. She had lived in the Demon King's castle, surrounded by countless handsome faces, but she had never once felt anything for them.
Just as she had no interest in whether an ant passing by was male or female, she hadn’t cared about the gender of anyone working in the castle. If she hadn’t met Lian, she might have mistaken herself for asexual.
It was just that she had a weakness for ‘Lian.’ Even if he had been a slime without proper facial features, she would have reacted the same way.
'...There’s no need to worry about this.'
The fact that she had ever doubted whether her feelings were love now seemed ridiculous. While Elensia was reaffirming her emotions, Lian’s explanation was coming to an end.
"When I came to my senses, I was in this endless darkness."
Lian looked at the Demon King, as if asking, "How did you end up here?"
She loved the way his gaze focused solely on her, so instead of answering, she stared deeply into his eyes.
After about three seconds of silence, Lian’s ears turned red, and he averted his gaze.
The Demon King’s beauty was still so overwhelming that it was hard to look at her for too long. His heart pounded wildly, and he felt like crying inside.
Then, a pale hand reached out and gently turned his chin. His eyes met hers, those red orbs glowing seductively.
"When we talk... you should look at me."
Despite the softness of her voice, the look in her eyes and the tone of her words were more of a command, and Lian, as if entranced, responded automatically.
"Y-Yes..."
She smiled seductively, her eyes curving as she softly stroked his chin.
"Good, that’s right."
Her voice, as if praising a well-behaved puppy, sent chills down his spine, and his lips parted slightly.
'Wow... so this is what it feels like to be mesmerized.'
Lian thought that if he had woken up in the Demon King’s castle instead of the prison where Noah and Jess were, he might have been so enchanted by her that he would have handed her the world. That was how powerful her allure was.
A sense of danger buzzed in his head, as if he might be swallowed whole if he let his guard down even a little. It was a similar feeling to what he experienced around Jess, but different.
If Jess felt like a predator biting down on its prey, Elensia was like a snake coiling around its prey, slowly suffocating it before devouring it.
The end result was the same—being consumed—but Elensia’s way was far more terrifying.
Only after she withdrew her hand did Lian manage to regain his composure, clutching his chest as if to calm his racing heart. Watching him, Elensia narrowed her eyes.
'Thinking about someone else while I’m right in front of you...'
Countless cruel thoughts filled her mind, enough to make her think, 'As expected of the Demon King!' But they quickly dissipated. After all, she was dead and had no way to act on them.
Unbeknownst to Lian, he had already been imprisoned by her more than 30 times in her mind. If he knew, he would have been so creeped out that he would have kept at least a three-meter distance from her, but there was no way for him to know.
Elensia’s eyes gleamed as she wondered how she could swallow Lian whole. The contrast between her current appearance and the tearful one from before was stark.
Of course, it was only natural.
The shy, hesitant feelings of wanting to approach one’s first love carefully were a luxury she could only afford while she was alive.
From the moment she escaped the path of certain death, it wouldn’t have been strange if she disappeared at any time. Every second was more precious to her than anything else, and she had no time to play coy.
She didn’t hide her honest impulses, hoping that even a trace of her presence, a memory of her, would remain with Lian.
Of course, that didn’t mean she planned to cross any lines.
'Not that I don’t have those thoughts...'
Whether Lian would agree or not, whether it was possible or not—those trivial details didn’t matter right now. What was important wasn’t her desires or lingering regrets.
'I need to save Lian.'
Unlike her, he wasn’t dead. He didn’t belong in this place so close to death.
Her base desire to keep him with her surged, but her wish to return him to a peaceful life was stronger.
'Even if I have to pay with my soul... I’ll save him.'
As she steeled herself for the possibility of her own annihilation, a sharp sensation shot through her body.
"...!"
End of Chapter
Chapter 222
Chapter 222
***
Anyway, it was Lian's fault.
Elensia remembered this sensation. It was the power she had felt the moment Lian looked into her and 'understood' her. Instinctively, she turned to look at him.
Although she could feel a faint energy from him, the intense sensation was coming from somewhere else.
'Where is this energy coming from... Could it be?'
If Lian was in a spiritual state, like when he had stayed by her side in the past, the strong signal could be coming from Lian’s physical body.
In this endless space, the only thing she could rely on was this signal, so she quickly stood up and looked in the direction where the energy was most intense.
"Eh... Elensia?"
Lian looked up at her with a thoroughly confused expression. She smiled softly and turned back to him. Her white hand extended toward him.
"Let's go."
"...! You figured out a way to get out of here?"
Lian grabbed her hand and quickly stood up. She intertwined her fingers with his and smiled. The sensation of their fingers lacing together made Lian's face flush red with joy.
And so, the two of them began to walk through the darkness.
***
It was impossible to tell where they had started or where they were headed, but the two continued walking through the darkness.
One might expect to see a glimmer of light somewhere, but there was nothing. Even the wall that Elensia had shattered was gone without a trace when they looked back, as if something existed but could not be perceived.
After walking for several minutes in the silent, empty space, Elensia slowed her pace and walked alongside Lian. When their eyes met, filled with curiosity, she couldn’t help but laugh.
In a relaxed tone, she spoke.
"Lian."
"Huh? What is it?"
"What do you like?"
"Me? Hmm..."
Lian was momentarily taken aback by the lighthearted question, which seemed so out of place given their surroundings. But he quickly gathered his thoughts and answered.
Reading books, listening to music, watching the sky, cooking, cleaning.
The things he liked were all simple activities he could enjoy alone.
"What's your favorite food?"
Before he could even finish answering, another question was tossed his way. It was another casual question.
But it was far more enjoyable than just walking in silence through the darkness, so Lian smiled as he continued to answer. At some point, he even began to ask questions in return.
What do you like, and what do you dislike? What was the most fun thing you've ever done? A ridiculous childhood dream (Elensia once wanted to become a chandelier, apparently). Embarrassing moments from the past, shared memories.
With each step they took, they learned more about each other.
It was fun and comfortable. Both of them had the same thought at the same time.
'...I want to stay with you a little longer.'
'I should introduce you to the others.'
Though they shared the same thought, their subsequent thoughts diverged. Elensia felt a growing greed, like shackles around her ankles, making her steps heavier.
As she slowed down, Lian also reduced his pace. His silent consideration made her heart skip a beat.
'Lian must live.'
Her resolve, which she had thought was unwavering, began to waver like a blade of grass. She wanted him to live because she loved him, and because she loved him, she wanted to be with him.
'I want to live with Lian... just a little longer.'
Regret and despair washed over her again, for the umpteenth time. She found herself crumbling before the same despair over and over again.
'I should be used to it by now.'
She gripped his hand tightly, forcing herself to gather strength and move forward. Lian, with a bewildered expression, simply matched her pace.
His kind consideration only fueled her desire to stay with him—and reinforced her determination that she had to save him. Lian's affectionate gaze both saved her and pulled her into the abyss.
As her thoughts reached that point, a surge of frustration welled up inside her. Her steady steps suddenly came to a halt. Lian stopped as well.
In his calm eyes was a flicker of trust, as if saying, 'I don't know what's going on, but Elensia must have a plan.' That look made her frown even more.
She was in so much pain, yet he was making such an adorable, innocent face, like a young animal. It irritated her. At the same time, the fact that his cute expression was calming her down also irritated her.
"Lian, come closer for a moment."
"Huh? Why?"
She beckoned him to lower his head with a small wave of her finger. Like a clueless puppy, he didn’t sense the danger and obediently leaned in.
As the prey approached on its own, the predator’s eyes gleamed.
The hand that had been beckoning him suddenly grabbed his chin, and her thumb slipped between his lips. His mouth was forced open, and her jewel-like eyes were now right in front of him.
"Hmm, ah...!"
Even though their lips were touching, his mouth was forced open, and a moan escaped. The suddenness of it all left Lian unable to comprehend what was happening. For several seconds, he couldn't understand the meaning of the breath invading his mouth and the hot flesh pressing against him.
His mind, which had momentarily gone blank, snapped back to reality thanks to the wet, sticky sound that filled his head. The unfamiliar, slimy noise flooded his mind, and the hot tongue persistently licked the inside of his mouth.
Lian had once seen Elensia being used by the Outsider, helplessly shedding tears, and had felt guilty for holding prejudices against the 'Demon King.'
He had thought Elensia was just a kind-hearted beauty forced into the role of the Demon King!
But that notion crumbled in the face of her aggressive kiss. It was as if she was claiming his mouth as her own, licking and teasing it without mercy. Lian’s tongue, which had been trembling like a frightened maiden, was pulled out and lightly bitten by her sharp fangs.
Startled, Lian flinched and tried to pull back, but the hand that had been gripping his chin had already moved to the back of his neck, holding him firmly in place. He couldn’t escape. And with her other hand still interlaced with his, he was completely immobilized.
His mouth stung, and for a moment, he wondered if his lips or tongue had been torn off. Only when she finally pulled away did he realize they were still intact.
"Huff...!"
Even though he wasn’t out of breath, Lian reflexively gasped for air and collapsed to the ground. As he panted, he looked up at Elensia without realizing it.
She was licking her flushed lips, savoring the taste. Her half-closed eyes still held a deep hunger as she looked down at him with raw desire.
She was indeed the Demon King. Her cruel, greedy gaze made him feel like he would be swallowed whole. Lian raised his free hand to cover his face and lowered his head, overwhelmed by the heat coursing through his body. His entire body tingled, and his face burned. Even his ears felt hot, which meant his face must have turned bright red.
"Wh-why did you... suddenly... do that...?"
His lips, swollen from the biting and sucking, trembled as he spoke. The vivid memory of what had just happened made his voice falter.
'What do I do? What should I do?'
Lian's mind was in complete disarray. Normally, he would have been angry in such a situation. After all, she wasn’t his lover, and she hadn’t asked for his consent before kissing him.
Moreover, her kiss had been far too... intense. Their lips were the only things that had touched, yet it felt as though his entire body had been toyed with.
This wasn’t something that could be brushed off lightly, like when Noah had drunkenly kissed him by mistake. Lian knew this well, but... he couldn’t bring himself to be angry.
No, to be honest, he felt more thrilled than upset.
'I should be mad... but all I can think about is wanting to do it again!'
Lian groaned internally, realizing that the dilemma he'd momentarily forgotten because of Elensia had resurfaced.
'I didn't know I could fall in love so easily...'
Lian had fallen in love with four women at the same time, but he wasn’t the type to fall for just anyone. If that were the case, he would have fallen for all the Nest executives who treated him like family.
His infatuation with the Demon King had many causes—her unreserved physical affection, her consideration and respect, her tragic backstory that stirred his protective instincts—but the biggest factor was her 'power.'
Her Power of Adaptation allowed her to observe and 'understand' everything around her. When he realized that all the affection she had shown him was genuine, it was inevitable that he would fall in love with her.
As he stared at the pitch-black ground, reflecting on his feelings, a memory of his past foolishness flashed through his mind.
'I should have realized it back then...!'
Defeating the final boss was supposed to be the role of the 'Hero Iris.' That was the thought Lian had always held firmly.
But for him to have said something like, "I'll definitely come back and save you from this place, Elensia," was unthinkable unless there had been a special reason.
Only now did he realize that the words that had slipped out of his mouth had been the words of a man in love, wanting to personally save the woman he cared for.
'Ah, ahh... seriously... ugh...!'
The fact that it had taken him this long to realize it embarrassed him. At the same time, the lingering sensations from earlier exploded in his mind like fireworks, leaving him dizzy.
Unable to lift his head, he hung it low, revealing the reddened nape of his neck and ears through his white hair. In Elensia's mind, the scales of conscience began to tilt to one side.
It was all Lian's fault for being so cute and irresistible.
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A Scheduled Farewell
***
While Elensia was watching her prey, ready to swallow it whole, Lian was busy digging himself into a deeper hole.
‘I... I’m trash...’
His thoughts, tangled and chaotic, headed straight for a dark, depressing pit. To Lian, who had lived in a world where monogamy was the norm, his tendency to fall easily for different women made him feel like absolute garbage.
If any of those women had fallen for a man who flitted from one woman to another, he would have torn him apart with his own hands. But since he couldn’t tear himself apart, the only answer seemed to be distancing himself voluntarily. That thought spread through him like a slow, creeping sadness.
As Lian continued to dig himself deeper into his mental pit, a snake that hadn’t yet had its fill slithered up to him and quickly bit down on its prey.
“Huh...?”
His chin and cheeks were firmly gripped, forcing his face upward to meet a pair of gleaming red eyes.
If there had been even a hint of the negative emotion from the earlier kiss in Lian’s eyes, maybe the broken brakes would have been fixed, even just a little. But unfortunately, his eyes only reflected confusion and a faint sense of expectation.
The prey, sitting there dumbfounded and innocent, as if inviting another bite, didn’t run away. And so, their lips were swallowed once again.
***
What would happen if the world were to end in three months?
What if you knew you were going to die tomorrow?
These are questions that everyone has heard at least once, and questions they’ve likely pondered.
If you knew how much time you had left, what would you do? Would you cling to your conscience, love, or pleasure? Most people, in such a situation, would do things they hadn’t done before.
Elensia’s relentless pursuit of Lian, like a bicycle speeding downhill with broken brakes, was for the same reason. She no longer had a “tomorrow,” so she allowed herself to be honest about her desires.
If Lian had pushed her away, she wouldn’t have forced herself on him any further. In fact, she might have wanted him to reject her outright, to feel hatred, so that she could finally let go of all her lingering feelings.
But what she got in return was a gaze filled with subtle anticipation and increasingly skilled kisses as he slowly became accustomed to her.
“Lian.”
“Uh, uh, what, what?”
“One more time.”
“...!”
She no longer hesitated and expressed her desires plainly. Lian, blushing, didn’t reject her kiss.
It was only after seeing that his son wasn’t responding that Lian realized he was in a spiritual state. Elensia, who had said she’d be satisfied with just a kiss, clicked her tongue in disappointment at the realization.
Lian shuddered with a strange sense of dread.
The two of them walked and kissed, walked and kissed... If anyone had seen them, they would have thrown stones, calling it a disgusting display.
Having just confirmed each other’s feelings, the fire between them showed no signs of dying down. If they had been in their physical bodies, they would have stopped when their lips became sore, but in their spiritual forms, their energy would quickly recover after a short rest.
Elensia felt a mix of emotions—displeased that Lian’s lips, which swelled up, would quickly return to normal, but also pleased that she could kiss him again.
Even though everything had noticeably slowed down, she could feel the energy drawing closer at a rapid pace. She wondered if the chaotic nature of this place was mixing everything together. With that thought, she quickened her pace.
‘If I stay with him any longer, I might not be able to let him go.’
The more he accepted her affection, the greedier she became. If she wanted to save Lian, she had to act quickly, before she was consumed by her own desires.
The energy that had once felt so distant now felt larger and stronger. As the end approached, a wave of anxiety swept over her.
‘Is following this energy the right thing to do? What if... what if it's a trap? What if it’s not Lian’s energy, but another Outsider’s?’
She knew there was nothing else she could do but follow the familiar energy, but the anxiety wouldn’t leave her.
Grip.
“...!”
As if sensing her unease through their clasped hands, Lian tightened his grip. The firm pressure brought Elensia back to her senses. In his gaze, she saw deep affection.
‘...Right, if something were to happen, I’ll protect him. I’ve already prepared myself for annihilation.’
Shaking off her anxiety, she was about to resume walking when Lian lowered his head toward her.
Meeting his gaze, she naturally assumed he was going to kiss her again.
Though momentarily flustered, Elensia didn’t refuse the prey that was willingly walking into her mouth.
Their breaths overlapped.
***
After walking for quite some time, they arrived at a strange place. It was as though a line had been drawn, separating a pure white space from a pitch-black one.
Just one step forward, and they would leave the dark space and enter the blindingly white one.
Lian and Elensia stood at the boundary, staring at the white space. While checking the surroundings for any traps, monsters, or Outsiders, Lian’s eyes widened as he pointed at something.
“Huh? Over there...!”
“...!”
In the middle of the white space stood a door that radiated a sacred aura. It was so white that it blended with the surroundings, making it hard to notice unless you looked closely.
‘That’s it!’
Elensia recognized that Lian’s energy was emanating from that door.
‘If we open that door, we can return to reality.’
Having walked the path to the afterlife before, she instinctively knew what the door’s purpose was.
Lian... He’s alive. Unlike me, he didn’t die!
A dizzying sense of joy spread through her body like wildfire. She was about to step forward when—
Thud!
“...?!”
It was as if there was an invisible barrier between the two spaces, and her body was thrown back.
“Elensia...?”
“...!”
Elensia quickly looked toward Lian. He had already crossed into the white space and was staring at her in confusion.
“Ah...”
In that moment, she realized. This was as far as she could go. The dead could not cross any further.
Elensia let out a faint sigh and looked at Lian’s hand, which hadn’t yet crossed fully into the white space.
Without a second thought, she let go of his hand. The fear that she wouldn’t be able to release him when the time came now felt utterly unfounded.
“Elensia? What’s wrong? Hurry and come over here!”
Thud!
Lian, panicked, tried to cross back into the dark space to grab her, but it was as if an invisible wall was blocking his way. He pressed his hands against the unseen barrier, his face filled with confusion.
“What’s going on... Elensia! Come over here!”
Feeling an ominous chill run down his spine, Lian called out to her urgently. Elensia bit her lip and placed her hand on top of his, mirroring his gesture on the transparent wall.
“I can’t go.”
“What? But...”
“Lian, the truth is... I’m already dead.”
“...?!”
Lian froze at her unexpected words. Elensia gazed at his face, as if trying to etch it into her memory, and continued speaking slowly.
She calmly explained what had happened after he left, the choices she had made, and the consequences of those choices. She had been wandering aimlessly until she heard his voice and followed it here.
As her story neared its end, Lian’s face contorted in agony. To face the death of someone precious to him, without any divine power or godly vessel to shield him, was too cruel for Lian to bear.
“No, I don’t want this. Let’s go together.”
“We can’t. Lian, you... you’re still alive.”
“No, I’ve died before. I’ve died and come back to life. Yeah, that’s it. We can ask the god of the world I lived in. I’m sure they’ll bring you back. They’ll probably ask for something in return, but... I’m sure we can make it happen!”
Lian’s voice trembled as he shouted, trying desperately to hold her hand, but the invisible barrier stopped him. His fingers only pressed harder against the wall.
“I’ll figure something out, so just—!”
“Thank you for saying that.”
“What...?”
The more desperate Lian’s voice became, the calmer Elensia felt. She had thought that at the end of this road, she would be facing despair alone... but she wasn’t. The despair she felt was mirrored in him.
Lian, who loved her.
That fact alone gave her the strength to let him go. Elensia stepped closer to the transparent wall, where Lian’s face was pressed, and leaned in.
Smooch.
Her lips, though they couldn’t touch, made a faint sound as they parted. She took a step back, a gentle smile spreading across her face.
“I love you, Lian. And thank you for loving me. I’ll go ahead and wait for you. You... see and experience a lot, and come as late as possible.”
It wasn’t an eternal farewell, just a temporary one.
That’s what she was saying, but the tears welling in her eyes betrayed her true feelings.
End of Chapter
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What Do You Want Me to Do?
***
If Elensia were to leave now, and Lian, drenched in despair and resignation, walked through the white door, it would be the end of a story, like a scene from a novel. However, Lian was neither as mature as a novel’s protagonist, nor was every moment anything but a miserable reality.
"No, no... No!"
Beeeep...
Even in his spiritual state, a ringing echoed in his ears. His vision blurred, and his mind spun. His rough breathing buzzed around his ears.
A soul starved of love for so long was unfamiliar with affection, making it shy. Yet, at the same time, it was greedy.
"I won’t let it be taken away..."
Lian had no intention of yielding even a single drop of love to anyone. Not even to death.
"Elensia... is mine."
The thick obsession spilled out unconsciously. His eyes, which had lost focus, suddenly gleamed.
Clang! Bang!
The firmly closed white door swung open violently, and a blinding light shot toward Lian. The power that had been suppressed by Noah, Jess, and Iris responded to its master’s call, shining fiercely as it embedded itself into his soul.
Crrrk.
As Lian clenched his fingers, a transparent wall shimmered, beginning to take form. It writhed and thrashed, like a bug struggling before its last breath.
Elensia, with a dazed expression, watched something begin to crumble and ripple before her. Being so close to death, she instinctively realized what was happening.
'The boundary between life and death... being broken by hand...?'
What Lian was breaking was none other than the wall dividing the worlds of life and death. Her mind screamed that something terrible would happen if that wall collapsed. Yet, she couldn’t stop him.
How could she stop the man she loved, who was now desperate to save her?
She couldn’t. Even if the world were to collapse.
Unlike Elensia, who could only vaguely guess that something terrifying was about to happen, Lian, having regained the power of authority, knew exactly what would occur if the wall broke.
The world of the living and the world of the dead would merge, creating an overwhelming chaos.
'So what?'
Lian had already lived in a world far more chaotic than that. Compared to the world of gags, the merging of the living and the dead was hardly madness at all.
Crack, crack!
Even with the absence of a god, the basic "Will of the World" gathered its power to stop Lian. Sensing the incoming force, Lian tore at the boundary with one hand, while raising the other to fend off the approaching attack.
Rumble...
For a moment, the space trembled as if something catastrophic was about to happen, but soon it quieted down. For reasons unknown, the Will of the World decided to leave Lian alone.
It didn’t seem like it was thinking, "Let's see how far this ruined world goes..." but as long as it didn’t interfere, Lian had no intention of provoking it either.
With no interference, the collapse of the boundary was only a matter of time.
Crack, rumble!
With a deafening roar, like a meteor crashing to the ground, the boundary shattered. Or rather, a massive hole had been punched through it.
"Elensia."
"Ah..."
"Let’s go!"
Just like when Elensia had once extended her hand to him in the dark void, now it was Lian who reached out to her. She bit her lip and clenched her fist tightly.
Could someone like her, who had already died, live again? Could someone who had failed to stop the Outsider in the end... be worthy of life?
Having humbly accepted death, she found it difficult to move forward, even when faced with her only hope. Seeing her hesitation, Lian grabbed her hand and pulled her.
"...!"
One step, two steps. Before she knew it, she had entered the pure white world. Lian was looking at her with a charming smile. At that moment, she knew. She would never be able to forget this moment for the rest of her life.
"Let’s go together, Elensia!"
"...Yes."
All the reasons that had held her back crumbled away in the face of that smile. What could she do? When the one she loved was holding her hand and asking her to come along, she had no choice but to follow.
***
"Huh?"
"Hmm?"
As they passed through the door overflowing with white light, Lian squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, he found himself cradled in the arms of the Gag God. And he was wearing a bib.
"What... What the heck?! Why am I dressed like this?!"
The Gag God had made Lian wear clothes that looked like they were meant for a baby just learning to babble, only enlarged to fit his body. She even held a giant pacifier, seemingly ready to pop it into his mouth.
"It’s you again, isn’t it?!"
"Huh? Huhuhu?"
Furious and embarrassed, Lian grabbed her by the collar and shook her. She let out a dumbfounded sound, swaying back and forth as he shook her.
"If you were going to recover with a time delay, you could’ve at least warned me! Ugh!"
Finally understanding the situation, she pouted, as if upset by the emotional turmoil she’d gone through. Lian, on the other hand, was so dumbfounded that he tried to slap his forehead, only to see the baby mittens covering his hands. He felt a wave of dizziness.
"Why do I look like this?! Do you even know how old I am?!"
"Hmmm, you’re zero years old, aren’t you? You just became a god, after all."
"W-What? Excuse me?"
Lian, who had been about to scold the Gag God, bit his tongue at her mention of "zero years old" and "god." The Gag God, grinning from ear to ear, reached out and pulled down the halo floating above Lian’s head.
There was a strong resistance, as if it wanted to return to its place, but to her, it felt no more significant than an ant’s struggle.
"Look, you even have this~ And wings on your back, too~."
"Wings? What wings... Ah! What is this?!"
Startled by her absurd words, Lian glanced behind him and was shocked to see three pairs of pure white wings. They reacted to his intense emotions, spreading wide.
Perhaps because he had thoroughly consumed the Outsider, the wings were enormous and dazzling. The soft scattering of light particles was the very essence of divinity.
"What... Why...?"
Staring blankly at the wings attached to his back, Lian quickly turned his head to look at the Gag God.
"This is a prank, isn’t it?!"
"Huh? Have I played that many pranks on you?"
"Are you seriously asking me that?!"
As Lian, now even more agitated, tried to shake her again, she raised both hands in a gesture of surrender, stepping back.
"Alright, alright! I’ll show you real proof this time!"
"It’s not proof; it’s just another prank! Get rid of this ridiculous outfit and give me my clothes back!"
"Sigh... Fine, fine. I’ll help you out since I’m so nice."
With that, she snapped her fingers lightly. Lian’s baby clothes transformed into a dazzling white outfit adorned with golden decorations.
The outfit, which seemed to belong to another era, left his sides and back completely exposed, held together by strings tied around his waist. The lower half extended to mid-thigh, essentially making it a dress, with no pants underneath.
"Ugh! I said proper clothes, you wretched god!"
"Hey! That’s a Greek and Roman mythology style— Oh, alright! Stop shaking me!"
When she snapped her fingers again, the dress—no, the top—lengthened down to his ankles, and white pants appeared underneath. The perverted cosplay outfit had now transformed into something resembling a fantasy world priest’s attire.
'If I ask her to change it further, she might bring something even weirder. That damned god would definitely do that.'
As much as he wanted to ask her to cover his back, he knew she would just bring out something even more revealing and ridiculous. He quickly gave up.
'Next goal: these wings.'
The exposed back wouldn’t be a problem if he could just get rid of the wings. He could use the long fabric from the lower half to cover his back. Once the wings were gone, he would demand sewing tools as compensation for her prank, and the clothing issue would be solved.
"Tch."
As Lian stopped complaining, the Gag God clicked her tongue softly. A deep sense of regret washed over her face, as Lian had deftly avoided her trap. Just as expected.
"Whew... Now, about these annoying—"
Just as he was about to ask her to get rid of the wings, she pointed behind him and exclaimed, "Ah! Look at that!" in the most ridiculous acting ever.
In the Gag World, if someone says, "Ah! Look at that!" and you ignore it while shouting, "Don’t say weird things!" something strange would fly at you. But if you turned to look, they’d hit you in the back of the head while calling you an idiot.
There was only one way to survive! Turn your body halfway so you could see both directions!
Lian turned his body halfway with precision. It was the perfect angle to check both the front and back at the same time, but his expression quickly crumbled.
"Uh...?"
White wings fluttered before his eyes, scattering divine light. The problem was that the wings didn’t belong to him.
A black-haired angel, her long hair contrasting sharply with her pure white wings, stared at Lian with jewel-like red eyes.
"El... Elensia?"
End of Chapter
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Never leave a comment
***
Lian instinctively knew that Elensia had become an angel. As Lian was struck by an inexplicable certainty, the Gag God kindly began to explain the reason step by step.
"Wow, you learned ten things without being taught even one."
The Gag God clapped exaggeratedly, expressing admiration. Lian, with a blank face, belatedly opened his mouth.
"So -... you're saying I've become the god of this world?"
"Simply put, yes!"
The Dark Fantasy World God was weakened but 'existed.' As long as the god existed, the world could somehow continue to breathe. When Lian devoured such a god deliciously, the world began to collapse.
It was as if the world had started accelerating towards destruction. The will of the world, in its frantic effort to stop this, realized that the boundary between life and death was being destroyed by something and was startled into action.
Just as it was about to stop Lian in a panic, it realized that Lian was an existence with immense power and divine status, and immediately halted its attack.
Only a god could break the boundary between life and death. And only a god who created and nurtured the world could do so. Lian breaking the boundary was akin to destroying a part of the completed world.
At this point, Lian seemed no different from an evil god appearing to hasten the world's destruction, but fortunately, Lian had the purpose of wanting to save Elensia.
To save her, a new body would be needed, and Lian would instinctively 'create' her body.
Creating an angel and breaking the boundary between life and death, which only a god can erase? It was akin to shouting, 'I'll be the god here!'
The will of the world prayed for Lian to cross the gate of life with her and threw its last gamble, which succeeded!
Lian, with a face like a Korean who thought water was free abroad but later saw the bill with the water charge, spoke urgently.
"I can't even accept that I'm a god... do you expect me to easily believe I've become the god of the Dark Fantasy World?!"
"Oh my... after creating an angel, are you saying you'll abandon her now?"
She dramatically collapsed to her side, covering her mouth as if she were a tragic heroine. Lian felt another dizzying vertigo.
"Well, getting angry now won't change anything! Let's work hard to nurture the world! Go for it!"
"Go for it, what?!"
"Huh? You don't like it? If you don't want to, you don't have to do it."
"What?"
Saying nothing would change and now saying it doesn't have to be done left Lian momentarily at a loss for words. She shrugged her shoulders and said,
"You can pass it on to another god and return to your original world. Of course, you'd have to return the angel and never approach this world again!"
There was only one main god in a world. While smaller gods could exist beneath them, Lian's status was too high, allowing only the role of 'main god.'
'If not for that, I would have kidnapped... I mean, taken her back to my world. What a shame.'
The Gag God clicked her tongue inwardly and continued.
"So, are you going to give up on this world? Even if it might become a more terrible and cruel world? Even if you can never meet the person you love again?"
"Just... let me hit you once. Come here."
Becoming the god of the Dark Fantasy World and Elensia becoming an angel was understandable. Having experienced even more bizarre things in the Gag World, Lian didn't despair or become flustered over such matters.
'That mouth!'
What infuriated Lian was the Gag God's taunting mouth. At some point, she had donned cat ears and a fancy maid outfit and started meowing, "Meow? Meow?"
Lian really wanted to hit her just once.
Knowing he could never hit her, Lian swung his fist towards her head. Expecting to hear lines like "Meow! It's just an afterimage!" he gritted his teeth.
"Ouch!"
"..?"
His fist struck her head. Lian looked down at his fist with a more surprised face than anyone else. The Gag God covered the area she was hit with both hands, tears welling up in her eyes.
"Oppose violence! Oppose violence!"
She even brought out a wooden sign with 'Oppose Violence' written on it and shook it. Lian blankly alternated between looking at his fist and her.
"This is... huh?"
Lian soon realized. He could now directly hit the Gag God because they had become equals in status!
"Oh..."
Lian willingly accepted the fact that he was a god at that moment.
'How long has it been...'
The memories of being toyed with by her terrible pranks vividly came to mind. Lian looked at the Gag God, who was stepping back with clenched fists.
'It's time for revenge...'
"Uh... huh? Why are you coming closer? Don't come near me! Eek! Run... ack!"
Lian instinctively used divine power to move behind her as if teleporting. Her swaying tail was mercilessly grabbed by Lian's hand and puffed up with a pop.
"You should be... punished, right?"
When Lian smiled menacingly, the Gag God drooped her ears and made a pitiful cat face.
The anger... didn't subside!
"Eek! Aaah!!"
A faint scream echoed.
***
'I thought he'd be angry about being forcibly turned from human to god... sniff...'
The Gag God, who had been hit about a hundred times, sniffled and rolled on the floor. Lian let out a long sigh, rotating his wrist. Though his anger hadn't fully dissipated, he felt a bit relieved.
The Gag God, in a pose like a cat stretching with its bottom raised, looked back at Lian and said.
"Geez, isn't this when you usually hit the bottom?"
"You think like that because you watch weird anime."
"Gah...!"
Lian's attack was... formidable!
The Gag God collapsed on the spot. Only after she closed her mouth did Lian feel his scattered mind snapping back into place.
'Ah, talking with the Gag God is like being in a state similar to using gag power.'
Baby clothes? That's strange. Wings or halo? Those were indeed reasons to be angry. But they weren't the top priority.
As soon as he regained his senses, he should have checked Elensia's condition instead of getting angry at the Gag God, and he should have checked the condition of the other companions first.
Such obvious things were pushed back, and he ended up just playing pranks like when he stayed in the Gag World.
Lian realized anew how terrifying the power of a god could be.
"..! Elensia!"
As soon as he regained his sanity, he turned his gaze to Elensia, who had become an angel. She was standing quietly five steps away from Lian.
Compared to when she had rushed at him as soon as she saw him in the black space, she was very calm. Could it be that her personality had vanished when she became an angel? Such a worry arose.
But seeing the clear emotions in her eyes, he felt relieved. Elensia was still herself, even as an angel.
"But why..."
Was she not coming closer?
To Lian's question, the Gag God, who was sprawled on the floor, crawled over and spoke in a dying voice.
"That's... cough, because you haven't given permission. An angel can't move at will without the god's command... ah... gah..."
After saying that, she vomited blood. With blood-stained fingers, she wrote 'The culprit is... Li...' on the white floor before collapsing.
Lian coldly ignored her and approached Elensia. As he looked into her eyes, she shyly lowered her gaze.
"Elensia, look at me."
"..."
As soon as Lian gave permission, she immediately looked up at him. Reverence and love overflowed in her eyes.
"You don't need my permission for anything. Feel free to move as you wish, Elensia."
As soon as he granted all permissions, she eagerly embraced Lian. Her emotions were so intense that her wings spread wide and trembled.
"When I opened my eyes... you weren't there, Lian..."
Since this was the Gag God's domain, it was impossible for her, even as an angel, to approach without the Gag God's permission. She had woken up in the heavenly realm created by the (former) Dark Fantasy World God and had wandered endlessly searching for Lian.
Just when she was about to despair after wandering for a long time in a place that was like ruins, the Gag God had summoned her.
"I was scared... that I might never meet you..."
Lian embraced her gently and comforted her for a long time.
Once Elensia was somewhat calmed, the Gag God suddenly stood up and clenched her fist.
"Now, it's time to start creating paradise, meow! A god should at least have a temple in paradise, meow! I need at least five rooms, meow!"
"Why would there be a room for you in my paradise?"
"What?! Are you abandoning a friend after succeeding?! I made you a god and even brought the angel, huh?!"
Knowing that arguing with the Gag God wouldn't lead to any answers, he just kept his mouth shut.
'I should place her as far away from my home as possible.'
Since he had to live as the god of this world, the help of an experienced one(?) was essential, so he had no choice but to discard the option of expelling her.
Thus, Lian's life as a god began.
"Wait a minute! What about the others? Are they all alive and well?"
"Huh? That's for the next chapter?"
"What are you talking about!"
The Gag God's power was overwhelming, and she could even break the fourth wall. She squinted her eyes and looked down. Perhaps tonight, someone who left a comment might be kidnapped to the Gag World.
Offering comfort to the new victim.
End of Chapter
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***
Although the Gag God had glossed over it with humor, Lian did not regret becoming the god of the Dark Fantasy World.
He loved the world that had shown him the only affection and love he had ever known. While his human memories remained, making him less than a true god, at least his love was as vast as a god's infinite mercy.
As soon as Lian arrived in heaven, he looked down at the world to grasp how things were unfolding on the ground.
When Lian took his seat as the god, all Outsiders were either forcibly banished beyond dimensions or became the Gag God's snacks. Occasionally, she would turn an Outsider into a piece of chocolate or candy and offer it to Lian as a snack.
Lian was bewildered by his inexplicable growth in divinity, but the Gag God offered no explanation.
With the disappearance of the (former) Dark Fantasy God, the inhabitants of the demon realm were freed from the madness that had been created. However, their sins did not disappear. Moreover, there were many true sinners who didn’t even feel guilt for their actions.
Lian reconstructed the realms of life and death and cast all sinners into a place he named 'Hell.'
Those who at least repented for their sins were sent to the 'Demon Realm' and ordered to cultivate the barren lands where no living being could survive. Only those who had not sinned or had been forced into sin by the Outsiders remained in the Demon King's castle.
Lian did not discriminate against races born with an inherently 'evil' alignment. Evil exists because there is good. Instead, those born with an 'evil' nature were appointed as the jailers of Hell. They found happiness in punishing sinners to their heart's content.
Though there were some who were dissatisfied with Lian's forceful actions, every single one of them was dragged to Hell without exception.
Unlike the (former) Dark Fantasy God, Lian possessed immense power, so there was no need to waste time or effort. If someone disobeyed, he could simply flick them into Hell with a finger.
The empire—... slowly emerged from chaos and entered a period of stability. Nations that had fallen to the Demon King's army began to recover one by one, or new kingdoms were established.
It only took a moment for a new war to break out. Lian did not prevent wars, but he did his best to stop massacres.
Any nation that deliberately killed those who didn’t need to die, leaving the blood to flow endlessly, was struck by divine punishment. And that punishment came with the help of none other than the Gag God!
Those who received this punishment would experience 'gag' events until their death. All while fully conscious...
With the Gag God's help, Lian gradually transformed the world into a better place.
Was it thanks to his efforts?
The Dark Fantasy World—... had turned into a Fantasy World! Realizing this instinctively, Lian shed tears of joy and shouted in triumph.
What about the rest of the world, aside from the continent?
"Partner, partner! Hurry, come water the crops!"
"Sigh..."
The cursed sword Lian had made a contract with remained in its sword form, even though he had become a god. However, its rank had risen, bringing it closer to divinity.
While Lian was busy working, the sword had taken on human form and gone off to play with the Gag God. At some point, it had become obsessed with healing games. Even now, it was completely absorbed in Star X Valley, playing all day long.
When Lian had tried to confiscate the computer, saying that it destroyed the fantasy genre, the sword had clung to his pants, whining pitifully.
Lian, running around as if his feet were on fire, couldn't help but feel envious seeing the sword enjoy itself alone.
"What the...! Why are you all here?"
Seeing the cursed sword get slapped and dumped after pursuing one woman after another in the game, ending with a Casanova ending, Lian felt oddly at peace.
"..."
Thinking about the Casanova ending brought back memories of those he had tried hard not to think about.
Noah, Jess, Iris—... the members of the Nest.
After Lian took his seat as god, everyone on the ground had forgotten him.
Even before becoming a god, anyone who tried to retain a part of a god in their mind would inevitably go mad, so he had no choice but to erase their memories.
'...It's fine because I remember them.'
Lian thought with a faint smile.
'When their lives come to an end, I can gather their souls and turn them into angels. At that time, I can return the memories I erased.'
Lian had no intention of letting go of any of his people. Of course, if they truly wished for it, he might consider it three times before letting them go. But as long as he was a god, they would eventually return to his embrace.
It was an obsessive attachment that didn’t suit his gentle face.
After barely soothing his aching heart, he returned to his piled-up work. The sun rose and set about ten times, but since heaven followed Lian's will, turning from night to day as he pleased, he lost track of time while working.
After several more days had passed, Lian finally took a break, stretching his body.
"Now then... let's see what everyone is up to."
Lian looked down at the ground.
"Huh? What are they doing?"
Not only the members of the Nest, but Noah, Jess, Iris... even the Duchess were all gathered in a grand colosseum, where brave warriors were clashing swords in honorable combat.
As he was observing, wondering if there was some grand event taking place—...
"Now! Opportunities like this don’t come around often!"
"…?!"
The Gag God, dressed in a clown costume, was shouting loudly from the announcer's seat.
'What kind of trouble is she causing this time...!'
Like a pet owner discovering a cat or dog that had appeared out of nowhere, Lian urgently tried to speak to the Gag God.
Since Lian still lacked the skill to send down an avatar like the Gag God, he had no choice but to communicate verbally.
[What are you doing down there!]
"Oh! The Sun is watching the match! It must be that the god wishes to personally greet the victor of this sacred battle, right?!"
Her voice echoed so loudly it seemed like it could reach heaven, even if Lian wasn't listening closely.
[What kind of trouble are you causing again..! Get back up here!]
"The Sun commands the match to begin! Now! The first match is—...!"
Lian, familiar with the Gag God's habit of completely ignoring his words, felt a familiar sense of dizziness. As he sighed in frustration and tore his gaze away from the scene below, Elensia approached him with a calm expression.
"Are you tired?"
"No, I'm fine. This much is—"
"If you're tired, I'll give you a kiss—... if you're not, never mind."
"Suddenly, I feel exhausted."
Lian found himself torn between whether to thank or be angry at Elensia for learning strange things from the Gag God, but today, he decided to be grateful.
'I'll let it slide just for today.'
Lian humbly resolved to let her do whatever she wanted, just for today.
...He shouldn't have.
***
"Now, let's give a round of applause for the new goddesses!"
Beeeep—!
The Gag God blew a party horn while wearing ridiculous spinning glasses. She even had a party hat on and set off small fireworks, the kind that come with cakes.
As small bits of confetti fluttered through the air, Lian was left speechless.
"What in the world is this...?"
"Haha, you're so moved you can't even speak, right?"
The Gag God smirked, placing her hands on her hips. What was this crazy god going on about?
Lian was so dumbfounded that he couldn’t even form words. He might just become the first god to collapse from high blood pressure.
That’s how big of a mess she had made.
"Why, of all things..."
Noah, with her violent figure on full display, her brown hair tied in a ponytail, was looking around. Jess was sniffing the air, her ears twitching. Next to them, Iris stood with her arms crossed, her white hair swaying gracefully.
The three people Lian had tried so hard to forget had returned, now even more mature women, and they were standing in heaven. All thanks to the Gag God!
"Turn them back, right now!"
"Eh—... Their souls have already ascended to heaven, so they can’t return. At the very least, you’ll have to make them angels... Ow, ow, ow!"
As Lian grabbed her soft cheeks and pulled hard, the Gag God teared up. When he glared at her menacingly, she let out a pitiful "Hiiing!" and jumped back.
"I didn’t force them to come! They volunteered to become gods!"
"...What kind of nonsense is that?"
"Hmph, they were the victorious heroes in the sacred competition for the glorious position of god! They entered the competition because they wanted to become gods in the first place—... Ow, ow, ow!"
"Stop spouting nonsense and turn them back!"
Lian scolded the Gag God like a parent reprimanding a child who had brought home a stray cat.
"I told you, it’s impossible! Besides... you knew this couldn’t go on like this, didn’t you? Hmm?"
Lian raised his chin slightly, as if to say, 'Let's hear your excuse.' The Gag God eagerly continued her explanation.
"Normally, a supreme god has at least a hundred subordinate gods, right? And thousands of angels! I don’t manage the world much, so it's fine for me. But you’re different! If you keep going like this, you might die of overwork!"
She wagged her finger, speaking in a lecturing tone as if addressing a younger sibling.
"You can’t bring in Outsiders, and you don’t want to, right? There’s no one you can trust! If you can’t bring in help from the outside, you have no choice but to find it from within!"
"Even if those three become gods, it won’t make much of a difference. You know that, yet you’re still spouting absurdities?"
It was true that Lian needed subordinate gods. It was impossible for him to oversee the entire continent alone. Of course, he could do it if he wanted to, but it would mean working like a machine without a moment’s rest.
He needed subordinate gods, but adding just one or two wouldn’t make the work any easier. At best, it would reduce a single sheet of paperwork. Three subordinate gods wouldn’t be of much help.
'...Besides, I’m not ready to face them yet...'
He was afraid to meet their eyes, which would no longer hold love or memories of him, but only reverence for a god.
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***
The Gag God, unable to stand Lian being lost in serious thought for even a second, approached him and made a round shape with one hand while extending her index finger with the other.
"If we start with three people and then increase it -..."
Before she could finish her suggestive gesture, Lian’s fist shot out reflexively.
"You... crazy god!"
"Ouch! I’m dying! I’m dying!"
For the first time in a long while, Lian’s face turned bright red as he pounded her relentlessly.
Not long after, she collapsed onto the floor, scribbling something like "The culprit is Li..a...n.." on the white marble for what seemed like the hundredth time.
'But... it kind of makes sense...'
Lian sighed as he looked down at her, then suddenly shuddered at the thought that surfaced in his mind.
'No, are you insane? Those three still have lives to live!'
The words "But still..." crept back into his thoughts, but he shook his head as if trying to rid himself of a demon. At that moment, Elensia approached him with a gentle smile.
"Lian, should I send them all back?"
"Ah... could you?"
"Yes, and wouldn’t it be better if we made the subordinate gods together?"
"Huh...?"
"Don’t you want me to become a god?"
"Uh, no?"
"Right?"
Elensia smiled with her eyes and flew off to where the three people were. Lian could feel his heart pounding again, still not used to her smile even after all these years.
'Wait... what did Elensia just say?'
It was only after she left that Lian fully understood her words, and he froze in place.
Thud!
Just then, he heard a familiar sound of light footsteps, accompanied by a tickling sensation, much lighter than that of an ordinary person.
Suddenly, red hair swayed in front of his eyes. Lian, still dazed, instinctively opened his arms and embraced the familiar figure.
"Master!"
"...!"
The moment that voice, which he had never forgotten, reached his ears, Lian froze in place. Jess’s tail was wagging like a propeller, filling his vision.
"How... how did you..."
From behind the stiffened Lian came a familiar "Ahem" sound.
The Gag God, now recovered, stood in front of a green chalkboard she had somehow procured. Wearing a curly wig, round dizzying glasses, and a white lab coat, she began to explain the situation.
"Those three were involved in the birth of a god, and though they were forgotten, they even received the love of a god! On top of that, they were born with the qualities of heroes! Of course, they’re on a different level than ordinary people!"
Summing up her explanation in one sentence:
"Simply put, those three never forgot you."
"Ah..."
"Of course, they don’t remember you perfectly. It’s like trying to recall memories from when you were three years old—vague and blurry."
She emphasized this point by tapping the empty chalkboard with what looked like a switch.
"The important thing is that they believed in those dream-like memories and came all the way here to find you! Haha! This is true, pure love! Are you watching, ‘Thump-Thump ~ Maybe My Love Began Under the Pine Tree?~ Impossible! It Wasn’t Impossible!’ director! This is what real pure love looks like!"
The Gag God ranted, venting her betrayal over a terrible story that had started with pure love but ended with an NTR conclusion.
Ignoring the Gag God’s screams, which he had grown accustomed to, Lian looked down at Jess in a daze.
"You... really remember me...?"
"Yes! I remember everything."
Jess beamed up at Lian with sparkling eyes. Just as the Gag God had explained, the hazy memories she had were suddenly restored, as if struck by lightning, the moment she saw Lian.
The long time they had been apart made Jess cling to Lian without leaving any gap between them. Her now fuller figure pressed against him, and Lian, who had been in a daze, suddenly felt his face heat up.
"Uh, could you... give me a little space..."
"Jess, don’t run off like that!"
"Why are you alone—... Ah..."
Before Lian could finish his sentence, Noah and Iris, who had been looking for Jess, locked eyes with him.
A brief, suffocating silence followed.
Thud!
Without a word, the two rushed toward Lian.
"I... I can’t believe I forgot you..."
"Huff, huff... Brother!"
The moment their hazy memories returned to their original form, the two crumbled instantly.
"Ah..."
Lian let out a short gasp, tears streaming down his face. He had thought he was fine, that everything was okay, but at that moment, he realized he had been wrong.
Elensia, watching the three humans clinging to Lian with a pouty expression, eventually smiled softly.
'Hah... When did I become so soft?'
Elensia, whose obsession had once been terrifying, now allowed other women to approach Lian because he looked so incredibly happy.
The Gag God, watching the heartwarming scene, smiled suspiciously.
"Uhuhu... The 'Subordinate God Expansion Project' has finally gathered all its participants."
The Gag God immediately ran to the bathroom, filled a giant tub with rose petals, and arranged heart-shaped petals on the bed. She didn’t forget to line the path to the room with candles.
After finally calming down and sharing heartfelt emotions with the three, Lian was leading them to their respective bedrooms when he noticed the scene.
Lian grabbed the Gag God, threw her onto the bed, tied her up, and tossed her into the bathroom. Then, he pushed the entire bathtub out of Heaven.
"Guwaaah!"
Even though she could have escaped, the Gag God let out a ridiculous scream as she fell, and Lian stared coldly after her before leading the three to their rooms. Left alone afterward, Lian smiled more freely than he had in a long time.
'I can endure this for a few hundred years.'
Even though those three were the only ones who remembered him and shared the same feelings, they were still living humans. They had long lives ahead of them, and he would have to send them back to the mortal world.
'I hope they see and experience much more.'
Unlike me.
Lian pushed aside his lingering attachment and headed to his bedroom for the first time in ages. He didn’t need to sleep, so he had rarely used the room since becoming a god, except in his early days.
'I want to wake up, say good morning to everyone, and ask if they slept well.'
It was such a simple desire that he felt embarrassed to say it out loud. As Lian lay down on the bed and closed his eyes, the sky in Heaven quickly darkened.
For the first time in a long while, Lian fell into a deep sleep.
***
So -... at first -...
'Noisy...'
Still... the opinion is...!
'Just five more minutes...'
The noisy sound that interrupted his drowsy sleep made Lian reflexively reach for the blanket. But no matter how much he groped around the bed, he couldn’t find the soft blanket.
"Huh?"
Realizing something was off, he opened his eyes... to find himself surrounded not by a flowerbed, but by women as beautiful as flowers.
"Ah! Good morning!"
Jess, who was squatting beside the bed and peeking her head over it, was the first to greet him. When Lian, still dazed, nodded in response, Iris, Noah, and Elensia, who had been standing around the bed, followed with their morning greetings.
"Uh... but why are you all here?"
Still groggy, Lian asked, and from under the bed, the Gag God slithered out like a snake, laughing creepily with an "Ohyo-ohyohyo!" as she explained the situation.
"Since you need to decide who will have the first child, we’re all gathered here! Ohyohyo! You’re so lucky! Ugh!"
Lian punched her reflexively, and her face crumpled like an old tin can before she slumped over, making a stupid sound.
"Stop with the ridiculous jokes..."
Lian, who had been sternly scolding the Gag God, slowly raised his head when he noticed the silence around him. The four women were looking at him with very intense eyes.
"Uh... are you serious...?"
The four women nodded in unison, as if they had made a pact.
"The first one should be me! I’m a beastkin, so I can have a lot of babies at once!"
"Ugh!"
Lian coughed violently, as if spitting blood, and collapsed. Jess, wearing a sly smile, slowly climbed onto the bed as if to pounce on him.
Grab!
"Eek!?"
But before she could, Noah and Iris firmly grabbed her by the scruff of the neck.
"No!"
"No!"
Now that Lian was awake, the four women no longer felt the need to keep their voices down and began raising them menacingly.
"Obviously, I should be first since I was the closest to him."
Iris declared confidently, folding her arms under her chest. The movement emphasized her enormous chest, causing Iris’s expression to twist.
"Ahem, shouldn’t the one with the most maternal instincts go first?"
Jess raised her hand high.
"I think it’s best for me to have as many children as possible since the goal is to create many subordinate gods!"
Elensia, who had been watching the three women with a slow, appraising gaze, crossed her arms and spoke.
"It’s only fair that the one Lian loves the most should go first. For example, the one who’s progressed the furthest with him."
At her words, Iris, Jess, and Noah all turned their gazes toward Elensia. She smiled victoriously, fluttering her wings.
"No, no matter what..."
"Maybe we should just do it all today -..."
"That’s...!"
As their conversation became more explicit, Lian’s face turned pale. He could already see a future where he would be sucked dry and turned into a mummy.
"Yo, popular guy! Harem master!"
The Gag God, having somehow recovered her energy, wobbled as she teased Lian.
'Harem, my foot...!'
From an outsider’s perspective, it might have looked like a typical scene from a harem anime, but to Lian, it felt like a trailer for a horror movie.
Even though he now lived in the same world as them, Lian still felt like...
'I’m in a different genre all by myself.'
He chuckled without realizing it. The miserable past when he had lived alone in a different genre due to the Power of Adaptation and the happy dilemma he faced now were so starkly contrasted that he couldn’t help but smile.
Unlike back then, he now had many people who loved him, and he was no longer alone.
'Even if I’m in a different genre alone... it’s okay.'
Even if their genres were different, as long as they shared the same feelings and walked the same path together, they would slowly blend into each other and create a new genre.
"So, Lian, who do you like the most?"
...It would be okay. Probably.
End of Chapter
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