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  Prologue: Well dead you son of a bitch


I do not believe in justice.

Cover Preview~

The downfall of a villain is merely the self-destruction of someone who made too many enemies; it is not the result of some divine will from above.

Yet, even I had no choice but to believe that justice truly existed when faced with this outcome.

A hero sent by the heavens to bring salvation.

The oh-so-great hero who donned the mask of a benevolent lamb while toying with human hearts.

Having successfully fulfilled his role, he was set to claim the honor and treasures that no one else could obtain.

And yet, he died.

For a reason that could only be described as the will of the heavens, he died in an utterly meaningless way.


I had no choice but to accept it—

The fact that someone up above was watching over us.

With the hero’s death, a mission that had lasted for eight long years had finally come to an end.

Screams erupted everywhere.

As I savored this sweet moment, accompanied by the wails of the fools who refused to accept the truth before them, I thought to myself—

“Serves you right, you son of a bitch.”



 
  Chapter 1: Warrior party? No, fuck house party.


“Go ahead and eat.”

I handed a bowl filled with an unidentified monster meat stew to the warrior sitting across from me.

“Ah, yeah.”

The warrior replied indifferently and took the bowl without even glancing at me.

His eyes were always fixed on his lover.

Even in this living hell, where even the desire for sleep fades, it seems that his lust remains undefeated.

‘…At least he’s full of energy.’

Swallowing my sarcasm, I picked up my own bowl.

The taste was surprisingly good, and before I knew it, I had emptied the entire bowl.

To be honest, I didn’t want to even touch the meat of some unknown monster, but I had no choice.

Tomorrow is the last day of our party.

The day we will defeat the Demon King and put an end to our three-year-long journey.

‘How did I even end up here…?’

Elang Meister

There was no grand reason for me, a disciple of one of the Five Magic Tower Lords, to join the hero’s party.

Like most foolish decisions in this world, my deployment was entangled in politics.

As I went to bed earlier than the others, I recalled the events of that day one last time.

***

“It’s over.”

Perhaps I had a feeling this would happen.

When I heard her calm voice declaring our engagement broken, I wasn’t shocked or angry—I simply accepted it.

“…So it has come to this.”

A few days ago, when the hero visited the academy for an inspection, I saw my fiancée, Karin, by his side.

She claimed she was just showing him around, but from that moment, I sensed a strange air between them.

Not wanting to appear possessive, I suppressed my doubts and chose to trust her.

Because I loved her.

Regardless of our arranged engagement, I had loved her since the moment I first saw her.

But to Karin, I was nothing more than a convenient connection between our families.

Her eyes held no sadness, no anger, no regret—just emptiness as she calmly declared our separation.

“So, you’ve already discussed this with our families?”

“Yes. My father surprisingly agreed without much resistance.”

“So even Count-sama approves?”

“Of course. This is an opportunity to strengthen ties with both the temple and the royal family. If it’s for the hero, a broken engagement is a small price to pay.”

“…I see.”

“You’re taking this surprisingly well.”

Deep inside, I imagined tearing the hero apart limb by limb.

But outwardly, I remained composed—not because I was calm, but because I was so furious that my mind had shut down.

“…Even if I got angry, there’s nothing I could do.”

“You sound like a monk. Have you reached enlightenment or something?”

“Attacking the hero won’t change anything. It would only make things worse.”

The hero was a figure chosen by the gods.

No one knew his real name or background, but the mark of divinity was engraved upon him.

If I killed or even attempted to assassinate him, what would happen to me and my family?

Excommunication would be the least of my worries.

We would be hunted down as enemies of humanity, second only to the demons, and exterminated to the last man.

Not that I could even succeed in killing him.

***

“Honestly, our engagement was a mistake from the beginning.”

“……”

“A viscount’s family and a count’s family—our ranks never really matched. My father expected great things from you, but lately, you haven’t achieved much.”

A week ago, I had mastered all forms of elemental magic—something only archmages could achieve.

I had told her about it and even received a letter of congratulations in response.

“Did you have someone else write your letter for you?”

“…Huh?”

Judging by the look of surprise on her face, I had hit the mark.

I felt like I had just been struck on the back of the head.

All the joy I had felt upon receiving that letter—what was it even for?

What was the point of striving to become a man worthy of her?

I didn’t even know why I had pursued magic anymore.

“…I’ll take my leave now.”

As I turned away, I couldn’t hold back my tears any longer.

I didn’t want to be the pathetic man who cried here.

Holding my breath, pretending to be calm, I quickened my pace.

Then, I heard Karin’s voice behind me.

“Don’t tell the hero that we were engaged. He’s surprisingly jealous.”

“……”

Even in this moment, she was more concerned about her own well-being.

My disillusionment with her deepened.

I couldn’t answer.

If I spoke now, she would hear my uneven breathing, my voice choked with tears.

I simply nodded briefly and hurried away.

***

Back in my room, my legs gave out, and the tears I had held back came rushing out.

I cried.

And cried.

I cried so much that if all the tears I had ever shed in my life were combined, they still wouldn’t compare to the ones I shed that night.

For three days, I shut myself in my room, refusing to eat.

Ironically, it was hunger that finally drove me out.

The moment I put food in my mouth, I found the situation so ridiculous that I started laughing instead.

Perhaps out of childish spite, wanting to make her regret leaving me, I trained even harder.


If my passion for magic had once been fueled by love for Karin, now it was driven by jealousy and hatred toward the hero.

I studied, proved my abilities, and mastered magic.

Before I knew it, I had surpassed my mentors.

Meanwhile, the hero continued to win battles across the land, solidifying his position as a symbol of hope.

Even after becoming a renowned archmage, the gap between us never narrowed.

If anything, it only widened.

Should I just give up?

When such thoughts consumed me, the kingdom made a request—not to me, but to the Magic Tower.

Too many mages had died in the war, so they needed reinforcements.

I had no real combat experience and no obligation to participate in the war.

But between political pressure from the kingdom and my own masters, who saw me as a threat, I was forced onto the battlefield.

There, I reunited with the hero and Karin after two years.

My presence, along with the students I led, significantly improved the front lines.

At first, the hero welcomed my arrival.

But after learning of my past engagement with Karin, he openly looked down on me.

He even flaunted his relationship with her in front of me.

One day, he suddenly challenged me to a sparring match, claiming that mages should train their bodies as well.

I was beaten so badly that I couldn’t even lift a spoon for days.

Needless to say, my absence led to severe losses on the battlefield.

Realizing that we couldn’t keep fighting like this, we came up with a plan—assassinate the Demon King.

A small, elite force was formed.

The people called it the “Hero’s Party,” though some mocked it as a suicide mission.

The members? Me, the hero, the duke’s daughter who had never seen combat, the saintess who had never stepped onto the battlefield… and, of course, Karin, who insisted on joining.

When I asked why, the response was absurd.

“He’s a man who loses his mind if he doesn’t get laid. We sent his mistress along.”

“…Then who’s actually going to kill the Demon King?”

“Isn’t one hero enough? He’s ridiculously strong, after all.”


I had no rebuttal.

And so, our journey began.

Now, after three years, we stand before the Demon King’s castle.

Tomorrow, it all ends.

As I drifted to sleep, I thought of the freedom that lay ahead.



 
  Chapter 2: Warrior party? No, fuck house party.


“…You’re awake.”

Waking up the hero, who would otherwise sleep until noon, had become part of my daily routine.

When that nearly unbroken three-year streak was suddenly interrupted, I felt a slight shock.

‘So even this guy gets nervous when standing before the Demon King’s castle.’

I must have judged him too harshly because of my personal feelings.

As I reflected on that and approached him, I noticed an exhaustion on his face that wasn’t visible from afar.

“…Did you not sleep at all?”

“Yeah. They wouldn’t let me.”

The hero chuckled and pointed toward the tent behind him.

Inside, the quiet breathing of three still-sleeping individuals could be heard.

I suddenly wanted to stab my foolish eyes, which had briefly reconsidered my opinion of him just moments ago.

I already knew what kind of person he was. So why had I allowed myself to have such a pointless hope?

“Then let’s rest today and go tomorrow—”

“No, let’s just go now.”

“Now?”

“It doesn’t matter who the opponent is. I’m going to win anyway. Whether we go today or tomorrow, it makes no difference.”

His words were not born from baseless arrogance.

The hero’s personality was flawed beyond repair, but his strength was undeniable—this was something everyone who had met him agreed on.

If he insisted on going now, I had no real reason to stop him.

I, too, wanted to end this so-called adventure as soon as possible.

“Ladies! Wake up already!”

The hero began shaking the three women awake, urging them to hurry.

His enthusiasm was clearly not driven by a noble desire to end humanity’s suffering.

There was a rumor—nothing but hearsay, of course—that the Demon King was a woman.

Naturally, such rumors were always accompanied by claims that she was an exceptional beauty.

Most likely, an unseen beauty had ignited the flames of lust within this degenerate.

Not that it mattered to me.

I did not possess the mercy or generosity to sympathize with the enemy commander who had tormented us all this time.

One by one, the hero’s women sluggishly crawled out of the tent, gathering their belongings.

The first to emerge, ironically, was the one who usually took the longest—Lady Meria, eldest daughter of a duke’s family.

Despite being the daughter of a knightly house, she always wore thick armor but never actually fought on the battlefield.

“Elang, you’re up early as always.”

“Yes, since today is the last day.”

“Hmm. Today is a day that will be recorded in the kingdom’s history. Support the hero well.”

Her tone was commanding and blunt, but among the hero’s lovers, she was the most reasonable.

She occasionally asked things of me, but at least she never made unreasonable demands.

“Yes, of course. I trust you will provide your usual rear guard support.”

Of course, “rear guard support” here meant she would observe from a safe distance while we fought.

Meria either didn’t catch the sarcasm or chose to ignore it as she responded.

“…Yes. I will fulfill my duty.”

As Meria nodded, the next one to emerge from the tent was the saintess, stretching languidly.

She wore a robe that plunged deeply at the chest and thighs.

I once saw prostitutes in a demon village wearing something similar.

She claimed it was a disguise to infiltrate the demon realm, but even a child could see through that lie.

Saintess Alencia hated demons.

Not just ordinary hate, but an uncontrollable, irrational hatred.

Once, a child in a village had clung to her, and she had beaten the child mercilessly.

We were nearly exposed because of that incident and had to go into hiding for a while.

“Good morning, Saintess.”

“Ah, Sir Elang. Did you sleep well? Today is a blessed day, I can feel the grace of the gods. By the way, about what I asked yesterday—”

“It was all dried and put away.”

“Excellent. If only the other mages were half as competent as you, the divine kingdom would have come a thousand years sooner.”

She spoke as if I had done something remarkable, but all I did yesterday was laundry.

Since her prayers didn’t include magic for washing clothes, I had to use my own magic to clean their garments and undergarments.

Alencia’s undergarments were so obscene they barely served their intended function.

And, as expected, they were just as flimsy as they looked.

That meant I had to be extra careful when washing them.

‘That… was on them again yesterday, wasn’t it?’

Just thinking about it made me shudder.

But compared to the others, Alencia was at least useful.

If Meria was the most decent in personality, Alencia was the most competent.

She never fought on the front lines, but as a saintess, that was expected.

It seemed she hadn’t earned her title solely through bedroom politics, as her healing abilities were genuinely remarkable.

Between Meria, who was the most decent person, and Alencia, who had the best abilities…

And then there was—

“Haam~.”

Right on cue, the last of the trio emerged, yawning.

Karin, who was neither fully decent nor particularly competent.

Back in the capital and the academy, she was considered a highly educated lady.

But in the demon realm and on the battlefield, her knowledge was utterly useless.

She wasn’t particularly skilled in magic either, making her, quite frankly, deadweight.

The only reason she had come along was obvious.

The hero.

She had probably feared Meria and Alencia getting too close to him, so she forced herself to join us.

[Secretly support Lady Karin.]

When it was decided that I would accompany the hero to the demon realm, I received that message from home.

That was when I realized, once again, that even my own family wasn’t on my side.

“Good morning.”

“…G.”


Karin barely responded, brushing past me to cling to the hero.

It had been three years since this journey began, and I had done nothing for her.

Not that I wanted to, but there was never anything to do for her anyway.

***

The rest follows their advance towards the Demon King’s castle, the sheer number of enemy forces, and the hero’s reckless rush into battle. 

The protagonist, Elang, reluctantly follows, setting up a barrier to isolate the Demon King’s castle, only to be met with an unexpected reaction from the Demon King’s subordinates.

“You guys… you really came with just the two of you?”

“We came with five.”

“Then why are there only two of you?”

“The other three are just his harem.”

“What?”


Elang then contemplates how the party is less of a hero’s party and more of a “harem party.”

Just as he prepares for battle, the demon subordinates reveal their unexpected stance.

“We’re not going to fight.”

“…What?”

“We’re here to watch that bastard die. Why would we fight you?”




 
  Chapter 3: Enemies closer than free allies.


The King Who Inherited Great Achievements Deserves the Respect of All People:

• The Demon King is an unforgivable enemy, but from the perspective of kingship, there has never been a greater king.

He unified the divided demons in less than ten years since his rise to power and consolidated their will to invade our lands.

To humanity, he is nothing more than a ruthless invader, but to the demons, he is a savior who rescued their race.

At least, that’s how the common demons saw him.

When I infiltrated a city in the Demon Realm, I saw the residents praising and expressing gratitude to him.

The Demon Realm was a desolate land—

Only a limited portion of land could sustain crops, and those areas were monopolized by the strong.

It was not uncommon for weaker races to suffer from starvation.

Even after the Demon King unified the Demon Realm, starvation did not completely disappear, but it decreased significantly.

That was all thanks to the crops and land plundered from our homeland.

“I thought you all respected the Demon King.”

“Respect? Why the hell would we respect someone like that?”

Yet, those known as the Demon King’s closest aides seemed to hate him rather than revere him.

Even though they received power from him, their reactions were baffling.

“Didn’t he make the Demon Realm more prosperous? I heard that the number of those starving to death has decreased significantly. Even the people are grateful.”

“You seem to be misunderstanding something. Not all demons are the same. You humans have a difference between commoners and nobles, don’t you? It’s the same for us.”

The pink-haired succubus, who had apparently been holding back for a long time, seemed ready to rant even after the battle between the Hero and the Demon King was over.

“First of all, let’s clear up a fundamental misunderstanding—some of us demons, including my kind, don’t see the Demon Realm as barren at all.”

“Demons? I thought you were a succubus?”

“Be careful. No one who has called me a succubus has ever lived to tell the tale. I am a proud demon, not some succubus who flirts under a man’s crotch.”

“Then why are you dressed like a saintess?”

“It’s just my preference. Respect it. And what do you mean by ‘like a saintess’? It’s not like I’m dressed like a prostitute.”

There was no need for my party to explain the homophonic pun to her.

There were more important matters to discuss.

“Never mind that. We seem to have gotten off track.”

“We don’t need food. The Demon Realm is rich in mana. We just absorb the mana from the land to replenish our nutrients.”

For demons, especially the high-ranking ones, the Demon Realm wasn’t a barren place at all.

They could absorb mana from the land to sustain themselves indefinitely.

Some high-ranking demons couldn’t absorb mana, but they simply seized fertile land to expand their power, so they had no reason to invade the human world.

The only ones who suffered were the weaker races—

Those who lacked the ability to absorb mana and had no power to claim fertile lands.

Races like goblins and orcs barely avoided extinction through their high reproductive rates.

“We never wanted war. We already had everything we needed here. Then that insane war maniac showed up.”

“So the Demon King actually cares about the weak—no, wait, that’s not right either.”

Even if they avoided starving to death, dying on the battlefield wasn’t much of an improvement.

Yet, why did the weaker demons still worship the Demon King? I couldn’t understand.

“Then why do the weak demons…?”

“Because he throws them scraps. And besides, they used to consider it a blessing to die of anything other than starvation. If they died in battle, they were honored as warriors—why wouldn’t they be happy?”

It wasn’t that the Demon King had improved their lives—

It was just that their past was so hellish that their current suffering seemed better by comparison.

Thinking that they didn’t even realize how miserable they were made me pity them.

At the same time, I felt relieved.

Our original plan had been to eliminate the Demon King, the central figure of the demon army, to end the war.

If we removed him, we expected the demon generals to fight among themselves for succession, forcing them to retreat and giving us time to regroup.

But if the Demon King was a common enemy rather than a unifying savior,

Then no one would care about his name once he was gone.

“You look like you thought everything would end once the Demon King died. That’s not how it works. A country doesn’t collapse just because its king dies.”

“At the very least, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to see that damned Hero’s face anymore…”

I muttered absentmindedly, but the demon and the knight tilted their heads with interest.

“Sounds like your side has its own issues. Your leader must be a real piece of work too, huh? Knowing we’re not the only ones suffering makes me feel a little better. Right, Tyrant?”

“……”

The knight, called Tyrant, communicated through sign language.

I didn’t understand sign language, so I had no idea what he was saying.

“What did he say?”

“He says it’s unfair if we only share our side of the story—so give us some of your intel too.”

“Ha…”

This wasn’t even a fight anymore.

If this were my home, I might have even offered them a meal.

“If you don’t mind hearing my personal story…”

“That’s exactly what we want. Oh, do you drink wine? My dad sent me a good bottle. Tyrant, you want some too, right?”

Tyrant nodded.

As I let out a bewildered chuckle, the demon had already handed me a glass filled with wine.

“I’m Izarbella, princess of the demons. Just call me Bella.”

……

Tyrant signed something again.

Bella confirmed it for me.

“I’m not lying! I really am a princess!!”

***

What the hell am I doing?

I never had a strong sense of duty for the mission to slay the Demon King, but I also wasn’t planning to slack off.

And yet, look at me now—

Sitting in enemy territory, drinking and chatting with the enemy.

Even that damn Hero would be better than this.

“What a bitch!! If she were a real demon, I’d pluck her wings and rip off her tail to make her look like a human!!”

Seeing Bella rant as if it were her own problem, I found it impossible to feel hostile toward her.

Even Tyrant trembled with rage.

He made a scissor gesture with his fingers, opening and closing them.

Bella’s face twisted in horror.

“You want to cut that off?! This is the first time I’ve seen you say something so extreme.”

“Thank you for being angry on my behalf.”

“I’m just pissed off on my own, don’t thank me.”

“No… no one’s ever gotten angry for my sake before.”

To be honest, I had no friends.

My world was one of ruthless competition, where the weak were left behind.

Even my former mentors, who once saw me as a student, now saw me as a rival and sent me here.

My family prioritized their own interests over me.

I never had anyone on my side.

“Having someone take my side feels… surprisingly refreshing.”

Then suddenly, Bella flinched.

The power within her began to fade.

The same was happening to Tyrant.

Their energy dropped to that of ordinary generals.

That’s when we all realized—

The Demon King was dead.


Bella smiled, but it wasn’t just joy.

The Demon King’s death meant the Hero had won.

And a Hero known for his lust…

“Run.”

“…What?”

Before I knew it, those words had left my mouth.



 
  Chapter 4: A friend farther than a free enemy.


Cautiously descending to avoid detection by the surrounding demons, I observed the situation.

Upon landing, I realized there was no need for such caution.

The demons had already vaguely sensed the Demon King’s defeat and the retreat of his loyal subordinates.

“The Demon King has been defeated!!! If you flee, we will not pursue you!!!”

A single amplification spell was enough to drive away the gathered Demon King’s army.

Upon hearing the news from above, the Demon King’s forces began to escape in an orderly manner through the gates positioned around them.

The soldiers were mere weaklings who worshipped the Demon King, but the mages and knights who commanded them were powerful, like demons.

They had no loyalty to the Demon King, nor any reason to waste their troops.

Watching the Demon King’s army retreat, I searched for the hero’s power within the Demon King’s castle.

Plus

‘The Demon King isn’t dead yet?’

ALLTITOLO oleil

But the Demon King’s life must be hanging by a thread.

The greatest proof was that the power bestowed upon Bella and Tyrant had disappeared.

‘There’s no possibility of a disguise.’

It’s impossible that they would risk abandoning all their troops outside just to deceive me.

I lifted the isolation barrier.

As I broke the window and entered, I thought of an excuse for why I was unharmed.

“…I’ll just say I glared at them and they backed off.”

He has neither justice nor a great cause.

Unlike the saintess, who is obsessed with exterminating demons, he doesn’t care about fighting them.

He can pretend to be righteous, but deep down, he truly doesn’t care.

A strange man.

Thinking about it, I’ve spent five years with him, yet I know nothing about this so-called hero.

Where did this man even come from?

The hero literally appeared one day, suddenly becoming the savior of this world.

No one knows his origins or his real name.

Because of his extensive and peculiar knowledge, people only assume he comes from a distant land.

I stopped pondering and looked down the corridor.

The horrifying sight was enough to make anyone frown in disgust.

Blood.

Blood.

Flesh.

Blood.

Everywhere.

The gruesome scene was more fitting for a slaughterhouse than a castle.

So, they had stationed guards inside as well.

After hearing stories about lesser demons, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pity, even for these monstrous corpses.

‘…This is horrific.’

Carefully avoiding the bodies, I stepped further inside.

If it were a life-detecting spell rather than a mana-detecting one, the amount of mana wouldn’t matter.

‘Found them.’

There were only two living beings left in this castle, and they were together in one place.

Avoiding the corpses, I arrived at the hero’s room, where he, unusually, greeted me with a disturbed breath.

“You’re here. Considering you said you could only last ten minutes, you held out for quite a while, huh?”

“Yes, because I didn’t fight.”

“What?”

“The enemies were wary that if I died, my magic would be lifted. When I told them that the hero would emerge once the isolation barrier was gone, they didn’t dare attack.”

“Hah, so where did those bastards go?”

“Loyalty is overrated, huh?”

Though I was merely spouting nonsense, the hero believed everything without a hint of doubt.

“Where did they escape to?”

“I don’t know.”

“Tsk, useless.”

Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. You bastard.

“But, where is your holy sword, Hero?”

As I averted my gaze from his piercing glare, I noticed that the holy sword was not in his hand.

Though it was merely a church-blessed sword, it was still the hero’s symbol.

Plus

Jortz from Bridge on the matter of Seojun’s passing…

There, on the ground, lay a middle-aged man with the holy sword impaled through his chest, a tragic sight.

At a glance, he looked like an ordinary human.

Unlike most demons, who had unique traits like horns or wings, he had none.

Or perhaps he had.

His chest was pierced, his arms and legs were missing, and his abdomen was in tatters.

Even if he once had wings or horns, they would not have remained intact in such a brutal battle.

“…Impressive. But from what I see, he’s still alive.”

“He’ll die soon. What does it matter? If you want, finish him off yourself. Now, let’s move on.”

“Move on to where?”

“We need to hunt down the fleeing demons. One of them looked like a woman.”

I must have underestimated the hero’s ability to detect women.

Even in the blink of an eye, while flying to the castle, he managed to spot Bella.

“…The enemies fled in different directions, and a lot of time has already passed. How will you know which one is the woman?”

“…What?”

“There’s no need to rush. Besides, aren’t there more important matters right now? Like your marriage to the princess?”

As part of this mission, we were each promised something by the king.

The hero was promised marriage to the two princesses, while I was to be granted land and the title of count.

The hero knew the princess’s beauty better than anyone.

Perhaps recalling her face, he hesitated slightly.

“You’re threatening to tattle now?”

“Of course not. I only have one life—I wouldn’t dare. But what about the saintess?”

“You know how much she despises demons. Remember Succubus Jessy?”

Jessy was a succubus who flirted with the hero, only to have her head crushed by the saintess.

Recalling the incident, the hero scowled and sighed deeply.

“Yeah, that crazy woman would definitely do something. If only she weren’t so reckless…”

“Anyway, for now, we should focus on returning with the Demon King’s head in triumph. Let’s summon your lovers to the castle.”

“Summon them?”

“…Right. You actually make sense sometimes.”

He must have been imagining the grand moment when he would behead the Demon King in front of everyone.

His lips curled up in a smug grin.


Though I disliked excessively catering to the hero’s ego, it was necessary to ensure those two were freed.

Who would have thought that someone I met less than a day ago would become more important than those I had been with for three years?

Using magic, I cleaned the room and summoned the hero’s lovers.

At first, they were bewildered, but upon hearing of the Demon King’s defeat, they smiled.

“Hail the hero!”

“What a great achievement! At last, His Majesty can rest easy!”

“Finally, we can go home! Yay!”

Their congratulatory words were all distinct.



 
  Chapter 5: Goddess? (edited).


Has Anyone Ever Felt the Presence of a God?

I wondered if anyone had ever truly felt the presence of a god.

After embarking on a journey with the hero, every time we encountered an enemy, I felt more and more certain that gods must exist in this world.

There was a power within him that could not be explained without the convenient assumption of divine intervention.

After setting out on this adventure with the hero, whenever I came face-to-face with a god, I always wanted to ask the heavens:

Why did it have to be him?

Was there no one else more desperate for this power?

And now, standing before me is someone—or something—that could provide that answer.

A being that defies explanation.

She appeared to be an ordinary human, a woman of mysterious age, exuding boundless compassion and acceptance.

Yet, her presence was not something that could be contained within the vessel of a mere human.

Even a powerless child would recognize at a glance that something about her was fundamentally different.

There was nothing—no mana, no life force, no presence at all.

A void.

And yet, with a divine halo radiating behind her head, this woman was, without a doubt, a god.

I had longed for this moment, cursed her existence countless times, yet now that she stood before me, I didn’t dare speak.

All I could feel was fear—fear that she might somehow know of all the curses I had hurled at her in my mind.

“I’m not angry. You’re a good child.”

A voice rang out.

Not through my ears, but directly inside my head, as if it were piercing my brain.
It was an experience akin to having one’s mind violated.

“What an amusing analogy.”

The goddess chuckled, opening her lips as if entertained.

Her actions, unnecessary as they were, felt almost considerate—yet to me, they seemed like the arrogance of a transcendent being lowering herself to our level out of mere amusement.

She could likely hear my thoughts even now.

I glanced at the others to see their reactions.

The hero seemed mildly surprised but was accepting her presence without resistance.

Lady Meria and Karin, who weren’t deeply religious, were frozen in place like statues, unable to keep up with the situation.

Only the saint reacted differently.

Eyes bloodshot, she drew the sign of the cross, muttering prayers—or perhaps desperate pleas—under her breath.

Her demeanor had long crossed the threshold of faith and entered the realm of madness.

Unconsciously, I recoiled.

Should I be praying too?

As that thought crossed my mind, the hero spoke.

“What, did you come to congratulate us?”

His casual, irreverent tone, as if speaking to a friend rather than a deity, sent a chill down my spine.

Lady Meria covered her ears as if pretending she hadn’t heard.

Karin’s face turned pale.

The saint remained unchanged—she was already at her limit.

“Yes, it’s a day worth commemorating. The Goddess of the Full Moon can no longer interfere with this world. For the next thousand years, this land will follow my laws.”

“Well, that’s good news. But, Goddess, since you’re here, can I ask you a favor?”

“A favor?”

The hero casually gestured toward the saint, who was still lost in endless prayer.

I assumed he was going to ask the goddess to calm her down.

But then…

“This one. She’s got a good body, but she hates demons too much, and it’s kind of annoying. Can you change her personality? That kind of thing should be easy for a goddess, right?”

A request so outrageous that even the goddess was momentarily rendered speechless.

Only the hero could say something so utterly insane.

…Is he even human?

A migraine threatened to overtake me.

I had never once felt affection for the saint, but even I felt a pang of sympathy for her now.

There was no way to frame this request as anything but malicious.

What happens now?

The saint, completely unaware of her impending fate, continued to pray fervently, trapped in an overwhelming fear that left her unable to do anything else.

I sneaked a glance at the goddess, searching for any sign of her reaction.

Her expression was unreadable—emotionless, like a mask devoid of humanity.

A face more terrifying than anger itself.

Then, with a sigh, she finally spoke.

“…Wow. This isn’t easy.”

“Huh? Is it that hard?”

At the hero’s remark, the goddess’s smile returned.

But the way her face shifted from blank to smiling in an instant—it was like she had swapped out one mask for another.

“No, I mean you.”

“What?”

“People call me an Evil God, but I like good people. When I see someone kind and gentle, it makes me feel like I might be a good god, too.”

“What are you talking about all of a sudden? And what do you mean, ‘Evil God’?”

“You’re not a good person. That’s why I chose you. Because I like good people.”

Her words, so sudden and without context, left not just the hero, but everyone speechless.

Even the hero, who had always been fearless, seemed slightly deflated now.

Something was about to happen.

Just as that ominous realization filled my mind, the goddess continued.

“I could never bring myself to do something cruel to a truly good person. But for bad people? I have no mercy.”

“……”

“And you, you’re a bad person, aren’t you?”

She smiled—a cruel, sinister grin devoid of any kindness.

The moment he sensed the danger, the hero turned and bolted.

He leaped toward the window in an attempt to escape—just as he had when we first arrived at this castle.

But—

“Ugh!!”

His body crumpled forward, unable to harness the strength that once made him unstoppable.

The overwhelming light that had once radiated from him like the sun was now gone.

Left within him was nothing more than a flickering ember, barely clinging to existence.

Realizing his power was truly gone, the hero’s face twisted in horror, his eyes welling with tears.

The goddess—no, the Evil God—approached him and spoke in a bored, almost tired tone.

“You’ve killed 72 people. In just ten years. And that’s only counting the innocent ones.”

“No…! Please, don’t…!!”

“52 rapes. 32 adulteries. 18 forced abortions. How did you even have the time? You spent six years on the battlefield—what did you do in those other four?”

“I… I’m sorry…! I’ll live a good life now, I swear! Just please, give me my power back…! It’s all I have…!!”

“Why would I return something that was never yours to begin with?”

And with that, the hero’s screams filled the room.

His once towering 190cm frame shrank into something barely over 160cm.

His once strong, proud body became plump and short—his proportions those of a pig.

He was no longer the hero.

And yet, for some reason, my mind insisted that this pathetic figure before me was still the same person.


The goddess turned to me and smiled.

“You had the courage to stand up for him, even after all he did to you. As a reward, I’ll give you a gift.”

And just like that, she disappeared.

That day, the Demon King perished.

But so did the hero.

And from that moment on, the war between humans and demons took a new turn.





 
  Chapter 6: Bell Joma.


Even after the evil god disappeared, we remained frozen in place, unable to open our mouths for a while.

The fear that even a single careless word might bring that presence back held us captive.

The worst possible imagination, born from the depths of uncertainty, paralyzed every muscle in our bodies and locked our thoughts in a single direction.

Time passed, and as noon approached, the seemingly endless wailing finally ceased.

The warrior—now an unconscious figure—had collapsed, and Meria spoke.

“…What was that?”

A question that no one but the person asking could possibly answer floated aimlessly in the air, never reaching a destination.

A being whose true nature was unknown, beyond mere names or species classifications.

If anyone held the answer, it would be the warrior—the first to directly face it…

“…Saint, do you know anything?”

Since its appearance, the only one who had prayed as if all faith had been rejected was her.

At my words, everyone’s gaze focused on the saint, but she did not stop praying.

Her actions were not driven by madness, but rather by a desperate struggle to survive, as if her very life depended on this seemingly meaningless act.

In truth, there was little difference.

I had heard that she was an orphan who had dedicated her entire life to serving the gods, living within their embrace.

Thus, she was the least resistant to the warrior’s cause.

To deny the existence of the gods within her would mean negating her entire worldview.

I understood her circumstances, but we did not have time to wait for a prayer with no end in sight.

“…Pardon me.”

Reaching toward the saint, I activated a spell.

<Heart of the Beast>

Originally developed to forcibly calm down terrified soldiers, this spell had been banned due to its small yet significant side effects.

Depending on the skill of the caster, the calming effect could be so powerful that it became almost indistinguishable from a narcotic.

I controlled its power as precisely as possible, forcibly steadying the saint’s mind and body.

For a brief moment, her pupils dilated before returning to normal, and she seemed to regain her senses.

Yet, faint tremors still ran through her hands.

However, she had recovered enough to speak.

Gathering around the now-composed saint, we gently asked, ensuring our tone did not feel accusatory.

“…Saint, what exactly was that?”

As a saint, she would likely have knowledge of heretical deities forbidden to common believers.

It was clear that she knew something—the light trembling in her eyes belonged to someone desperately trying to hide the truth.

“I… I can’t say—”

“The secrecy of the temple is not what matters right now. Whatever that thing was, we empowered it. Do you remember what it first said?”

A phrase hinting at victory over another entity—the Goddess of the Night.

If this world was indeed ruled under her law, then who knew what would happen next?

“We need to understand exactly what we’ve done. Only then can we try to fix it. So tell us—what is that thing?”

“If you fear the temple’s punishment, my family will do everything in our power to protect you. So please, tell us. What was that being before us?”

Perhaps our sincerity reached her, as the tremor in her hands gradually subsided.

Fear still lingered, but she was not so cruel as to prioritize her own safety while everything was heading toward catastrophe.

“…Be… Bel…”

“Bel?”

“Its… Its name is… Bel Zoma…”

From her trembling lips, the name was spoken.

Its name was Bel Zoma.

A god of calamity—one that had existed since ancient times, still existed, and had never once lost its power.

“…And it is the original entity upon which the goddess we worship was based.”

The one who first discovered the ancient manuscript—later named the Codex of the Gods—was an unnamed farmer.

Bel Zoma.

Records of this ancient evil god’s name and deeds were found everywhere.

Though the name varied slightly by region—Bel Jema, Bel Zuma, Bel Gima—their shared history confirmed they were the same entity.

“At first, we assumed it was simply a record of a heretical god. No one thought much of it.
After all, every region has its own local faiths, and documents about such gods are fairly common.”

Indeed.

Before the goddess’s faith took complete hold across the continent, countless local deities had been worshiped.

Their numbers were as countless as the stars, making it pointless to keep track of each one.

At first, Bel Zoma was thought to be one of these.

Thus, the Codex of the Gods was treated as just another ancient manuscript.

“…Then why did it become significant?”

“I already told you. It was found everywhere.
From the northernmost reaches of the continent to the farthest south…
Even on islands that had been isolated from the mainland for centuries, records of Bel Zoma were discovered.”

There was only one possible explanation.

Unless someone had intentionally spread these records, the entity must have truly existed.

Realizing the potential danger of the manuscript, the Church declared it a forbidden text and ordered its immediate destruction.

This is the work of a demon.

It had to be someone’s doing—someone who must be found and punished.

However, as the Church continued to track the Codex of the Gods, at some point, the mere act of searching for it was banned, and all information about it was erased.

“…As time passed, the name Bel Zoma gradually changed across regions and eras.
And as we compiled and analyzed the records, we discovered something we were never meant to know…”

The name of Bel Joma was gradually changing.

Now, it was taking on a form similar to Be Jema, the sole deity of the goddess cult worshipped across the entire continent.

The current goddess was a refined version of Bel Joma, with all her evil aspects erased, purified over time to create a new deity.

All of this was a top-secret matter, passed down only to the pope, a select few cardinals, and the saintess.

It was the dark secret of the religious order.

“Of course, I didn’t believe it. I thought it was a fabrication, a slander concocted by those who opposed the faith in the distant past. I believed that and kept my faith.”

But when Bel Joma revealed herself, for the first time, she felt the presence of a true god and realized—

Her god was a lie.

The real god was not gentle like the goddess, nor merciful.

She was a cruel and malevolent deity.

“I see…”

Even though this was a shocking revelation, I had never been particularly devout, so it didn’t matter much to me.

Merial didn’t seem too shaken either.

Karin’s expression stiffened, but she didn’t seem overly concerned.

“So, what kind of god is this Bel Joma?”

“According to ancient records, she was born an evil god, but she longed for goodness. That is why it is said that her eyes possess the power to discern human virtue.”

She could distinguish good people, but because she was inherently evil, she did not understand what goodness truly was.

So, she tested humans.

Those who lost their virtue at the end of the trials were deemed wicked and punished by Bel Joma.

Those who preserved their virtue until the end were recognized as noble and rewarded.

A god who loves and craves goodness more than anyone else, yet wounds the righteous and spreads wickedness across the world—a paradoxical deity.

A god who tested mankind. That was Bel Joma.

“…Then, are you saying that the existence of the Hero was a kind of trial?”

I had never once considered myself a virtuous person, but if I had managed to remain untainted by evil while standing by that man’s side, I could only describe it as a miracle.

The hero, having been subjected to the trial imposed on humanity, had long since broken down and was now lying unconscious.

There were many things I wanted to say to him.

But at this moment, I felt no need to wake him up.

“Let’s move first. We can interrogate him once he wakes up.”

“I agree…”

The hero was an evildoer, but with a god as wicked as Bel Joma appearing, I had no urge to reprimand him at this moment.

Besides, if he was guilty, it was not our place to judge him—that was the kingdom’s judicial system’s duty.

I had personal grudges against him, but if I executed him here, it would not bring justice to the victims he had wronged.

Of course, the kingdom would probably care more about its own reputation than avenging the victims.

But if they realized how dire the situation was, they might make a different choice.

Everyone agreed on this.

Just as we were about to lift the unconscious hero, I met Karin’s gaze.

Her eyes—how should I describe them?

It was the look of someone who had seen the world they believed in collapse, someone who had crossed an irreversible river and was only now looking back with deep regret.

And then, there was the way she looked at me.

So many emotions were mixed together, so overwhelming that even she probably couldn’t name them all.

I deliberately pretended not to notice and carried the hero away.

I couldn’t understand what Karin was thinking, nor what she wanted from me.

So, I had no choice but to ignore it.

Once we stepped outside, we silently watched the demons withdraw from the sky and discreetly moved to a new base.

Fortunately, since the Demon King’s army was vast, their marching routes were obvious.

We set up a safe campsite in a remote forest that did not overlap with their path.

“…What should we do next?”

At the saintess’s question, no one could answer.


In a world where a malevolent god held the reins, how were we supposed to act?

Everyone fell silent, weighed down by endless gloom.

Then—

“Hey, listen.”

Karin suddenly spoke, drawing everyone’s attention to her.

“Why don’t we just cover it all up?”


“…What?”

“We’re the only ones who know about this evil god’s schemes, right? Then wouldn’t it be best to just kill this guy and bury everything?”

“……….”

What the…

This was…



 
  Chapter 7: Useless.


***

TN: Author has written the content of this chapter (Chapter 7) in Chapter 6. Hence the translation is same.

***

Even after the evil god disappeared, we remained frozen in place, unable to open our mouths for a while.

We feared that even a single unnecessary word might bring that entity back.

The worst imaginable scenario stemming from that fear paralyzed our entire bodies, fixing our thoughts in one direction.

Time passed, and by the time noon approached—

The wailing, which had seemed like it would never end, ceased, and as the warrior—who was once something more—collapsed unconscious, Meria spoke.

“…What exactly was that?”

It was a question that, aside from herself, no one else could answer.
And so, it remained afloat in the air, never reaching anywhere.

A being whose true nature could not be comprehended—neither by name nor by species.

If there was anyone who could answer, it would have to be the warrior who had first faced it directly…

“…Saint, do you know anything?”

The only one who had continued to pray, as if all faith had been denied from the moment it appeared.

Everyone’s gaze focused on her at my words, but the saint did not stop praying.

Her desperate persistence in what seemed like a meaningless act did not feel like madness but rather a frantic struggle to survive.

And perhaps, in reality, it wasn’t so different.

From what I had heard, she was an orphan who had devoted her entire life to serving God, living within the embrace of divinity.

Thus, she had been the least resistant to being linked with the warrior.

To deny the existence of God was equivalent to denying her entire worldview.

I understood her circumstances, but we didn’t have the luxury of waiting indefinitely for her prayers to end.

“Pardon me.”

I reached out toward the saint and activated a spell.

<Heart of the Beast>

Originally developed to forcibly calm an army gripped by fear, this spell had been banned due to a small side effect.

Depending on the mage’s skill, the calming effect could be so powerful that it was practically no different from a drug.

I carefully controlled its strength to forcibly stabilize the saint’s mind and body.

For a brief moment, her pupils dilated before returning to normal, signaling that she had regained her senses—though her hand still trembled slightly.

At least, she had recovered enough to speak.

Gathering around the now composed saint, we gently asked, making sure not to sound too forceful.

“…Saint, what was that just now?”

As a saint, she would have knowledge of heretical deities, which were forbidden to ordinary believers.

And indeed, her trembling eyes held a light that indicated she knew something but was desperately trying to hide it.

“I—I can’t say—”

“The temple’s confidentiality rules are not something to cling to right now. Whatever that was, we strengthened it. Do you remember what it said at the beginning?”

It had declared victory over another entity—the goddess of the night.

If this world was truly governed by her laws, then no one knew what would happen next.

“We need to understand exactly what we did so we can fix this as best we can. So, tell us—what is that thing?”

“If you’re afraid of the temple’s punishment, my family will do everything we can to protect you. So please, tell us—what did we face?”

Our plea must have been convincing because the slight tremor in her hand began to subside.

Though fear still lingered, she was not so selfish as to prioritize her own safety when the entire world teetered on the brink of catastrophe.

“Be…Bel…”

“Bel?”

“Its name is… Bel Joma…”

From her trembling lips, the name was spoken.

Bel Joma.

A god of calamity—one that had existed, still existed, and had never once lost its power.

“And… it is the original form of the goddess we worship.”

The first discovery of the ancient text known as the Codex of the Gods had been made by an unnamed farmer.

Bel Joma.

Records of an ancient evil god had been unearthed everywhere.

Sometimes the name varied—Bel Jema, Bel Juma, Bel Gima—but the actions recorded in the texts made it clear that they all referred to the same entity.

“At first, we thought it was just a record of some heretical deity. No one paid much attention to it. After all, every region has its own folk beliefs, and documents about such gods are not uncommon.”

That was true.

Before the Goddess Church became the dominant faith across the continent, countless local deities had existed, as numerous as the stars.

Bel Joma had initially been categorized as one of these cases, and the Codex of the Gods was considered just another ordinary ancient text.

“…What made it special?”

“You don’t understand? It was found everywhere. From the northernmost reaches of the continent to the southernmost islands—even in places that had been isolated for centuries. The Codex of the Gods was discovered.”

There was only one possible explanation.

Either someone had deliberately spread it across the world, or this being had truly existed.

Once the church realized the dangerous implications, they declared it a forbidden text and ordered its immediate destruction.

This was the work of a demon.

Someone’s scheme.

And so, they set out to track down the origins of the Codex of the Gods—

Until one day, even searching for it was strictly prohibited, and all related information was purged.

“…Over time, the name Bel Joma changed slightly across different regions and eras. But as we compiled and analyzed the records, we uncovered something we were never meant to know.”

***

(Excerpt of a past memory)

A child was being punished—whipped relentlessly for hours, crying out, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

Every time I visited Karin’s estate, I would see this child at her side. She had served as Karin’s personal maid since childhood.

Why was she being beaten so harshly?

When I asked, the butler responded that she had broken a precious vase that belonged to the count.

…Had she really?

***

(Back to present)

“If the world learns we helped an evil god, we might be punished too. So why don’t we just say the warrior died and cover everything up?”

At a time when an unprecedented threat, possibly more dangerous than the war with the demon race, was looming over the world—

The only thing Karin was concerned about was her own safety.

I don’t blame people for wanting to protect themselves.

Sacrifice is not for everyone; that’s why it’s considered noble.

If I were forced to sacrifice myself right now, I don’t know if I could.

But in a situation where not just herself, but even her family might be in danger, Karin’s selfishness was too much to tolerate.

Meria clearly felt the same way.

“Do you even think before you speak?”

She was about to lash out—

When I stepped forward first.

“I’ll speak.”

***


What follows is a mix of interrogation, negotiations, and a gradual unraveling of hidden truths—culminating in the revelation of the warrior’s true name:

“Kim Yeomjin.”

An unfamiliar name from a distant land.

His story was simple yet infuriating:


He had been a mere student, struck by a vehicle, and declared dead.

Then, Bel Joma appeared, calling it a mistake of the gods, and offered him a new life with overwhelming power.

And so, he had accepted.

***

Everything we had done—all of it—was part of a game played by an unknown, incomprehensible force.



 
  Chapter 8: Night Alone.


The Truth is a Kind of Law

Just as gravity and time flow without concern for the human heart, the truth too exists as a fact, indifferent to human emotions.

The truth we faced was so pathetic and uninspiring that we almost wished it had been more cruel.

Too many people had suffered under him, and even as they were deceived by him, they had no choice but to grit their teeth and endure.

I was one of them.

To be honest, if I were to describe the Hero from the perspective of a victim, he was like a natural disaster.

Just as humans become helpless in the face of storms or tsunamis, I spent my days drowning in helplessness as the gap between us continued to widen.

Others likely felt the same.

If he had decided to live as a natural disaster, I wished he would have remained one until the very end.

If the enemy were nature rather than a human, we could have given up and accepted our fate.

At least, we wouldn’t have felt resentment.

But the one who tormented and deceived us all along was not some divine being we had imagined.

He was nothing more than a foolish child, mistaking a toy someone had tossed to him for his own power.

The realization that we had been at the mercy of a reckless child who had just entered adolescence filled me with rage from the depths of my being.

Suppressing my boiling anger, I asked him,

“Did you never think anything was strange?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you were truly a divine being, wouldn’t you have simply erased the fact that you died or miraculously survived?”

Even I could at least perform emergency treatment with healing magic if the wound wasn’t fatal.

A goddess should have been able to do much more.

“Yet you didn’t question it when they said they would send you to another world?”

It had to be nonsense.

I wanted him to have some reason, some excuse, for hiding the truth about meeting Bel Zoma.

I kept pressing him, trying to find any inconsistencies, but deep down, I had no choice but to admit it.

Everything he said was true.

Kim Yeom-jin wasn’t smart enough to be deceitful, nor did he have any talent for lying.

Though his voice still trembled slightly from fear, his eyes held the confidence and conviction of someone speaking the truth.

“Well… normally, you just believe it, right? It’s a cliché.”

“A cliché?”

“Ah, never mind.”

Even though he mumbled an unfamiliar term, I didn’t feel suspicious.

I had already grasped what kind of person he was.

He was, in a sense, just another common human.

Not in a good way, but the kind you could find anywhere if you looked.

So, what should I ask him next?

To be honest, I was starting to feel doubtful about the purpose of this interrogation.

To Bel Zoma, Kim Yeom-jin was just a pawn in a game.

Asking a mere game piece about the thoughts and intentions of its master was absurd.

And even if he knew, the problem remained the same.

“…Did this help you at all?”

“No, not at all.”

I blurted out my true feelings without thinking.

It was only natural—while I had learned about Kim Yeom-jin’s past, I had gained nothing else of value.

What did it even mean that he followed the law?

And even if I understood it, could I do anything about it?

I wanted to know, but now that I thought about it, even if I knew, there was nothing I could do.

The opponent wasn’t a human pretending to be a god.

The opponent was a god.

If a god itself became our enemy, how could human effort possibly stop it?

“Um…”

As I was lost in thought, a weak voice beside me caught my attention.

Former Hero Kim Yeom-jin, looking terrified, called out to me.

“…Is there nothing more you want to ask?”

His oddly cooperative attitude made me suspicious for a moment, but seeing his trembling body, I could guess how he felt.

“No. And just so you know, even if your information is useless, I’m not going to do anything to you.”

His fate wasn’t something I could decide alone.

Choosing my words carefully to avoid unnecessary anxiety, I conveyed the truth.

It wasn’t out of sympathy.

I just didn’t want him to panic and do something reckless.

“…Then what happens to my wealth?”

“Huh?”

“I mean… I worked hard, didn’t I? I defeated the Demon King, accomplished so much. Even if I lose my title as Hero, shouldn’t I at least get to keep my wealth?”

For a moment, I couldn’t understand.

In a situation where even his survival was uncertain, he was worried about his money?

The fact that he didn’t even consider the possibility of dying made me feel an overwhelming sense of disconnect.

Perhaps in the world he came from, human life held much greater weight than it did here.

But unfortunately for him, in this world, human lives were as fleeting and worthless as autumn leaves.

Kim Yeom-jin had made far too many enemies, and the kingdom was not compassionate enough to evaluate his past achievements.

“Well, if you’re good with words, maybe you can keep your wealth?”

I had no desire, nor the confidence, to persuade him otherwise, so I ended the conversation and moved to my tent.

“I’m going to sleep. If anyone else wants to interrogate him, go ahead.”

***

The Campfire’s Awkward Silence

After I returned to my tent, the campsite, illuminated only by the fire, became the most awkward place in the world.

No one spoke.

No one made eye contact.

In that uncomfortable silence, Saintess Alencia slowly lifted her head and looked at Kim Yeom-jin.

Even though she was known for her lecherous nature, her devotion to the goddess was unmatched.

To her, Kim Yeom-jin was sin in human form.

Not just because of the crimes he had committed.

His existence itself was undeniable proof that her goddess was a lie.

More damning than any crime Bel Zoma had spoken of was the very fact that Kim Yeom-jin existed.

“Hey…”

At the sound that broke the silence, the three women reflexively turned their heads.

Meria wore an indifferent expression.

Karin looked completely uninterested.

And Alencia… looked afraid.

Each of their distinct personalities was evident in their reactions.


Kim Yeom-jin, looking at Alencia, hesitated before speaking.

“About earlier… I’m sorry.”

“…?”

“I mean… what I asked the goddess to do.”

The request.

The absurd demand he had made to Bel Zoma—to alter Alencia’s mind.

At that moment, Alencia rose from her seat.

A blade of divine energy formed in her hand, but she didn’t strike.

Sensing the dangerous atmosphere, I peeked out from my tent, and Meria, without a word, grabbed Alencia’s wrist to stop her.

The holy blade in Alencia’s hand, as fragile as her faith, crumbled away.

“…Never call that wicked god a goddess again.”

That was all she said.

Throwing a murderous glare at Kim Yeom-jin, she turned and entered her tent.

***

Kim Yeom-jin was left alone by the fire, facing the cold night air.

He thought to himself.

“…Where am I supposed to sleep tonight?”

The Hero Party had only two tents.


One was shared by the three women.

The other belonged to Elang.

There was no way he could enter the women’s tent—not after seeing the holy blade Alencia had conjured.

And he didn’t have the courage to ask Elang to let him in.

In the end, unable to enter either tent, Kim Yeom-jin spent the lonely night sitting by the fire.



 
  Chapter 9: Return Home.


An Early Morning Before the Sun Rises

It was early morning, so early that the sun hadn’t fully risen yet.

Waking up at such an early hour—closer to dawn than morning—was nothing unusual for me.

The Demon Realm was, without question, enemy territory.

No matter how secluded the place we chose to camp, if we stayed too long, someone would eventually notice.

That’s why one of my daily routines was to wake up first, clean up the campsite, and erase any traces.

I feared that if even the slightest piece of information was left behind, our party’s identity as heroes might be exposed.

Or perhaps it was the obsessive need to contribute more to the party that made me get up earlier than anyone else, erasing every trace of our presence.

At this hour, I was always alone.

The hero was asleep in his tent, and his lovers remained by his side.

But today, I was not alone.

The hero—who would normally be sound asleep inside his tent until the sun had fully risen—was right beside me.

Sitting by the dying embers of the campfire.

Kim Yeom-jin, drenched in the light drizzle, had apparently been here all night.

His entire body was soaked.

Judging by the occasional cough, it seemed he had caught a cold.

I resented him—constantly.

And I would likely continue to resent him in the future.

But seeing him in such a pitiful state, I couldn’t help but feel some sympathy.

I rekindled the fire and used magic to restore his body temperature.

His shivering body gradually relaxed as warmth returned to him.

“…Wake up.”

I gently nudged him awake.

His tightly shut eyelids twitched, and with a small cough, they slowly opened.

“Ugh… Elang…?”

As soon as Kim Yeom-jin recognized me, he instinctively straightened his posture and leaned back slightly.

Considering he had nearly died just yesterday, it was only natural for him to be afraid.

“Did you stay here all night?”

“…….”

I wasn’t curious about why he had done so.

Thinking back to the saintess’s sharp reaction last night, I could already guess his reasoning.

“…From now on, just sleep in my tent.”

It was small, but there was just enough room for the two of us to manage.

If he continued sleeping outdoors and fell seriously ill, that would be a problem in itself.

Moreover, the climate in the Demon Realm was unpredictable—traveling through this land, sudden blizzards could pose a serious threat to his life.

I couldn’t let him die here, especially when he still needed to stand trial later.

“Well, then… I’ll be off now.”

I had said all I needed to say.

And honestly, facing him was unpleasant, so I used the excuse of packing up to leave.

“…I’m sorry.”

A voice of apology came from behind.

Without asking what he was apologizing for, and without acknowledging it, I turned my back on him.

***

As time passed, the other party members woke up one by one, and once we finished cleaning up, we set off again.

When traveling through enemy regions, we typically disguised ourselves as merchants.

Merchants could naturally use wagons, and with a canopy covering the back, we could easily conceal our numbers, avoiding suspicion.

Additionally, by taming swift beasts, we could travel at speeds several times faster than regular horses, drastically reducing travel time.

In the past, we had used tamed beasts for this purpose, but recently, we had switched to using illusion magic to make spirits appear as beasts pulling the wagon.

These wind-and-earth spirit horses were much faster than ordinary horses or beasts.

“I—I’ll sit up here too.”

As everyone boarded the wagon, the hero, who usually took a seat in the back, suddenly insisted on sitting in the driver’s seat with me today.

I had a feeling he would be staying here until we reached the kingdom.

***

After traveling a great distance from our initial campsite, the sun had begun to set.

It was then, while gazing toward the back of the wagon, that the hero suddenly spoke.

“Are princesses just like prostitutes?”

“…What?”

The abrupt and out-of-context question left me momentarily speechless.

Sensing that this conversation could provoke the three women in the back, I hastily cast an illusion spell to ensure they wouldn’t hear us.

I hadn’t misheard.

As the hero elaborated on his words, I gradually understood what he meant.

“…You should have explained first. If you just suddenly ask, ‘Are princesses like prostitutes?’ out of nowhere, what am I supposed to think?”

“…Sorry.”

“And just so you know, your relationship with those three is far from normal.”

A marriage between an old, wealthy noble and a young, beautiful aristocrat from a fallen family was closer to a transaction than a marriage.

In such cases, no one would be surprised if the wife was treated like a mere plaything.

But just because some cases existed didn’t mean such an arrangement was normal.

I had heard that, during the war, the military relied heavily on the hero.

As a result, his influence in the military had skyrocketed.

The mark of divine selection.

The fame of a war hero.

Unparalleled strength that no one could oppose.

Even though he didn’t realize it himself, the hero could have easily seized the entire kingdom if he had wanted to.

“Your authority surpassed not only the kingdom’s most influential nobles but even the royal family. That’s why everyone bowed to you and endured any humiliation.”

“…….”

“To be honest, from the perspective of an ordinary noble like me, you seemed like a madman.”

You paraded your wives around like trophies, flaunting them as if they were your prized possessions.

I won’t specify exactly what I mean by ‘flaunting’—saying it out loud would make me sick.

But Kim Yeom-jin himself knew better than anyone what I was referring to.

That shouldn’t have been the case.

Even when there was a vast difference in social standing, such behavior was unheard of.

If something like that happened between ordinary nobles, the woman’s family would have forcibly annulled the marriage.

To disgrace a woman who had been married off was no different from insulting her entire family.

“In most cases, noble marriages are between equals. No one really wants to marry a stranger, so it’s mutual. But your case was different.
That wasn’t a normal arranged marriage—it was tribute.”

Saying that marrying a stranger makes a princess the same as a prostitute…

If a real princess or prostitute heard that, they’d probably laugh in his face.

“…So that’s what she meant when she said that…”

“I should be asking this first—why do you even care?”

“…What?”

“You’re no longer a hero. You’ve lost your power, and your marriage will surely be annulled.
So why are you concerned about this?”

“…….”

He was no longer a hero.

He had lost both the strength and the right to do anything for the princess.

There was nothing he could do for her now.

Kim Yeom-jin hung his head in silence.

Ignoring him, I glanced at the girl sitting in the cargo area—Meria.

She had clearly heard the hero’s earlier comment about princesses and prostitutes.

Meria Asbronz.

Always reserved and expressionless, but known in the capital as the model noble daughter.

If she truly saw herself as a prostitute, resenting the decisions forced upon her by her family, then it was either due to her upbringing…

Or because of something that happened after meeting the hero.

I didn’t know anything about her.

Even though we were in the same party, I had never really tried to understand her.

And yet, for some reason, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

She acted as if nothing was wrong, but inside, wasn’t she already broken into pieces?

***


And so, we finally returned to the kingdom after three years.

And then…

“What?! What about my Hero Coin?!”

“…What?”

I found myself facing an unbelievably absurd problem.



 
  Chapter 10: Warrior Coins.


With teleportation magic, we passed through an uncharted deserted island and returned to the human realm.

We barely escaped the enemy’s stronghold, but this place was no less hostile.

The borders between the demon realm and the human realm had long been occupied by the Demon King’s army, and the land we now stood on was no exception.

Even when I first came here, I noticed that people lived with more ease than expected.

It wasn’t exactly a merciful rule, but compared to the Demon King’s army’s notorious reputation, it was a surprising sight.

There were no random massacres for entertainment, no unbearable forced labor, and no conscription of civilians to the front lines.

Rather than caring for the people, it was likely because an untrained peasant soldier was worth less than a single orc, but regardless, this place remained peaceful.

Seeing this, I couldn’t help but question why we had gone through such suffering in the demon realm.

The smiles of the people felt as if they were mocking me—no doubt because of Bel Zoma.

The operation to defeat the Demon King and bring peace had instead created an even more troublesome disaster, an irony I couldn’t ignore.

“…This isn’t exactly a pleasant sight.”

Although faith in the goddess had crumbled, the saintess Alencia still harbored deep hatred for demons, and she unconsciously furrowed her brows at the scene before her.

Coexistence between humans and demons.

Or rather, a benevolent subjugation.

She wasn’t the only one unsettled by it.

Meria, who had never seen demons in a favorable light as a ruler, also showed rare emotions on her face.

Only Karin remained indifferent.

To put it nicely, she had no prejudice.

To put it bluntly, she didn’t care about commoners.

Even when demons ordered humans around, she felt nothing in particular.

Spending time in occupied territory was never pleasant, so we quickened our pace.

Seeing clueless children running around and farmers taking a meal break made me feel disheartened.

What were those three years of struggle for?

Most unbearable of all was that nothing had changed in this place.

Two months had passed since the Demon King’s defeat, yet the people here carried on as if nothing had happened.

As Bella had said, the Demon King was gone, but there was no change in the Demon King’s army.

And there likely wouldn’t be any drastic changes in the future either.

Using an old mountain path rarely traveled, we left the occupied territory and headed straight for the kingdom without stopping in any foreign lands.

The war front was still horrific.

The prolonged war had left commoners in utter destitution, and bodies of both humans and demons piled up in mountains.

In fairy tales, everything ends once the great evil is defeated, but reality is different.

Though we had successfully slain the Demon King in the name of the Hero, what lay before us was the same devastation as before.

“……”

Avoiding the heartbreaking sights, we hurried to the kingdom.

Fortunately, since we had entered human-controlled territory, we no longer had to exhaust ourselves by traveling in hiding.

A few weeks later, we arrived at the kingdom.

After stopping by our respective mansions to freshen up, we went to meet the king.

The generals and officials guarding the royal castle warmly welcomed our return.

But their bright expressions did not last long.

The absence of the Hero,

The need for a secret meeting with His Majesty,

The sight of Kim Yeom jin, hiding like a criminal despite our success in defeating the Demon King—these things unsettled them.

As we had requested a discreet meeting in advance, only the King and the Prime Minister awaited us in the audience chamber.

Meria, being the highest in noble rank among us, stepped forward to greet them, but the King raised his hand, stopping her.

Rather than a gesture of generosity, it felt more like an impatient demand to get to the point.

“…Where is the Hero?”

King Germis’s voice usually carried the dignity and authority befitting a monarch.

Now, though his authority remained, his voice held a desperate plea—

A wish that he was wrong, a hope that at least the worst had been avoided.

“…Your Majesty, may I have permission to speak?”

“You may. Mage Elang Meister of the Hero’s party, speak on their behalf.”

“…Yes. The Hero is here.”

“All I see are you and a shabby man with a hood over his head. If you are not mocking me, you had better explain properly.”

“…It would be faster for you to see for yourself.”

Revealing Kim Yeom jin’s face in front of the guards would have spread the news instantly, so we had concealed him with a hood and magic.

Leading Kim Yeom jin forward, I removed the hood covering his face.

“?”

At first, silence.

Then, as understanding dawned, the King’s face twisted with shock, and a deep sigh escaped him.

Even the Prime Minister, known as the “Iron Mask” for his unshakable composure, could not hide his astonishment.

As the two highest figures in the kingdom reeled in shock, Kim Yeom jin trembled and quickly pulled the hood back over his face.

“…A curse?”

The King spoke the first thought any magic-literate person would have.

He seemed to cling to the hope that if it was a curse, it could be broken.

Unfortunately, the reality was far worse than their worst assumptions.

“It is not a curse. The reason he is like this is neither a curse nor an unknown disease.
On the contrary—this is his true form.”

“His… true form?”

We recounted everything that had happened in the Demon King’s castle as truthfully as possible.

Bel Zoma’s existence was so surreal it sounded insane, but thanks to the saintess’s testimony, we managed to explain it all.

“…Ha.”

The Prime Minister sank into his seat, and King Germis stared blankly into space, at a loss for words.

A thick, suffocating despair filled the chamber, pressing down on all of us.

What was the King thinking at this moment?

The future?

His daughter, the princess, whose fiancé had vanished?

Unfortunately, neither.

“…Hero Coin.”

The King’s sudden mention of an unfamiliar term made us instinctively raise our heads.

Even the three women closest to the Hero seemed unfamiliar with the term, their faces filled with confusion.

Kim Yeom jin, however, reacted differently.

“Coin? Why are you bringing that up now…?”

His expression was a strange mix of ignorance and understanding,
as if he both knew and didn’t know at the same time.


Something was happening.

Something beyond our control.

Just as a chilling foreboding gripped my heart—

“No Hero anymore?! Then…!! What about the Hero Coin?!! What happens to my Hero Coin?!!!”

“…Excuse me?”

The King leaped from his throne, shouting.

Gone was his usual dignity—he now raged like a wild beast, completely unhinged.

“Your Majesty, please calm yourself!! Not all is lost yet!!”

“Calm?! It’s all over!!! What the hell is this nonsense?! Why did that wretched god suddenly appear?!!”

Throwing his royal scepter aside, the King roared in frustration.

His behavior was beyond absurd—it was downright pitiful.


“COIN!!! COOOOOOOOIIIIIN!!!”

“Your Majesty!!!”

In the end, it wasn’t the Prime Minister or the knights who stopped him, but the King himself.

Clutching his chest, he collapsed, and the Prime Minister rushed to support him.

Thus, the audience came to a chaotic end.

Left with some time before our next summons, curiosity about the “Hero Coin” consumed me.

So, I stepped out and grabbed the first person I saw.



 
  Chapter 11: Because I didn’t know it was free!!!.


When the Hero Coin was first distributed, the reaction from those around was nothing short of cold and indifferent.

Typically, when a general achieves great merit, the usual reward consists of a legendary sword or a treasured artifact with historical significance in martial arts.

If circumstances make it impossible to prepare such a reward, then a medal or an equivalent treasure is granted as a matter of formality.

Yet, a mere coin as a reward?

Before the true purpose of the Hero Coin was understood, some even called King Germis the “Coin King,” showing how poorly the decision was received at the time.

Despite the cold reception, people eventually discovered the true purpose of the Hero Coin thanks to King Germis’s usual behavior.

He was a typical royal, far removed from the notion of jokes or frivolity.

No one believed he would make such a politically disastrous move by mistake.

“There must be a purpose behind this coin.”

As generals and royals across the nations pondered its significance, something caught their eyes.

It was the face of the hero engraved on the coin.

Anyone who had seen him even once would never forget that face.

And upon recognizing it, people began to wonder.

Could this be… a threat?

“A threat, you say?”

“…Ah, I misspoke. Please forgive me; I must be exhausted from overwork. It was merely one perspective among many.”

“I’m fine, so please continue.”

“Yes, well… As I mentioned, the coin bore the profile of the hero. Naturally, people assumed it must be related to him.”

“That would make sense…”

“Even now, but especially at that time, the continent was ravaged by war, with nations and territories falling into ruin. What everyone desired most wasn’t money or fame—it was peace.”

And the way to bring peace…

Was to win the war.

And who could secure victory better than the hero himself?

Some began to suspect:

Perhaps the nation that collected the most Hero Coins would be granted the hero’s aid first.

Or conversely, those with few or no Hero Coins might be denied his assistance altogether.

It was only natural for war-weary people to interpret the Hero Coin this way.

Though King Germis never explicitly confirmed such a function, everyone came to believe it.

He was, after all, the hero’s mentor in private and his king in official capacity.

If he awarded Hero Coins to distinguished generals, it was easy to assume they were tokens to secure the hero’s deployment.

From that day forward, various nations scrambled to obtain Hero Coins—sending troops, supplies, or whatever else was needed to gain favor with the kingdom.

Had it ended there, things might have remained manageable.

The real problem came next.

“The kingdom began awarding Hero Coins to nobles who purchased large amounts of government bonds.”

From that moment, Hero Coins gained financial value as well.

As war intensified, people longed for peace, and as a result, the value of Hero Coins soared.

It was around this time that even powerful nobles, not just nations, started entering the market to acquire Hero Coins.

At first, even the wealthiest lords hesitated to pursue them.

Why?

Because no matter how many they collected, if another nation had more, it was meaningless.

Even the richest nobles couldn’t outbid entire countries.

Thus, most chose to step back and watch as kings fought their invisible battle over the coins.

But everything changed once the coins gained monetary value.

Now, even if one failed to collect the most, possessing some Hero Coins still guaranteed financial gain.

And the buyer? None other than the kingdom itself.

To landowners, the Hero Coin appeared to be the safest asset in an era of chaotic warfare.

From that point, even minor lords scrambled to collect them.

Those who couldn’t afford to do so alone pooled their resources, treating the coins as communal property.

Beyond their financial worth, Hero Coins could also be surrendered to the king in exchange for military support.

This quickly cemented them as an official currency across the continent.

Previously, the most valuable currency was the gold coin of the Lyumaris Empire.

But now, that position belonged to the Hero Coin.

Faced with such an absurd reality, I was left speechless.

A maid spoke.

“Some call His Majesty a ruthless king who places a price on human lives.
But to us court nobles, there is no ruler more brilliant.
He moved both the nobles and the kings of foreign lands without uttering a single word.”

“…Count?”

“…Did your family purchase any Hero Coins?”

“No. But thanks to His Majesty’s grace, we received one as a gift and have kept it carefully preserved.”

“Sell it. Immediately.”

“…What?”

“This is my goodwill to you for sharing such vital information. Sell that damn thing right away.”

“B-But, Count?!”

Ignoring the flustered maid, I strode down the empty corridor.

At first, I was so overwhelmed that I didn’t even know where I was heading.

But at some point, my legs carried me toward a certain room.

The bedroom where the unconscious king lay.

My feet led me there.

“Count, His Majesty still needs to recover—”

“Move.”

I forced my way through the guards using mana, clearing away all who stood in my path.

Under normal circumstances, this would be considered treason.

But I had no time to care.

After taking down a few knights, even Sir Rayas, the Captain of the Royal Guard, stepped forward.

Before the hero appeared, he was hailed as the strongest knight in the kingdom.

Though surprised to see me, he quickly placed his hand on his sword, prepared for battle.

Unlike the other guards, he would not be so easily subdued.

I braced myself, drawing mana for the fight.

But then—

“…Stand down.”

Sir Rayas let out a small sigh, removing his hand from his sword.

“I used to think I was the strongest in the kingdom until that damn hero showed up.
And now, just as I gave up on climbing an impossible mountain, another one gets thrown at me.”

“…Captain!!”

“We can’t win against him. And he’s not here to assassinate the king—otherwise, we’d all be dead by now.”

He had once been reckless and straightforward, the embodiment of brute force.

But after losing to the hero, he had learned humility.

“Promise me one thing.
I’ll let you through, but you must swear not to harm His Majesty.”

“…I promise.”

Letting me pass would undoubtedly cost him, yet he made this request for the sake of his subordinates.

As I walked past, I saw the fury and resentment in the knights’ eyes.

I wished I could preserve their captain’s pride, but time was not a luxury I had.

Or maybe…

That was just an excuse.

Because I knew.

That everything was already too late.

The tumor named “Coin” had already spread across the continent.

And fixing this mess would require more than just cutting out a single nation.

Everything was so thoroughly fucked that I didn’t even know where to start.

But that didn’t mean I could stop.

Without knocking or asking permission, I pushed open the door to the king’s chamber and strode inside.

“…How dare you.”

A feeble voice scolded me.

The king, barely able to lift his head from the bed, looked as if he could perish at any moment.

The chancellor beside him appeared no better.

“With the kingdom on the brink of ruin, does etiquette even matter?
The Hero Coin.
What the hell is it?
What were you thinking when you created that cursed thing?!”

“Urgh…!”


“…There were circumstances.”

The chancellor answered in the king’s stead.

“You may not believe me, but this was never the plan.
It all started as an experiment.”

“…An experiment?”

“The hero once told us about something from his world—cryptocurrency.”

As soon as he mentioned the hero, a splitting headache overtook me.



 
  Chapter 12: I’ll give up for free.


There are always signs when a nation is on the verge of collapse.

Sometimes, these signs are so obscure that no one notices them, allowing the country to decay slowly from within.

Other times, they are easy to recognize but discovered too late—by the time everyone realizes, the nation is already beyond saving, plunging instantly into ruin.

This time, it was clearly the latter.

The exact words that Karin had spoken now came out of the mouth of the old and weary king.

If this wasn’t a sign of a fallen kingdom, then what else could be?

“…What do you mean by ‘covering it up’? And after covering it up? You can’t possibly hide this forever, can you?”

Instead of grabbing the king by the collar and shaking him, demanding to know if he had lost his mind, I asked if he had a plan.

I desperately clung to the unlikely hope that he might have some groundbreaking solution to this crisis.

But deep down, I knew there was none.

To be honest, I was exhausted too.

I had already wasted three years in vain, and after finally returning home, all I found was a ‘Hero Coin’ as the result.

“…Please, tell me you have some kind of plan.”

Even with my near-pleading tone, the king and his chancellor remained silent, as if their only concern was getting through the immediate crisis.

Seeing the highest authorities of this country avert their gazes and keep their lips tightly shut, my lifelong patriotism vanished in an instant.

Perhaps feeling a pang of guilt, King Germis finally spoke, giving an explanation that might have worked if he had said it four months earlier.

“…With time, the Demon King’s army will fall into internal conflict without their leader. They will return to their homelands, each vying to become the new Demon King. That’s when we strike.”

“Oh, please…”

That would never happen.

The demons did not see the Demon King as their unifying force—they were only fighting out of sheer desperation.

Besides, though Bella denied it, I was convinced that not just the weaker races, but even the powerful demons, including the Demons themselves, were eyeing the human world.

Despite its lack of mana, the human world had no extreme weather conditions and was filled with endless fertile lands—far more livable than the Demon Realm.

In reality, it wasn’t even that the Demons had no land of their own; they simply desired more, like everyone else.

“…There’s no guarantee that the demons will fall into civil war just because the Demon King is dead. We need to reveal the truth, even now.”

Strictly speaking, this wouldn’t even be deception.

It wasn’t as if we had deliberately broken our promise; rather, it was unfortunate that the Hero had died, making it impossible to keep.

At worst, our support from other nations might be cut off, but that didn’t mean they could use it as an excuse to ignore the Demon King’s forces at their rear and attack us outright.

They neither had the resources nor the justification.

But the king and the chancellor seemed to think otherwise.

“You don’t understand how much money the nobles spent buying those coins. Even your parents… Do you even know how much they invested?”

“…My parents?”

“Count, I sincerely hope you don’t take this as a threat. Your parents borrowed a considerable sum to buy those coins.”

And apparently, that wasn’t enough—they had even pawned my research materials and personal belongings to get more money.

At that moment, my vision darkened.

Before leaving for the Demon Realm, I had entrusted all my research materials to a vault and warned my parents:

Those documents were the culmination of my youth, so they must never be lost or touched.

Looking back now, they weren’t particularly valuable—just something that had taken a long time to compile.

But to me, they were proof of my dedication, fragments of the dream I hoped to achieve one day.

And they sold them without even consulting me?

If they had been lost, I could have forgiven them.

Even if they had been sold due to financial hardship, I might have understood after some time.

But to sell them for a Hero Coin?

To buy a coin bearing the face of the man I despised most in this world?

That, I could never accept.

“…Are you alright?”

What kind of expression was I making right now?

The king and the chancellor, looking at me with palpable fear, asked in concern.

I kept my mouth shut, fearing that if I spoke, I would end up shouting instead.

If, by some chance, the chancellor had read my thoughts and deliberately provoked me like this, I almost wanted to commend him for it.

“In any case, your parents and many other nobles will go bankrupt if this gets out.”

“…I suppose so.”

“We should give them time to prepare, shouldn’t we? That’s why we need to delay the announcement.”

But even with time, there was only one place they could sell the coins.

All delaying the truth would accomplish was angering the rulers of the other nations even more.

Still, the king and the chancellor seemed more afraid of the nobles right beside them than of the distant foreign rulers.

Understandable. If the truth came to light, a rebellion was inevitable.

But whether we revealed the truth or not, the kingdom’s fate would not change.

Too much had already happened, and the kingdom had gone too far to recover.

Wouldn’t it be better to tell the truth now, prepare for the aftermath, and at least minimize the damage to the allied nations?

That’s what I thought.

That’s what I was about to say—

When suddenly, time stopped.

Everything was swallowed by darkness, and memories that had no reason to exist in my mind unfolded before my eyes.

***

Clouds lay beneath my feet as I gazed down from an unfathomable height, feeling almost godlike.

It felt as if the entire world was at my feet.

Below me, the royal capital was engulfed in flames.

Buildings lay flattened, as if trampled by giants.

Blood and screams filled the air, turning the land into a wasteland of death.

And all of it—every single bit—was my doing.

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t intended for this to happen, or that I had no choice but to protect myself.

Such excuses were meaningless.

I had known better than anyone what would happen if I fought.

This was my choice.

I valued my own life more than the lives of others.

And believing in that foolish king was my mistake.

Despite their relentless persuasion, I had insisted on revealing what had happened at the Demon King’s castle.

Perhaps resigned to their fate, the king and chancellor claimed they would stand by my side if that was my decision.

I didn’t trust them.

Their surrender had come too easily.

But I had no other option.

As a mere count and the magician of the Hero’s party, my status was just a facade.

I had no connections to deliver this news to foreign rulers, nor did I hold enough prestige to be trusted.

I had power, but if I used force, I would only be branded as a demon.

If I saw a lone magician defeating an entire royal guard and proclaiming the truth about the Demon King’s castle, I, too, would suspect a high-ranking demon’s deception.

So, I had no choice but to trust them and wait.

And a few weeks later—

The kingdom’s greatest warriors, Sir Raiders, and tens of thousands of soldiers came to execute me.

At first, I focused only on defense, trying to persuade them.

But there was only so much I could do against elite commanders and an army of tens of thousands.

Eventually, I fought back.

The magic I had honed in the Demon Realm exploded before their eyes.
And the sight that followed…

I never wanted to recall it.

But I didn’t need to—one look at the ruined city below told me everything.

A city of eight million, turned to ashes in a single day.

Thousands of lives, extinguished by a single magician.

The vision faded.

And time moved once more.

A moment ago, there was no magical interference in that vision.

The only beings capable of such a phenomenon are those who are truly considered gods.

Perhaps this is the judgment of Bel Zoma.

It must have been a vision of the future, showing me what would have happened had I made the wrong choice here.

It could have been suspected as a trick of an evil god, but strangely, that thought never crossed my mind.

That god is pure—whether in a good sense or a bad one.

They wouldn’t be so malicious as to grant a vision only to show a false memory.

“Count, what’s wrong?”

“…Nothing.”

If I were to announce everything here and now, would the kingdom’s greatest warriors and tens of thousands of troops come to hunt me down within weeks?

And yet, to think that I managed to defeat all those enemies…

My experiences in the Demon Realm have made me a far more powerful magician than I ever imagined.

Even I was honestly a little surprised.

“You said you needed more time.”

“…Yes, that’s right.”

“Then I will accommodate that. However, I ask one promise from you. If this matter comes to light, I was never involved. Can you agree to that?”

I wonder if, deep down, I had hoped they would side with me.

They nodded, looking somewhat disappointed.

Honestly, even if I make this promise, I don’t believe they wouldn’t drag me into it when the time comes.

So, I must prepare.

I need to find a way to prove, beyond doubt, that I have no ties to them.

“But Your Majesty, what happens to the lands and title I was promised after the Demon King’s defeat? And what about the treatment of the hero and his lovers…?”

To cover up this matter, it must appear as if the Demon King’s subjugation is not yet complete, meaning my presence must remain hidden.

Of course, this applied not just to me but also to Kim Yeomjin and his lovers, making it quite the headache.

Meria, being a royal relative, would be manageable, but dealing with Saintess Karin and the daughter of the Border Marquis would be troublesome.

As I took a breath, the king and chancellor seemed to realize the same issue and fell into deep contemplation.

“Meria’s father can be informed of the circumstances, but the others pose a problem.”

“Let’s say they haven’t returned yet and keep them in a secluded estate. Karin will resist, but the Saintess likely won’t.”

“Hmm?”

“She has been afraid of facing the Holy City ever since learning the truth about the goddess. She might even welcome confinement.”

“I see… That’s at least some relief.”

“And about my domain…”

“Hmm…”

When it came to dealing with the more difficult issues, the two hesitated, avoiding my gaze.

It was indeed a complex problem.

There wasn’t any suitable land within the Count’s territory, and even if there were, they couldn’t grant it to me under my name.

“Give me the Elberg Mountain Range.”

“…What?”

“The Elberg Mountain Range.”

This was the largest mountain range in the interior of the Nepia Kingdom and served as the greatest barrier against both the Eles Kingdom and the Koltz Duchy.

Teeming with powerful magical beasts, this land was a natural fortress that required no soldiers.

Not once in history had an enemy climbed over the range to invade.

Of course, there was no telling when monstrous creatures might descend from the mountains, making it nearly uninhabitable and economically useless.

As a royal domain, it was simultaneously the kingdom’s most strategically valuable land and its most worthless.

“…Why do you want that place specifically?”

“It may be useless to you, but it is useful to me. That is all. Unless you have another piece of land you’d rather offer me?”



“……”

With little population and minimal traffic, there was no better place to disappear.

Faced with a proposal too convenient for me, the king and chancellor looked uneasy, clearly reluctant.

However, they couldn’t offer another alternative, so they had no choice but to grant me the Elberg Mountain Range.

‘I don’t know what the future holds, but… I’m tired now.’

I want to rest.

I want to live in peace.

I want to live for myself.

Is that selfish of me?

Either way, it doesn’t matter.

I was simply never the kind of person Bel Zoma considered virtuous.

From now on, I will live for myself.

I vowed that deep in my heart.



 
  Chapter 13: Past and Future.


“Then, I shall take my leave.”

As Elang departed, Germis was finally able to relax.

His body collapsed onto the bed, and the Chancellor caught him.

Carefully laying Germis down, Chancellor Pete placed the medicine and water that had been sitting on the drawer onto a tray and presented it to him.

“…You’ve been through a lot.”

Germis, seemingly too exhausted to respond, simply nodded and swallowed the medicine in one gulp.

Persuading someone capable of turning a person into a corpse with just a gesture felt akin to stroking the head of a wild beast.

If that beast suddenly turned serious in the middle of being petted, it wouldn’t be hard to imagine how the caretaker would feel.

Whether the other party was truly such a person or not wasn’t really important.

Just knowing that they could do such a thing was enough to send chills down the spine of the one trying to handle them.

“…It would have been easier if it had been that damn hero instead.”

Germis muttered, as if lamenting, after draining the glass of water.

If it had been the hero instead, things might have gone much more smoothly.

Heroes were simple creatures.

Their motivations were almost as straightforward as a beast’s, making them the easiest kind of people to negotiate with.

Like a starving animal content with being thrown a piece of meat, heroes could be satisfied just as easily with women or lavish feasts.

People whose goals revolved around fulfilling their desires were easy to handle.

On the other hand, people without such desires were difficult to control.

Elang was one such person.

Germis knew that Elang was genuinely concerned about the current situation and sincerely wished to do something about it.

And because Germis recognized that sincerity, he couldn’t ignore the growing doubt in his chest.

Why had a man who once wore a resolute expression suddenly changed his mind so easily?

Germis’s expression turned serious.

Noticing the shift immediately, Chancellor Pete let out a small sigh.

“Pete. Did Count Elang really seem convinced by our explanation?”

“…Honestly, it’s difficult to say anything for sure when it comes to the Count. He’s not a typical noble, after all.”

Though he had education and tried to act like a noble, he was ultimately someone who didn’t belong among them.

The duty of a noble was to protect their people and their land.

To do so, one sometimes had to make decisions that were not necessarily righteous.

But Elang couldn’t do that.

If he was responsible for a mistake, he would acknowledge it regardless of the cost to himself.

“It’s because he was too absorbed in his research. His parents should have been the ones managing the estate.”

Pete believed that Elang’s unusual way of thinking stemmed from his excessive dedication to research.

If he had spent less time at his desk and more time managing his territory, he might have turned out differently.

“If he had experienced governing a territory…”

“He wouldn’t have bought that damned coin in the first place. And he wouldn’t have ended up joining the hero’s party as a mage.”

“Ah, that’s true.”

“…Damn coin. Enough about the past. Do we have a plan?”

Even if they needed a plan, it was difficult to come up with one when they weren’t even sure what Elang was thinking.

Thus, the two pondered why Elang had requested such a distant land.

“Asking for a remote land and hiding his identity could mean he intends to go into seclusion.”

“Seclusion? …Well, I suppose any ordinary person would have given up long ago.”

“It is strange that he changed his mind so suddenly, but it works in our favor. If he locks himself away in the mountains, he won’t pose a threat to us.”

If Elang truly secluded himself, then they wouldn’t have to worry about a top-tier mage becoming a potential enemy.

At the same time, though, it meant that such a powerful mage was leaving the kingdom—a painful loss.

“…Rather than lamenting those who have already left, we should focus on the future.”

“Indeed. The most pressing concerns now are how to conceal the Demon King’s death and how to deal with the surrounding nations.”

“We can’t hide the Demon King’s death.”

For now, things were quiet, but after years of conflict, the truth would eventually come to light.

As Elang had said, hiding the Demon King’s death was impossible.

So when that truth was revealed, they had to at least prevent the surrounding nations from turning their swords toward the kingdom.

There was no need to make them forgive the kingdom.

As long as their attention was diverted elsewhere, they wouldn’t be able to take action against them.

If they prioritized their own nation’s safety over seeking revenge, then the kingdom might just survive this crisis.

“If a new Demon King were to appear, it would resolve everything. But for some reason, Count Elang doesn’t seem to think that will happen.”

Though he hadn’t presented any evidence, he was a mage who had spent years in the Demon Realm.

His opinion couldn’t simply be dismissed.

“…But does a Demon King really need to exist? After all, our hero wasn’t truly one either.”

“What do you mean?”

“We still have a hero. He may have lost his power and his appearance may be wretched, but we all recognize him as the hero.”

“The goddess… no, the evil god’s power, was it? Are you suggesting we use illusion magic and have him pose as a fake hero?”

“Who said anything about a fake? He is the real hero, just powerless at the moment.”

“Isn’t that just wordplay?”

“…But it’s still the truth. The hero who slew the Demon King was betrayed by humanity and lost his powers to the new Demon King, Elang Meister. Now, he is undergoing training to regain his strength. Doesn’t that make for a compelling narrative?”

“…Excuse me?”

The absurdity of the plan left Pete momentarily speechless.

It wasn’t a matter of morality—the plan was simply too ridiculous.

Even if it worked, it wouldn’t be a real solution.

‘Has he gone senile from the stress?’

The king was over seventy.

It wouldn’t be surprising if the hardships of this era had finally pushed him to his limits.

“Y-Your Majesty… That plan is…!”

“I know. It’s insane, isn’t it?”

“Then why…?”

“First, because the surrounding nations will trust our remaining party members more than they trust Count Elang.”

Secondly, the land Elang requested was none other than the Elburg Mountains.

That place was a demon-infested region that no one could approach easily.

“They won’t be able to send an army to subdue him. And they certainly won’t dispatch someone as strong as him.”

“…Entering a mage’s domain is practically suicide.”

“Exactly. And lastly… doesn’t it seem like this evil god would enjoy such a development?”

“An evil god?”

Bel Zoma was a deity who tested mortals with trials.

If she deemed this situation a trial, she might just sit back and watch for a while.

It was only speculation, but gods were unpredictable beings.

This was the best they could do.

“But…”


If the hero truly overcame this ordeal, Bel Zoma might punish the kingdom instead.

Before Pete could voice this concern, Germis let out a wry chuckle.

“If he overcomes it, that is. Who knows? Maybe he’ll lose heart, and Bel Zoma will lose interest in him.”

Germis’s gaze was deadly serious as he wagered the fate of the kingdom on this desperate plan.

Pete knew he had to stop him, but he couldn’t find the words.

Even if he stopped this plan, what would they do next?

If the kingdom was doomed regardless, wasn’t a gamble their only option?

…Oh, gods.

Praying to deities that didn’t exist, Pete closed his eyes tightly.

There was no future for the kingdom.

And yet, he couldn’t run away.

As death closed in from all sides, Pete could only pray for a miracle.

「Wow… These guys have completely lost it.」

「Isn’t this all your fault?」

“Hah…”

Taking a deep breath, I exhaled slowly.

I was exhausted, but my chest felt lighter—perhaps because I had finally set down a burden I had been carrying.

Stepping out of my chambers, I leaned on the balcony, staring blankly at the night view of the royal capital.

The city lights overlapped with the devastation I had witnessed earlier, making me frown unconsciously.

Each of those lights represented someone living here…


If war or rebellion were to break out, how many lives would be lost in vain?

The thought made my chest ache.

There was nothing I could do.

All I could do was protect myself.

…Forget it.

For now, I needed to focus on the future.



 
  Chapter 14: You will regret it.


“I’m coming in.”

Before permission was even granted, Karin burrowed into my arms and stepped inside.

She glanced up at me briefly, her face showing a slightly dazed and surprised expression—one of those looks she had when facing an unexpected situation.

It was a mix of astonishment and a trace of fear, as if she had mistaken me for someone else.

Feeling a sense of unease, I took a step back.

“Why are you acting like that?”

“…No, you just looked like someone else for a moment.”

What did she mean by that?

Honestly, I wasn’t really curious, nor did it matter.

I had more unpleasant memories with Karin than good ones, so this kind of encounter was never welcome.

In fact, even the so-called “good” memories were one-sided—me liking her, me chasing after her.

Looking back, an arranged marriage is ultimately a business-like relationship without love.

She didn’t seem to hate me, but she certainly never loved me either.

Perhaps our relationship had always been one-sided from the start.

Realizing that, I felt a wave of embarrassment at how overly eager I had been.

“Aren’t you going to ask why I’m wearing a maid outfit?”

As I was lost in thought, Karin, who had sat down heavily on the bed, asked that question.

I hadn’t asked because I already had a good guess. But it seemed she wanted me to.

“You wore it without much thought, right?”

“Oh? How did you know?”

Most people would assume she was trying to disguise herself as a maid to escape.

But in Karin’s case, she was just pretending—she had no real intention of doing so.

She simply enjoyed teasing people.

Besides, the palace’s security wasn’t lax enough to let a noblewoman escape just because she wore a maid’s uniform.

“There’s someone among the palace staff who’s under my family’s influence. I asked them to get me a maid outfit. So, how do I look?”

“Telling a noble lady that a maid outfit suits her isn’t exactly a compliment. Also, I doubt you came all this way just to hear my opinion.”

“What, so cold… Can’t we just chat for a bit? It’s been three years since we had a long conversation. Consider it a little icebreaker.”

“If you don’t state your business within a minute, I’ll report this to His Majesty. I assume you wouldn’t want to move from your private quarters to the underground prison?”

Karin shut her mouth, looking serious.

In the past, I would have been anxious when she made that face.

But now, I felt nothing.

Back then, my anxiety came from the fear of her leaving me.

Now, that fear was gone. There was no worry, no unease—nothing at all.

“Ha…”

Noticing my different reaction, Karin sighed and bluntly changed her attitude.

“Fine, I’ll get to the point. Elang, why don’t we get married again?”

“…What?”

“Didn’t you hear me? I’m talking about the Hero Coin. It’s about to collapse.”

So, some official under her family’s influence must have tipped her off about the Hero Coin.

It seems word of the hero’s return would soon spread.

“The royal family is going to fall. Many nobles will go bankrupt. Even my father bought a few coins, but as long as we sell them quickly, it won’t be a problem.”

“There’s no reason to stay on a sinking ship. Our family should take the lead in forming a noble alliance and report this scandal to the surrounding nations.”

She then confidently spoke of her plan—launch a rebellion, swiftly take control of the capital, and establish a new dynasty.

With most of the kingdom’s forces away at war, success was guaranteed, she believed.

But those very forces had returned in just a few weeks—to hunt me down.

Knowing King Germis, he would rather see the kingdom destroyed than accept a new ruling family.

As I listened to Karin’s half-baked, unrealistic plan, I thought about the glaring flaws.

How would she convince the generals currently holding the frontlines?

What if foreign nations held the new dynasty accountable for the Hero Coin scandal?

Even if a new dynasty were established, the kingdom would fracture, leaving it vulnerable to demons.

“You can’t take on the entire kingdom alone, can you? Back then, you had… options. But the hero is gone now. Wouldn’t it be wise to join forces again?”

I could handle it alone.

The cost had been nearly eight million lives, but I had won.

Whether Karin knew this or not, she extended her hand as if we were equals.

“….”

I scoffed and turned away.

I had chosen seclusion to avoid fighting, but if my only alternative was taking Karin’s hand, I would rather destroy the kingdom myself and build my own dynasty.

“Karin.”

“What?”

“You are, without a doubt, the most foolish of the hero’s lovers.”

“…What did you just say?”

“Among all the women he had, you’re the biggest idiot.”

Otherwise, why would she come to me with this request?

Anyone who knew what had happened in the hero’s party would understand that I had completely lost any attachment to her.

Even if she hadn’t known that, if she had any understanding of who I was, she would have realized I would never accept her offer.

Had she at least framed it as a way to minimize damage, I might have given it some thought.

But she didn’t.

“Leave. I don’t care what else you have to say.”

“You… you…!!”

Karin clenched her fist in fury.

Her tiny fists wouldn’t hurt even if she tried to hit me.

Yet, as a noblewoman, she refrained from striking me and instead stood there trembling.

Just then, the door opened abruptly.

“Excuse me.”

Sir Raiders, whom I had seen outside earlier, entered.

His silver armor was stained with fresh blood—an ominous sign that something had happened in the palace.

Seeing his humorless expression, Karin fell silent in fear.

Noticing this, Raiders smirked.

“Did you learn some demon-world tradition of bringing maids into the bedroom? You never come when I call, yet you let her in so easily.”

“Why are you barging into my room spouting nonsense?”

“Your room? This is His Majesty’s chamber.”

Ah, well, that was true.

“Anyway, what’s going on? You don’t look like you belong in the palace right now.”

“A traitor attempting to leak royal secrets was executed. Oh, and this is unrelated, but…”

“You’re searching for Karin, aren’t you?”

The bloodstains on his armor made it clear this was very much related.

But Raiders feigned ignorance, as if wanting someone in the room to hear his words.

Or perhaps he was testing my reaction.

Sensing the tension in the air, Karin’s eyes began to shake.

She slowly turned toward me.

Someone she had just spoken with was now dead.

She feared she might be next.

“……”

Her pleading gaze stirred no sympathy in me.

King Germis wasn’t foolish enough to kill her.

There was no need.

“If you find her, you won’t kill her, will you?”

“Of course not. I’m a gentleman. I’ll just place her somewhere with tighter security.”

That likely meant a remote tower or the underground prison.

Neither was comfortable, but it was better than death.

I pushed Karin forward toward Raiders.

She was so light, as if she hadn’t even considered that I might turn her in.

“You… you’re really handing me over?!”


“Of course. Now, go. It won’t be for long.”

As she left, she spat out:

“You’ll regret this. One day, you’ll remember this moment.”

I simply laughed.

That day would never come.



 
  Chapter 15: Should I postpone it this time?.


To Feel Liberation

In order to feel a sense of liberation, one must inevitably be bound by something.

If you do not feel liberated when freed from something, it means that what truly binds you lies elsewhere.

When I was freed from the hero’s party after the Demon King’s death, I did not feel the way I do now.

At the time, I thought it was because of Bel Joma.

A new presence had bound me, so I never had the chance to feel liberation.

But that wasn’t the case.

The one who truly bound me still clung to my heart.

Karin.

I had cruelly pushed her away, effectively sending her to prison with my own hands.

Yet, what I feel now is not guilt but a refreshing sense of freedom.

For the past three years—no, the past seven years—something had constantly tormented me by my side.

And now, it had finally been severed.

“…Ha, hahaha.”

Laughter burst out.

If I were to return to that moment when Karin informed me of our broken engagement, I think I could now laugh it off without a care.

As I savored this feeling of liberation for the first time in my life, I sensed a familiar mana approaching from outside the door.

“Did the Saintess run away this time?”

Before the door even opened, I threw out those words.

The hand reaching for the doorknob hesitated for a moment.

Soon, the door opened, and without any formality, Raidars stepped inside, chuckling awkwardly.

“No, I just came to see if you’d share a drink with me.”

Were we close enough to drink together?

Well, it didn’t matter. If he was the one who sent Karin to prison, I’d gladly drink with even the Demon King.

“Come in. Though, you’ve already entered. Just so you know, I hold my liquor well.”

“Hah, quite confident, aren’t you?”

To be precise, unless I wished it, I could never get drunk.

The Demon Realm was filled with poisonous creatures and plants, so my body constantly activated magic to break down toxins.

I took a sip of the liquor Raidars brought. It was stronger than expected.

His eyes widened as I easily downed the strong drink.

“You can really hold your liquor.”

Not noticing my trick, Raidars quickly took a big gulp himself.

Thanks to the natural detoxification abilities of knights, he remained unaffected even after drinking a quantity that would have darkened an ordinary person’s vision.

As we emptied half the bottle, the atmosphere warmed, and Raidars’ face flushed red, possibly from intoxication.

“So, where is Karin now?”

“Why? Concerned about your dear imprisoned fiancée?”

The underground prison in the capital was notorious for housing only the worst criminals and was deliberately left in poor condition.

A place where foul odors never ceased, where rats with gleaming eyes lurked in the darkness, waiting to prey on the inmates.

…Well, she’ll be released soon enough.

A noble lady like Karin wouldn’t last long in such a place.

It was a place designed to kill, so she would be let out after being taught a lesson.

As I pondered this, Raidars spoke in a strangely damp voice.

“…You’re surprisingly kind.”

“Kind? Spare me the sarcasm.”

“It’s not sarcasm. I know about the hero. You could kill him now, and no one would say a word. Yet, you haven’t. That’s kindness.”

When the word “hero” came from his mouth, I almost dropped my glass.

Glancing up, I saw his eyes staring into his wine, filled with something between sorrow and satisfaction.

“Did His Majesty tell you?”

“Hm. And he warned me not to let the hero and his former lovers slip away.”

“Did he say anything about me?”

“…Do you want to know?”

“No.”

I could guess.

It wouldn’t be anything pleasant, so I had no desire to ruin the mood.

“His Majesty seems to trust you quite a lot.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Normally, someone would assume you’d run if told such things. But His Majesty knows you won’t, so he told you.”

“…Is that so?”

“I was the one who asked first, actually. I saw a figure with a hood when you passed through the main gate, and I had a gut feeling. I knew right away—that was the hero.”

A knight of his caliber could recognize someone even if they tried to hide their appearance.

Maybe the condition for activating this perception ability was to clearly recognize the target’s existence.

“You didn’t trust me, did you?”

“…Then did you come here to propose rebellion like Karin?”

“That young lady suggested that? She’s braver than I thought. If I did suggest it, would you join me?”

“No.”

“I figured. I know the kind of person you are.”

It was oddly unsettling that someone I barely met seemed to understand me better than someone who had been by my side since childhood.

“I did come here with a request, though. You met a maid before seeing His Majesty, right?”

“Yes, I did…”

“She was caught communicating with someone outside. Normally, she’d be executed immediately, but…”

“……”

“…It seems a waste for a young girl to die over a kingdom that’s doomed to fall.”

Raidars did not doubt that this kingdom was on the verge of destruction.

And he was right.

At this point, nothing he did could change that.

“…A noble on a journey should have at least one attendant, shouldn’t they?”

“……”

“I’ll formally request His Majesty to lend me a maid for a while.”

I understood his desire to spare an innocent life, so I couldn’t bring myself to refuse his request.

Raidars stood and bowed deeply in gratitude, and I followed suit, bowing just as deeply in return.

“But then… does that mean the official involved is still alive?”

“Hm?”

“The one who was influenced by Karin’s family. Is he still alive?”

“No, I killed him. He kept pestering me to buy into the ‘hero investment,’ saying it was a great opportunity. He was so insistent I ended up buying a token just to shut him up.”

“Ah.”


Then he deserved to die.

Understanding completely, I clinked my glass with his.

***

The concept of “the world” changes depending on a person’s perception.

Someone unaware of the vast universe may consider the land beneath the blue sky as the entire world.

An astronomer, however, understands that the land they were born on is but a fraction of a much larger world.

The true world extends beyond human comprehension, an infinite expanse beyond human knowledge.

Two goddesses stood in that space, where countless worlds diverged and were observed.

One was Bel Joma, the evil god who tested humanity’s virtue.

The other was Bel Ara, the goddess of the night and Bel Joma’s elder sister.



 
  Chapter 16: Performer.


“Take it.”

With a light gesture, as if handing a piece of paper with an errand to a child, the mother handed over the scroll.

No matter how nominal the land may be, granting such vast territory with a decree seemed excessively light in both weight and process.

The usual process of receiving a fief is long, tedious, and wrapped in academic formalities.

However, this time, there was no such ceremony—just a direct handover of the land.

Honestly, this was much more convenient, but thinking that this lightweight scroll was equivalent to the three years spent with the hero left me with complex emotions.

King Germis, who immediately noticed the subtle change in my expression, chuckled and said,

“You look displeased. I understand how you feel, but with only the four of us here, there’s no need for unnecessary formalities, is there? It’s not like we’re making a big announcement to the world.”

“That’s true.”

“If you really want, I can at least pretend to tap your shoulder with a sword.”

“No, there’s no need to go that far. More importantly, Your Majesty, may I make a request?”

“A request?”

“I’d like to borrow a maid.”

A noble is typically accompanied by attendants, but since I am officially in the Demon Realm, I cannot summon an attendant from my household.

Thus, I requested to borrow a maid from the royal palace.

King Germis didn’t seem to think it was a strange request and nodded.

“It would indeed be odd for a noble of count rank to have no attendants. But wouldn’t a knight be more suitable?”

“I can handle combat on my own, so I’d like my attendant to assist with household matters. However, issuing such orders to an official knight rather than a squire would be…”

“If a magician were to give such orders instead of a fellow knight, at least one of them would take offense. The royal knights worked hard to earn their position, so they’re quite prideful.”

As Raidars interjected, Germis seemed to find it reasonable and nodded again.

Even the chancellor, who initially looked suspicious, didn’t seem overly concerned.

“Then so be it.”

“Yes. Once I settle in, I will ensure she returns safely to the royal palace.”

“Hmm… I hardly think you’re the type to break such a promise.”

Though we weren’t exactly on open terms, it seemed I had earned at least a minimal level of trust.

Yet, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some hidden scheme behind all this, especially after my conversation with Raidars last night.

Just as my suspicion was about to take form, King Germis cleared his throat.

“This isn’t exactly a condition, but… may I make a request of you as well?”

“…A request?”

“The long war has left the land devastated, and the people are in turmoil. Even the royal domain hasn’t escaped these issues.”

“Are you saying there are bandits?”

Perhaps embarrassed to admit it outright, King Germis averted his gaze and nodded.

Judging by his expression, the number was not small.

“…How many are there?”

“They’ve risen up sporadically across various regions, so it’s hard to say exactly, but the count is in the thousands.”

With numbers that high, it wouldn’t be surprising if they soon united into a full-fledged rebellion.

Bringing this up now likely meant the situation was dire in the territory I was about to pass through.

“Are you asking me to exterminate them?”

“I’m not asking you to hunt them all down. But if you happen to come across any along your journey, you could take care of them, couldn’t you?”

“…That much is fine.”

“Good.”

I had expected a more unreasonable request, but surprisingly, it was something rather trivial.

Eliminating bandits wasn’t particularly difficult, and if it was just dealing with the ones we encountered along the way, it was a task that would benefit the people as well.

There was surely some hidden motive, but if it was just this, I didn’t mind playing along.

“Then, I shall take my leave now.”

“Very well.”

King Germis bid me farewell with a false smile.

Only he and the chancellor likely knew what lay behind that smile.

Leaving the suffocating audience chamber, I returned to my room.

My meeting with King Germis left my body at ease but my mind utterly exhausted—honestly, it was unpleasant.

In the past, I had merely seen him as an aging king, but lately, he seemed more like a senile old man wielding swords in both hands.

Even a cornered rat will bite a cat, and a man with nothing to lose is the most dangerous.

A once-mighty king, now a fallen sovereign of a ruined nation—there was nothing he wouldn’t do.

The fact that he had withdrawn frontline forces just to send troops after me in the capital showed just how unstable he was.

At this point, even the hero seemed preferable.

That guy was simple-minded, and as long as I played along, I could control him.

Of course, that process was disgusting, but at least he wasn’t as unpredictable as King Germis.

…To think I actually preferred a human.

This country really must be on the verge of collapse.

But at least after today, it would all be over.

That thought brought a slight sense of relief.

Just as I was about to savor that feeling, I sensed someone approaching from outside.

A faint mana presence, slightly above average.

The sound of something heavy being dragged accompanied the movement, stopping in front of my door.

-Knock, knock.

A knock soon followed.

Having a rough idea of who it was, I gave permission to enter.

“Pardon my intrusion…”

The maid I had seen in the corridor on the first day entered.

Her neatly tied long brown hair framed a face wearing a hesitant expression.

At her feet were several large bags.

Approaching her, I noted that despite her reluctance, she maintained an upright posture without shrinking back.

“I should start with an apology. It was my careless words that led to this situation.”

“Absolutely not! Sir Raidars explained the circumstances to me, so I understand at least a little!”

She denied it strongly, but there was likely some dissatisfaction in her heart.

That was only natural.

People don’t dwell on far-off events like a hero’s death or a kingdom’s fall—the immediate, personal matters affect them first.

Elberg Mountain Range—an infamous demonic land.

Who would willingly go there if forced?

“Miss, you don’t have to accompany me if you don’t wish to.”

“You mean…?”

“If you’d rather not, I can escort you to your parents’ estate. Where I’m headed isn’t a place for comfort.”

A brief silence followed.

Her eyes, which had widened in surprise, gradually lowered.

She then bowed her head.

“Your kindness overwhelms me. But I have not chosen to follow you merely for my own safety.”

“Then why?”

“Because I have finally found someone I wish to serve. Please, take me in.”

“…Haha.”

I chuckled at the grand statement.

A typical ruler might have smiled in satisfaction, but as someone who never saw myself as a count, I found it burdensome.

“You flatter well. But there’s no need to say such things to me.”

“No, while I admit it may be impulsive, my feelings hold no falsehood.”

Her earnest eyes shone like stars, making them difficult to meet.

She wants to serve me?

I couldn’t recall ever doing anything worthy of such devotion.


Surely there were better rulers more suited for this.

‘No… If the only king she has ever seen is Germis, then it’s no wonder she thinks this way.’

Compared to him, I probably did seem like a better option.

“…Then, until you find someone else you’d rather serve, travel with me.”

“Yes, for a lifetime.”

How she saw me as a king, I had no idea.

But one day, when the illusion wore off, our journey would end.



 
  Chapter 17: Must Kill.


“Damn…”

The room assigned to Kim Yeomjin in the royal palace was far too lavish for someone like him, considering his past crimes.

Inside, everything necessary for daily living, including a bathroom and a toilet, was well-equipped.

The furniture was of excellent quality, fitting for the royal family, and he wouldn’t have faced any inconvenience during his stay.

However, the room had no windows.

The lock was on the outside, not inside, so anyone who wasn’t a fool could easily guess the purpose of this room.

It was a prison for high-profile guests.

It wasn’t a dungeon, but it served as a prison for criminals who were too important to be locked away underground.

Kim Yeomjin realized this on the second night of his stay.

He had intended to leave the room to discuss financial matters with the king, but was blocked by knights and forcefully shoved back into the room.

“What will happen to me now?” he wondered.

He didn’t think the royal family would immediately kill him, as he had not committed any crime against them.

If anything, he figured he must have some value to them, so they would keep him alive.

That thought made him feel a little more at ease, though also irritated.

“Yeah, I haven’t done anything wrong, so why am I stuck in a place like this?”

The frustration grew as he realized that the luxurious guest prison had been assigned to him, and his rights, which he had been unable to voice due to the situation, began to surface.

He had acted according to a contract and, regardless of the outcome, he believed he had the right to be compensated.

His mindset might seem ridiculous, but he thought it was the right one.

As time passed, his belief grew stronger.

At one point, he even began to argue with the knights outside his room, knocking on the door.

One day, about a month after Elang left the kingdom, King Germis suddenly summoned Kim Yeomjin and his former lovers.

“Ugh!”

The knights, perhaps due to previous encounters with him, dragged him roughly to the audience chamber.

He had to keep his special mask on at all times to avoid revealing his identity.

The mask was heavy, an iron piece that made him worry his neck might break if worn for too long.

“Why do I have to wear this…?” Kim Yeomjin grumbled internally.

In the audience room, King Germis was absent, but Saint Alensia and Princess Meria had already arrived, waiting for the king.

When someone entered, both of them reflexively turned to look.

They were startled to see someone wearing the heavy iron mask, but when they realized it was Kim Yeomjin, they immediately lost interest.

He, too, avoided eye contact, perhaps in imitation of their indifference.

It wasn’t long before he noticed that neither Karin nor Elang were present.

“Elang isn’t here?” he asked.

“…Elang left,” Meria replied casually, answering a question he hadn’t expected to ask.

Before he could ask further, the door opened again and the person who had summoned them arrived.

“…Sorry for keeping you waiting.”

King Germis, who appeared after nearly a month, looked utterly disheveled.

He couldn’t even walk on his own and had to be supported by his ministers and knights.

The wrinkles on his face were deeper, making him look like a statue carved from stone, and his complexion was so pale it almost resembled that of a corpse.

Behind him, there was a familiar shadow—Karin, whose face was also pale with several small cuts.

She walked with her head bowed, almost as if she had committed a great sin.

Her appearance was humbling enough that even Kim Yeomjin and his former lovers felt an unexpected sense of sympathy for her.

However, Karin’s dignity had not been broken.

She had endured too much to let a month of imprisonment change her spirit.

Even now, the memories of the harsh conditions she faced in the damp and filthy underground prison haunted her thoughts.

The pain from her wounds and the sense of humiliation still lingered.

At that moment, while everyone was silent, Kim Yeomjin, with his usual brashness, raised his hand cautiously, wanting to speak.

“…What is this ‘Hero Coin’?” he asked.


“Shut your mouth!” King Germis shouted in anger.

The tension in the room escalated as Kim Yeomjin, who had committed no crime regarding the Hero Coin, was harshly reprimanded.

Despite his past actions, he had no direct involvement in the coin’s mysterious significance, but King Germis didn’t want to hear anything related to it from him.

Kim Yeomjin had once been a “hero” chosen by the gods, and his life had been spared because of that.

However, now that he had lost his powers, he was just a prisoner in the eyes of the king.

“I will say this clearly now! You are alive not because you have any merit! If you want to stay alive, keep that filthy mouth of yours shut!”

Germis shouted with rage.

Kim Yeomjin froze at the king’s words, and the atmosphere grew even more tense.

The ministers and knights in the room could feel the danger brewing, but no one dared speak out.



 
  Chapter 18: Refugees.


When you think something has fallen to the ground, there’s the basement, and when you think it has fallen to the basement, there’s the abyss below it.

When I was freed from the hero party, I saw the basement through Bell Joma, and when I arrived at the royal palace, I saw the abyss through King Germis.

When I was first assigned to the hero party, I had a hunch that this would be the worst time of my life.

But I never imagined that, though it wasn’t worse than back then, there would be a time just as painful to compare it to.

What’s more, the place where I spent that time wasn’t anywhere other than this country’s capital—what a cruel irony.

“Sir? Is something the matter?”

While I paused for a moment, caught in the cruel irony, Ivanna, the maid in charge of my service, turned around and cautiously asked.

I shook my head in response.

There was no problem. Well, to be precise, the problem was that there was nothing to do.

“Miss Ivanna, how do you spend your holidays?”

“Pardon?”

“I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve had personal time in the past three years since I joined the hero party. And even then, I mostly spent it on research.”

It’s not that I hated it.

I planned to continue my research over there as well, but I didn’t intend to spend my whole life doing that.

But, even so, there wasn’t anything specific I wanted to do, so I was lost in thought.

It’s good to be free from duty, but now that I’m free, I don’t know what to do.

“What should I do in the El Berg Mountains?”

“Hmm… If you don’t know what to do, perhaps you could just take it easy for now.”

By relaxing and taking your time, you’ll eventually find something you want to do.

It’s a cliché that anyone can say, but for some reason, it made me feel at peace.

Maybe, instead of a direct solution, I just wanted to be comforted by the loneliness of being left alone in this vast ocean.

Ivanna, who had paused for a moment as if thinking about something, spoke in an uncertain tone.

“And this is just my personal opinion, but…”

“Please, feel free to say it.”

“I think it might still be too early for you to relax. There’s also the bandit suppression mission that His Majesty ordered, and more importantly, we’re headed to the El Berg Mountains.”

The bandit suppression mission was secondary, but once we reached the El Berg Mountains, it was clear I wouldn’t be able to rest for a while.

A stronghold made by nature that had repelled invasions from two countries for hundreds of years.

And the guardians of that stronghold—it wasn’t hard to imagine how they would greet me.

“Moreover, the people of the El Berg Mountains have suffered from the long war as well, so maybe this is just the beginning?”

“…That could be true.”

Maybe I was rushing ahead of things.

But what kind of people live in the land that everyone calls hell?

Suddenly, I became curious about them.

No matter what waits ahead, it would be better to travel with curiosity and expectations rather than fear.

My change in heart was immediately reflected on my face, and Ivanna, who noticed it, smiled and said,

“It seems you’ve come to terms with things. Since the journey ahead is long, I’ll go and get the carriage and horses.”

“No, there’s no need.”

Since the surroundings were quiet, I immediately summoned the carriage and the spirits that would pull it, the same ones used during the hero party days.

As the carriage and spirits, stored in an extradimensional space, revealed themselves on the pristine white stone path, people gasped in amazement, and eyes were drawn to us.

“Is this summoning magic?”

“In the demon realm, we used to travel by carriage after taming magical beasts. But on mountain paths, we can’t use a carriage, so we kept it in the extradimensional space.”

In fact, this wasn’t a common sight.

It wasn’t usual for a magician capable of forming an extradimensional space to store something like a carriage.

I hadn’t dismantled it because I had disguised myself as a traveling merchant and had spent nearly three years with it.

“I knew you were a skilled magician, but I never expected it to be at this level!”

Ivanna exclaimed in awe just because I summoned a carriage. I became embarrassed and quickly changed the topic.

“…Miss Ivanna, you have a lot of luggage. While it could go in the extradimensional space, it might be more troublesome, so it’s better to load it onto the carriage for now.”

She had five pieces of luggage, all quite heavy. I wondered how she managed to carry them with her delicate arms.

Her mana felt slightly above average, though it seemed a bit lacking to be called a full-fledged magician.

However, she might be able to learn relatively low-grade magic like strength enhancement.

“Miss Ivanna, do you have any knowledge of magic? I can feel a bit of mana from you.”

“Yes, my relative, who raised me, was a magician. I learned magic from them by watching.”

“I see. Where is that person now?”

“My uncle was drafted into the army two years ago…”

Her trailing off sentence hinted at a bad ending, and I could roughly imagine how it had turned out.

But had the situation gotten so bad that a low-ranking noble magician had been drafted?

Even though there were strong figures in the kingdom, the land had been heavily impacted after losing a lot of fertile lands during the first invasion.

If even a magician is being drafted in the royal capital, the situation in the provinces must be worse.

Maybe even in our territory…

No, let’s just forget about that.

Even if I’m gone, my brother or sister will handle it.

“I’m truly sorry.”

“It’s already been two years, and I’m not the only one who lost family.”

The long war had caused both humans and demons to lose their families, and everyone had felt great sorrow.

I had heard many died from starvation, even without going to war, due to the lack of food.

Though I am a noble, I never had to starve, but for commoners, the memory of hunger is likely not something special.

The war was eating away at people’s daily lives.

As I realized this, when I was about to get on the carriage seat, Ivanna stopped me.

“Sir, you can’t sit on the driver’s seat! I’ll do it! You should rest inside…”

“Sometimes, it’s better for me to be outside, in case something happens.”

“In that case, I’ll accompany you.”

“Eh?”

“I can’t let my master face the cold winds alone.”

“…” She seemed like she wouldn’t listen to persuasion, so I eventually sat beside her.

Perhaps because we sat in the same place, I realized for the first time that I was traveling with someone.

“Sir, the meal is ready.”

“…” The plate Ivanna handed me contained thinly sliced, golden-brown roasted meat and pickled vegetables.

It wasn’t something particularly praiseworthy, but considering we were on the road rather than at a palace or a grand mansion, I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude for this simple meal.

The hero party was a noble party.

Though it sounds ridiculous when I say it, everyone, including myself, came from noble bloodlines, so it couldn’t be helped.

Naturally, none of us, including the hero, knew how to cook or do household chores, so I had to do everything.

Because that lifestyle had lasted so long, this situation, this meal on my plate, felt unreal.


“Sir? Are you… crying?”

“…What?”

Hearing Ivanna’s words, I touched my eyes, and warm tears were flowing down.

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I quickly wiped my eyes with my sleeve to hide it.

“…It must be the smoke from the campfire.”

“…Yes, I think my eyes are a bit teary too.”

In truth, my eyes didn’t sting at all.

I was just deeply touched by the fact that someone cooked for me.

My travel companion can cook.

Why is this so moving?

It even tasted pretty good.

The meat was perfectly cooked—not undercooked or overcooked—and the pickled vegetables had just the right tanginess that suited my taste perfectly.

“Miss Ivanna, did you make this cabbage pickle yourself?”

“Yes, I made it using the method from my hometown. I hope you like it.”

“It’s the best. Better than what I ate at home.”

It wasn’t a lie, but it was a bit of an exaggeration.

I hadn’t been home in so long that I couldn’t even remember what the food there tasted like.

Other students would sometimes receive pickles from home, but my family never sent me anything like that.

“I’m so glad you liked it!”

After finishing the meal, I was about to clean the dishes as usual, but Ivanna stopped me and insisted on doing it herself.

She took the plates from my hands and finished washing them herself.

“She can wash dishes too?”

Not only could my travel companion cook, but she also knew how to do the dishes?

She then refused again when I offered to help and set up the tent herself, and even sang a lullaby for me when I couldn’t sleep because of the awkwardness inside.

Is this what travel is like?

Isn’t travel supposed to be more like taking care of a bunch of five-year-olds?

Then what have I been doing this whole time?


Ivanna’s competence didn’t fade, and she negotiated with the locals to rent the village chief’s house.

She was familiar with the geography around the capital, and we covered the distance that would normally take a day in no time.

Eventually, sooner than expected, we arrived at the first estate, where we encountered the bandit group.

And then I understood.

Why King Germis had given such an order.



 
  Chapter 19: Refugees.


Around two days after leaving the royal capital, we arrived at Bart, the largest city in Elboar Province.

From a distance, we gazed at the city gates.

Although it couldn’t be compared to the royal capital, Beaegra, the heart of the country, Bart was still a fine city.

The city walls were so tall that one had to tilt their head to see the top, and the gates seemed quite sturdy, enchanted with powerful protective magic.

In times of turmoil, the greatness of a city isn’t defined by how long its history is, but by how high its walls are and how strong its gates are.

No matter how wonderful a city might be, if it cannot fend off an attack from demons, it would be no different from a sandcastle.

“Have you been to Bart before, Ivanna?”

I casually asked as I turned my horse toward the checkpoint.

Ivanna responded with a calm face,

“Yes, I have relatives in this city. I stayed with them for a while when I was a refugee.”

However, she apologized as her stay was short, and she wasn’t familiar with the geography of the city.

The word “refugee” caused me to pause for a moment. In the current world, refugees were not uncommon.

People who had lost their homes and were displaced, like Ivanna, were not rare.

Although I knew this, the word “refugee” lingered in my mind.

“And your relative…?”

I asked hesitantly.

“I tried to contact them after settling, but lost contact. They were elderly, so…”

I wanted to change the topic, but the atmosphere turned awkward. It felt better to move on, so I hurried toward the checkpoint.

As we descended the hill toward the checkpoint, a group of people was approaching.

Their clothes were mismatched, and they carried large bundles on their backs like traveling merchants.

They all had visible scars on their bodies, some even covered their faces with bandages, leaving only one eye visible.

They approached us but did not speak, simply passing by us and moving on.

There was an unsettling feeling in my chest as we reached the checkpoint.

Soon, soldiers with spears appeared, their faces tired, blocking our path.

They did not point their spears at us, but their posture indicated they could do so at any moment.

“Sorry, but we are not accepting refugees.”

The soldier spoke firmly, stating there were no exceptions, even for nobles.

“Were those people refugees?”

I asked.

“Hm? You sound like you aren’t one,”


the soldier replied.

“We came with a royal decree from the capital,”

I said, mentioning the far-off title of a noble.

The soldier’s eyes widened with fear.

A figure, who appeared to be their superior, came from the checkpoint and confirmed our royal seal.

His expression turned shocked.

“Count?!”

he exclaimed.

“We are passing through the Elberg Mountains, which were granted to us as a fief. We stopped here briefly to rest,”

I explained, adding that we were also here to carry out a decree to hunt down bandits.

The soldier, who had been initially stern, quickly apologized, saying his subordinate had made a mistake and didn’t recognize the nobility.

He offered to guide us to the administrative official’s residence.

Following the soldier’s lead, we toured Bart, which felt strangely lifeless for a city that should be the finest in the province, almost like a funeral home.

Misery and despair seemed to spread like an infectious disease, taking over the whole city.

The whole place was overwhelmed by sadness, and it felt like the weight of one person’s misfortune was passed on to others.

“Is the atmosphere always like this?”

I asked.

“It’s a hard time. Even if there is something to smile about, people are too cautious of others to do so,”

the soldier replied.

The administrative official’s house, where we were guided, was modest for someone of his position.

The administrative official manages the region on behalf of the king, and they usually have impressive houses.

But compared to the grand villas of the royal capital, this was almost a hut.

“The administrative official of Elboar seems to live humbly,”

I remarked.

“Well, it’s not a wealthy city,”

the soldier explained, laughing.

The official, who had just finished his work, welcomed us. 

He was a middle-aged man, dressed neatly, but with some ink stains on his sleeves.

He introduced himself as the Baron of Hamkin, the ruler of the region.


“There’s no need for formalities. I’m just here for a night’s stay,”

I said.

The Baron seemed startled when I mentioned the royal decree and explained that I was here on a mission to eliminate bandits.

He hesitated and eventually told me that the bandits were actually refugees, led by a former noble who had lost his land in the war.

They were not truly bandits, but desperate souls trying to survive.

The Baron had been secretly helping them with food, though it was against the king’s orders.

I was taken aback.

How could such a situation exist?

My heart sank as I realized that this was the reality of the kingdom I was in.

Ivanna, who had been silent until now, asked me,

“What will you do, Your Excellency? Will you ignore the refugees and continue on your way? Or…”

The choice seemed impossible.



 
  Chapter 20: Refugees.


It seemed that the Count Hamkin had been troubled by the refugee issue for quite some time, as when I asked about where the refugees had gathered, he readily provided the location, even attaching an article to it.

“Your Excellency, this wasn’t something you did alone.”

As he guided me to the refugees’ shelter, Sir Dens, who had been by my side, seemed to worry about the Count and offered excuses, defending him even though I hadn’t asked.

Unfortunately, his eloquence wasn’t quite enough to match the loyalty he felt for the Count, so it didn’t have much of an effect.

From the beginning, I had no intention or qualification to judge the Count, so it was a pointless matter for me.

However, his loyalty was clear. I could also hear how much Count Hamkin had shown kindness to others, even if it was overflowing from him.

“…These are the ones who were chased away at the gate this morning,” I murmured.

We stopped in our tracks, hiding and watching them from a distance, with the light of a campfire flickering ahead.

Those fleeing the war looked in poor condition, mostly women, children, and elderly people who were not fit for conscription.

Occasionally, there were men among them, but they were all severely injured or had physical issues, making it impossible to see them standing on the frontlines.

I began to understand why the refugees had been abandoned.

King Germis likely judged them to be unworthy, considering them no more than livestock, and rather than wasting resources on them, he decided it was better to cull them.

“These wretched people…”

I estimated there were about 50 of them.

Then, it seemed like the refugee group under a certain Baron David now numbered around 3,050.

No, that’s just a guess. In reality, there could be many more.

“What should we do?”

The question was asked by Ivanna, who had been with me from Count Hamkin’s mansion.

She had been asking me questions ever since I arrived.

When she first asked me at the mansion, I didn’t answer. I didn’t think it was a question to answer lightly, considering my mood at the time.

She had once been in a similar situation, so she could empathize and feel the desire to help.

“Ivanna,” I said, finally asking a question in return.

“Do you think these people would want my help?”

“…”

I wasn’t sure of myself.

Could I really help people like them?

Would they even want my help?

“I’ve never managed a domain. Honestly, I don’t know much about politics. The only thing I can do is magic. Do you think they’d want help from someone like me?”

“Your Excellency… are you saying that now?”

Ivanna was about to say something, but Sir Dens, who had been quietly listening, snapped at me in disbelief.

“You’re worried about things like food and that kind of stuff? Is that really your concern right now?”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that…”

“You must not know what it’s like, having grown up so privileged, Count. These people literally have no tomorrow. They’re not worried about some uncertain future or their ruler’s competence. Right now, they’re worried about surviving today—whether they will make it until tomorrow, whether they will eat.”

“Ah…”

“Why would they worry about anything else? They don’t even have the luxury to think about tomorrow. They are just trying to survive.”

“Uh…”

Before Dens could continue, Ivanna swiftly silenced him by slapping her hand over his mouth.

“…I was about to speak,” she said coldly as she wiped her hand with a handkerchief.

“Don’t speak to His Excellency like that. If this were a kingdom, you’d lose your head for such disrespect.”

Dens, stunned, had no reply, and Ivanna’s unexpected action left both him and me speechless.

It seemed like she could have genuinely cut off his head if she had the strength, which made me feel strangely subdued.

Ivanna cleared her throat and resumed as if nothing had happened.

“Your Excellency, what you’re saying is akin to worrying about the future when you can’t even guarantee your survival today. I haven’t told you this, but I too once fled with my parents to escape the demon race.”

Ivanna, the daughter of a knightly family, had seen her father die fighting the demons.

When the frontlines collapsed, her mother fled with her to seek refuge.

Ivanna’s mother did everything for her daughter’s sake and ultimately collapsed on the road without ever seeing her daughter’s future.

“I never even had a proper burial for my mother, let alone escape the demons. There were rations at the time, but children like me were left with scraps, and we had to scrounge for food.”

“…”

“When I was crawling around, eating worms and looking for leftover food, my thoughts weren’t on wanting to meet my parents. I just wanted to survive. Just one more minute, one more second. I wanted to live. I didn’t care about tomorrow. All I could think was how to stay alive.”

It didn’t matter what the future held. She didn’t have the luxury of thinking about it.

When I saw Ivanna bitterly smile, saying she couldn’t even remember her mother’s face, I didn’t know what to say.

Any words I offered would feel insincere.

“I think those people might feel the same. The first thing they’ll think of is survival, not worrying about who will lead them.”

“Ivanna…”

“So please, save them. And if you’re still unsure, then trust yourself. Who are you, Your Excellency?”

“…What?”

“Who are you? You’ve been handling the aftermath of the adventures with the notorious hero and her lovers for three years. And you can’t handle 3,000 refugees? No, even 30,000 wouldn’t be too much for you!”

“…?!”

“Wait, did you just say—”

“Shut up.”

Why had I been so troubled by all of this? I was the perfect person to help these people.

Who am I?

The mage who guided that group of adventurers all the way to the demon lord’s castle and managed the aftermath for three years.

3,000 refugees?

No, even if it was tens of thousands, I could handle it without breaking a sweat.

I can do it. I know I can!

The confidence surged in me, and my mana began to manifest visibly, shining before everyone’s eyes.

“Your Excellency’s aura… it’s like a beam of light surging from within!”

“No, it’s actually surging…”

I can do it. I know I can!

“How many are there now?”

“I roughly counted. It looks like about 50. But if this continues, our food supplies will…”

“…I know. Go on.”

David sighed, furrowing his brows as a headache pounded.

He wanted to drink until he was numb, but now wasn’t the time for that.

With more people arriving, the number of refugees was now 3,500.

The struggle to find enough water had become a challenge, and soon, we might not be able to drink freely.

Even with Count Hamkin’s secret aid, there were limits, and with the kingdom keeping an eye on things, staying here for long was not an option.

But where could they go?

There was nowhere in this era willing to take in thousands of refugees, let alone ones with no resources to offer.

“…Damn it.”

He just wanted to escape.

He would rather someone kill him than face this situation.

The truth was, he hadn’t originally intended to save the refugees.

He’d only thought that the larger the group, the more support the kingdom would provide.

David wasn’t a bad person, but he wasn’t saintly enough to save people without any personal gain either.

It wasn’t until the refugees gathered that they no longer looked like strangers to him.

He couldn’t turn his back on them anymore.

His mind knew that abandoning them and joining a lord somewhere might be a safer choice, but his heart couldn’t bear to do it.

If he could go back to when he first decided to take the refugees in, what would he have thought?

“You’re an idiot.”

But now, there was no turning back.

He had to do something.

Just as he thought he couldn’t move anymore, a strange sensation washed over him, a feeling that wasn’t from his mana sensing abilities, but more of an instinctual awareness of an impending threat.

It felt like a huge storm was descending upon him.

His senses snapped back, and his eyes flew open.

Any veteran of the battlefield would know this feeling—a chilling fear that froze everything from the tips of your toes to your thoughts.

“Sir Baron, out, outside…”

The voice of a refugee from outside broke the tension.

As David stepped outside, he saw a massive surge of mana erupting.

Had he been away from the battlefield for so long that he couldn’t detect it?

He felt a rush of embarrassment.

“…What should we do?”


“…We’ll go meet them.”

David knew that running away wouldn’t help.

With that much power, one swing could set the entire area on fire.

“Let’s go…”

He had no choice.

The way that mana was surging, it was clear that something important was happening.

David, who had all but given up, felt a strange sense of liberation and walked toward the storm of mana.


And then…

“I will take in all the refugees, including you.”

“…What?”

He had met Elang.

To be continued…



 
  Chapter 21: The Magic of the Demons.


In fairy tales, wizards are often portrayed as rational and cold-hearted individuals.

This is because becoming a wizard requires both theoretical knowledge and discipline, which often leads to the impression that wizards are intellectual and rational.

However, the truth is that there are no beings more easily swayed by emotions than wizards.

It’s not the outward expression, but rather their inner emotions.

By observing the mana, one can somewhat predict what emotions the person is harboring.

Changes in emotions are closely related to mana, and the more intense the emotional change, the more it becomes apparent in the mana.

To put it simply, it’s like a dog’s tail.

When I first heard this from my teacher, I thought even wizards had a cute side.

Of course, this is a mistake that beginner wizards make.

A skilled wizard, however, can keep their mana steady and calm, like a peaceful surface of water, no matter the circumstances. Naturally, I thought I was the same… up until now.

“Of….”

As the mana around me, swirling with intense excitement, became visible like air, a huge fire burst forth, lighting up the surroundings.

I wasn’t a beginner entering the mage tower, nor was I someone who could let their mana become disrupted by a simple emotional spike.

It would have been better if I had wet the bed in my sleep—I was too embarrassed to even lift my head.

“…Everyone, please consider this a mistake from an inexperienced wizard and forget about it.”

“I didn’t see anything. Surely, Lord Dens did not either?”

“Ah, yes….”

Though the two of them understood, the refugees reacted differently.

There were screams and people crouching in confusion, showing their rejection in various ways. In my excitement, I had misstepped right from the start.

As I was thinking about how to fix this, I saw a shadow approaching, parting the crowd.

Ivanna stepped back cautiously, and Dens remained calm as they drew nearer.

The young man at the forefront was particularly gaunt, his face exhausted, looking as if he hadn’t slept for days.

Compared to the burly knights, the knight leading them had a sharp jawline and fine features, standing proudly as if he were the leader of everyone.

From his posture, I deduced that he was David, the baron’s son.

“……”

Without saying a word, the baron’s son drew his sword from his belt and threw it at my feet.

As the sword fell to the ground, it transformed into eleven swords, and they all knelt, closing their eyes as if waiting for a sentence.

Then, in a surprisingly thin voice, he spoke to me.

“…Though it’s been a long time since I’ve been on the battlefield, I’m not foolish enough to fail to recognize a difference in strength. Please end this with just me.”

“No!! This is our fault!!”

Next, the baron’s son extended his neck, followed by the knights who were defending him.

The words of the baron’s son, asking me to end it with him alone, left me speechless for a moment. I didn’t even need to ask them why they thought so—I understood immediately.

To them, the scene probably looked like an attack spell or a threat.

“…I… um…”

How should I clear up this misunderstanding?

Even if I said it was just an emotional outburst, who would believe me?

I didn’t know how to proceed, and as I was flustered, Dens, the knight standing beside me, stepped forward.

“Ah, Lord Baron… Count, please know that the person here is not what you think. Please, raise your head.”

“…Dens. You’re here too.”

“Yes, I’m the one who guided them. In any case, it’s not what you think, so please, raise your head. This is awkward.”

Thanks to his help, the misunderstanding was partially cleared, and we found a moment to talk calmly.

Slowly, David the baron’s son, still doubtful, looked at me with suspicion.

“Are you not the royal court mage with a royal command?”


“That’s correct, but I am not the court mage.”

“Well, if all court mages were like you, the war would have ended long ago.”

“You flatter me.”

“…If I may ask, what was the royal command?”

“…The command was to suppress the bandits. However, I can’t see any bandits, so I can’t carry out that order.”




 
  Chapter 22: The Magic of the Demons.


A human life is the heaviest burden of all.

Though it carries no physical weight, once the moment arrives to shoulder it, you realize its true gravity.

The weight of every action, once meaningless, now feels imbued with significance.

A heavy pressure that suffocates you, and the guilt of knowing that your mistakes have cost thousands of lives.

When I first joined the hero party, that pressure was so overwhelming I could barely eat.

Now, as I feel a similar sensation weighing on me, it threatens to rise up as nausea.

“Sir, are you nervous?”

“Honestly, a little.”

I nodded in response to Ivanna’s question.

I had succeeded when I performed it on my own.

If I didn’t make a mistake, I’d succeed again.

But the word “failure” kept lingering in my mind.

“But it must be done.”

This wasn’t just about today.

If this experiment succeeded, it might be the key to saving many more lives in the future.

I wished I could report this to the academy.

Unfortunately, being in hiding, I couldn’t do so at this moment, and that was a regret I silently held.

As I mulled over this regret, I was interrupted by the arrival of Baron David and his knights, who had completed the task of guiding the refugees.

“Sir… we’re ready.”

“Thank you for your hard work. Then…”

Just as I was about to step out of the tent to cast the spell, David called me back.

“…I apologize for the rough words earlier, driven by excitement. Even if this fails, our loyalty to you remains unchanged.”

I had sworn loyalty after seeing him extend a hand to the refugees.

Even if this failed, that vow wouldn’t vanish.

His voice, reassuring me, eased my worries, and I bowed deeply in acknowledgment before stepping out of the tent.

Outside, on the vast field, thousands of refugees waited for me.

In their eyes, there was an overwhelming mix of emotions: doubt, fear, hope, desperation, joy, sorrow—too many to be captured in words.

I engrained all of it in my mind as I prepared to take flight into the sky.

‘Since I was young, I wondered…’

Why can magic create fire or ice, but not food?

Everyone said it couldn’t be done, and I accepted that, until the demons defied it.

Even if I hadn’t seen it firsthand, if it was possible, understanding why it failed wouldn’t be hard.

The key to magic lies in the image.

The more precise and detailed the image, the more real the result becomes.

This was why magic could create water to quench thirst.

But why couldn’t it create food?

If there was a reason, it could only be the lack of an accurate image.

So I began by thinking about why eating food satisfies hunger, why it keeps us alive.

Food contains proteins, vitamins, and other nutrients, which our bodies break down and absorb.

But imagining those nutrients was difficult, as we can’t directly see them.

Then I thought, how did demons manage it?

If there was a way to do it without seeing the substance directly, could we not do the same?

I analyzed my own body.

I observed the reactions when food is consumed, then built that action into magic.

I abandoned the need for images and focused on reproducing the bodily effects, transforming them into magic.

Honestly, it wasn’t easy.

Perhaps the demons were able to do this because they were born in desolate lands.

It’s the same reason succubi can use charm magic without training—through evolution and survival, certain races naturally developed this ability.

‘Or maybe, it was by design.’

Someone might have created us, much like the supernatural beings who stood side by side with Bel Zoma.

Shaking off those thoughts, I focused on the task at hand.

My newly created spell—Calorie Restoration Magic.

But before I could use it, there was something I needed to do first.

“Strategic magic, ‘One Heart’.”

The words of the incantation formed, and unmanifested mana lines poured from the sky, connecting me to the refugees.

Strategic magic, “One Heart.”

A magic that linked hearts, allowing me to issue commands to all those who bore the magic without the need for communication spells.

This magic had another key feature—it allowed me to track the soldiers’ health, vital stats, and nutritional condition.

Before using the “Calorie Restoration Magic,” I needed to assess everyone’s condition, or I might encounter problems later.

The situation wasn’t great.

There were many wounded, and many children in the growth stages, meaning they needed more food than usual.

‘How hungry have they been?’

Countless bits of information flooded my mind.

I recorded, categorized, and calculated it all.

It felt like mere moments had passed before I reached my conclusions.

When the preparations were complete, I stretched out my hand, knowing I was now walking a high-stakes path that could not afford failure.

“Wow…”

David’s mouth hung open, awestruck by the almost mythical scene before him.

Strategic magic was supposed to require dozens of mages working together.

Yet, Elang defied this established rule and proved it could be done alone, even in conjunction with other magic.

Who wouldn’t be amazed?

At first, everyone had doubted, but now, seeing the spectacle, they couldn’t help but hope—maybe… just maybe…

With my thoughts silently cheering him on, everyone closed their eyes in prayer.

A moment later, murmurs rose from the refugees, and David and his knights rushed to them.

Some were crying, others were on their knees, praying to the sky, convinced this was a miracle.

“What’s happening? What’s going on?”

“We’re not hungry anymore!!”

“What… what is happening…?”

These cries echoed across the field as everyone realized: Elang had succeeded.

“Hooray! Long live Count Elang!!”

The knights and refugees cheered passionately, raising the count’s name, while only Ivanna stood calmly, a smile of quiet joy on her face.

“What’s this, miss? Shouldn’t you be more joyful, considering your lord’s incredible achievement?”

“Sir is someone who can achieve such feats. As his maid, I must always maintain my composure, no matter the situation.”


“Wow… are you really a maid?”

Though she said that, Ivanna had been nervously wiping sweat off her palm with her apron, fearing what might happen if the experiment failed.

As Elang descended from the sky, she greeted him with a quietly relieved smile.

“I knew you’d succeed, sir.”

“…Thank you. Honestly, I was nervous. This was my first time using it on others, and I wasn’t sure it would work. But has anyone encountered any issues?”

After checking the refugees for any signs of problems, Elang was relieved to find the experiment had been a complete success.

There was no music or alcohol, but a festival-like atmosphere filled the air as David and his knights approached to apologize.

“We’re sorry for doubting you, even for a moment.”

Seeing David and his knights bow deeply in shame, Elang felt a little awkward but stepped forward to lift them up.

To doubt someone who had offered help…

The knights, expecting punishment, prepared for the worst.

“Doubt is a precious instinct. You carry the weight of many lives; how could you not doubt?”

Elang’s warm words soothed them, and their faces softened in remorse.

“Now, let’s focus on more pressing matters.”

Trying to shift the mood, Elang began listing the immediate concerns: refugee housing, transportation for the wounded, and more.

These were all critical issues, and the knights’ focus shifted immediately to those matters.

“If it’s that, leave it to me,” Ivanna said, stepping forward.

“I’ll negotiate with Bart’s merchants for the carts, tents, and medical supplies. Don’t worry about the cost.”

“There’s no need. I’ve saved up my retirement funds and have some money of my own.”

“But sir, are you okay?”

“Me?”

“Even as an amateur, I can see the immense strain magic would have caused. Yet you show no signs of exhaustion…”

Indeed, Elang seemed perfectly fine, despite casting such powerful magic.

“There’s a reason for that. It’s probably better to explain now, to avoid any misunderstandings later.”

“What do you mean…?”

“I have a special condition that makes it nearly impossible for me to run out of mana.”

Rather than explaining in detail, Elang decided it was better to show them.

He led them to a quiet field where the moonlight shone brightly.

There, he silently pointed to his shadow.

At first, it seemed like a normal shadow, but then, hundreds, thousands of eyes appeared within it, gazing out.

In the large, unnaturally dark shadow, monstrous creatures tangled in bizarre forms, their silent screams barely audible.

Some knights stumbled back in shock, while others covered their mouths, trying to suppress their screams.

Elang spoke calmly.

“I’ve worked hard to become stronger. But at some point, I reached a limit.”

Magic’s strength comes from mana.

To match a hero’s limitless mana, Elang chose this method.

This was the magic of beast summoning—extracting the souls of monsters and binding them as spirits, absorbing their mana to make it his own.

Now, Elang had contracts with over 5,600 monsters and spirits.

Two of them were as powerful as army commanders, and the rest could easily destroy any army in their way.

Turning to the stunned David and his knights, Elang explained cautiously.

“I’m telling you this because I trust you. And because I may summon these monsters during battle.”

The knights were left speechless, their gazes filled with both awe and fear.

Elang was not just powerful—he was on a whole other level.

One knight hesitantly raised his hand, asking,

“…Isn’t manipulating souls and using dark magic forbidden? You’re using such power?”

With that, the surrounding knights glared at him, as if asking if he had lost his mind.


Elang gave a bitter smile and replied,

“It’s fine. I’ve met someone who doesn’t care about such things.”

“Who?”

One day, Elang promised himself, he would explain it.

Until then, he carried the memory of that chilling smile.



 
  Chapter 23: Military Funds.


Prejudice is a terrifying thing.

Even if it’s not true, prejudice that has accumulated over many years distorts the truth and halts thought.

Prejudice also exists in magic.

Dark magic has been rejected by many over the years, treated as a taboo that should never be touched, and those who learn it are branded as villains just for that reason.

But in reality, there is no evil in dark magic.

When discussing the cruelty of magic, elemental magic or healing magic can also be just as cruel.

Technologies or things themselves have no inherent good or evil, only the people who use them.

How foolish it is to be deprived of the right to research or have knowledge censored due to someone’s circumstances or mistaken beliefs.

Just as poison can be used as medicine depending on how it is used, magic categorized as dark magic might have other uses depending on how it is studied…

“I hated this reality.

So, when I had the opportunity to research dark magic in the demon realm, I didn’t miss it.

I hope dark magic will bring a new breeze to human magic.

But it seems such thoughts couldn’t be understood by everyone.

Perhaps because of the fixed belief in dark magic, Baron David and his knights became cold.

Feeling the atmosphere turn heavy, I hastily began to make excuses.

“Well, not all dark magic is bad. The classification of dark magic itself is a nonsense made up by the temples and magic towers…”

“No, no…”

Before I could finish my excuse, Baron David shook his head, cutting me off.

“…Honestly, dark magic doesn’t matter to me.”

“Are you capturing or breeding monsters to gather research materials? What…?”

“We’re not in a position to be picky. It’s not like we’ve been harmed by dark mages… Well, the breeding part is a bit concerning though.”

With a laugh, David’s knights nodded in agreement.

“Then why did the mood suddenly freeze…?”

“Well, if a monster’s face suddenly popped out from the shadows, wouldn’t it be strange if it was unharmed?!”

One of the knights even spoke as if questioning something, and Baron David glared.

Under the sharp gazes of the knights, the other soldier shrank back, unable to stand tall.

“Even if you research dark magic, it’s not our place to interfere. But you don’t have any peculiar religious beliefs, do you?”

“Peculiar religious beliefs?”

“You said you saw the goddess earlier…”

“Ah…”

The idea that I might be going against the goddess seemed so ridiculous that I blurted something out without thinking.

It was easy to imagine how strange it must have seemed to the devout knights when a dark mage claimed to have seen the goddess.

Baron David, seemingly frightened, asked me in a tone that made it sound like he considered me some kind of apostle of an evil god.

“Do you have to perform some kind of suspicious ritual? Drinking potions and having orgy parties…?”

“…Absolutely not.”

“Then, thank goodness. I was hoping to keep it that way.”

“Keep it, what…?”

“Oh, never mind.”

Just as I was about to ask, Baron David quickly shook his head and mumbled.

Though I was curious about what he meant, I had my own secrets and wasn’t in a position to question him.

“Ahem…”

To change the subject and discuss our future plans, we moved back to the tent.

“I plan to open up the Elberg Mountain Range and make it part of my territory. What do you all think is necessary for that?”

Since it wasn’t an easy question to answer, no one hastily spoke up.

To discuss this issue, we first needed to understand what the Elberg Mountain Range was like, but none of us knew much about it.

“The first thing that comes to mind is a carpenter,”

In the silence, Ivanna raised her hand and spoke.

“Thanks to your power, food can be solved, but the issue of housing hasn’t been addressed yet.”

Carpenters, those skilled in city development, priests to heal the sick, farmers to cultivate crops, and lumberjacks to chop trees from the mountains.

There was an endless list of things to discuss.

“Baron! Among the refugees, there are many farmers, so wouldn’t it be a good idea to prioritize finding carpenters and blacksmiths to lay the foundation of the city?”

“I think that’s a good idea, but I wonder if there will be anyone willing to head to the Elberg Mountain Range…”

“Even if we can’t find them right away, once the news spreads that we are looking for people, merchants who want to sell supplies for relocation will flock here!”

When merchants gather, the news will naturally spread, and rumors of a group trying to open up the Elberg Mountain Range will quickly circulate.

Then, even carpenters who fled from the front lines will hear about it, and some of them might come to our territory.

There would be no loss in trying.

Nodding, I approved Ivanna’s suggestion.

“Then let’s proceed with that.”

Afterward, Baron David stayed behind to finish his preparations, and we headed back to Bart to gather the necessary materials and people.

I wasn’t sure if there would be any brave carpenters willing to join us all the way to the Elberg Mountain Range, but we had to at least try.

“This is the money we have. It’s not much, but please use it wisely,”

Before leaving the refugee camp, I received a pouch filled with funds from Baron David.

It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t heavy either, and even though the amount wasn’t big, it was their entire wealth.

“I will use it gratefully.”

I didn’t say I would return it.

I wouldn’t ignore his sincerity, and even if I did return it, he wouldn’t take it back.

Holding the money in my hand, we returned to Bart.

When we arrived, only a day had passed, and the refugees were already gathered at the gate.

There were about thirty of them, and although it was fewer than yesterday, there were still many, and some were injured, so I couldn’t leave them unattended.

Since thirty people could be easily moved using magic, we began to guide them.

One of the knights who had returned with us, Dens, stepped forward and began gathering the refugees.

“Hey! Gather here! I will explain things to them, Baron.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m used to this. You should go see the countess. She’s a very gentle person and is probably worrying a lot.”

Since it was important to gather people quickly, I accepted his offer and entered the city first.

I thought she would still be asleep since it was early morning, but the countess was waiting for us, wide awake.

She looked pale, as though she hadn’t slept a wink the previous night from all the worry.

“…How did it go?”

“Everything was resolved.”


When I explained what had happened the night before, she blinked in disbelief.

“Really?”

“Yes, I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true.”

Maybe it was because the tension had lifted, but she collapsed onto the couch, her eyelids drooping, ready to fall asleep.

“Ahem.”

Her sleepiness was interrupted by Ivanna’s cough, bringing her back to the surface of consciousness.

She rubbed her eyes and apologized, thanking us for everything.

“…I don’t know how to repay you. You’ve solved a problem that has troubled me for years, perfectly.”

“It was just a coincidence that I could help. There’s no need to call it a favor.”

“No, it’s not like that.”

The countess confessed how helpless she had felt, how many lives she had let die due to her inability to act.

Listening to her, I could almost feel the pain and difficulty she had gone through.

It wasn’t something she should have been responsible for.

If someone was to be blamed, it should be the Demon King who started the war or the king who had the duty to care for his people.

“It’s not your fault. There was no one among the refugees who blamed you.”

In truth, I hadn’t spoken to them, but if they knew the circumstances, no one would have blamed her.

“By the way, may I ask you for one more favor?”

When I told her about the discussions we had in the tent, she hesitated for a moment before answering.

“We owe you a great debt, so if you want, we can provide you with any slaves working in the government offices. But the skilled carpenters and blacksmiths are all part of a guild, so we can’t force them…”

Although it was possible to conscript them by law, sending someone to the Elberg Mountain Range would be like a death sentence, and no one would follow such orders willingly.

I didn’t want to do that either.

Even if I could get those people, I didn’t think they would do a good job.

Creating a city would require not just carpenters, but many laborers, and I couldn’t force them to do that.

However, she gave a positive response, saying they could send government officials for long-term deployment.

“Baron, how about posting a public announcement in your name? If money is involved, artisans will surely respond.”

“Money…”

Even if I combined my savings with Baron David’s entire wealth, it wasn’t much.

Maybe Count Hamkin could support us a little, but it wasn’t a huge amount.

Ivanna, who knew our situation better than anyone, seemed strangely confident.

“It’s fine. I have money!”

When she said that, I had to double-check if I heard it correctly.

Had she received some retirement payment from the castle?

But even if Ivanna had received a maid’s retirement money, it wouldn’t have made much difference.

“Baron, please take out my travel bag. It’s the one with the embroidery of numbers 4 and 5 on it.”

“A bag? Right here?”

It was an odd request, but since I was curious about what Ivanna was thinking, I summoned the bag as she requested.

The bag was about 40L in size.

It wasn’t particularly large, but it seemed bigger because it was full.

Ivanna untied the strings and dumped the contents onto the table.

At first, I didn’t understand what it was.

Dozens, hundreds of gold coins reflecting the sunlight, shining brightly, along with dazzling jewels.

It was such an enormous sum of money that it seemed impossible for it to be the retirement fund of a maid.

Both the countess and I stared at Ivanna in shock and confusion.

It was so much that it could probably buy a castle, but Ivanna didn’t even blink.

“Wait, this is platinum coins, isn’t it?!”

“Not just platinum coins, but also jewels and accessories…”

Where in the world did all this money come from?


As I looked at her suspiciously, Ivanna, with a playful smile, put her finger to her lips as if it was a secret.

“…Where did this come from?”

“I took it from the royal castle. But don’t worry, I left a proper letter behind.”

“A letter?”

What kind of letter…?



 
  Chapter 24: Side Story: Ivanna.


During the time when Ivanna wandered among refugees, she looked up at the night sky and thought:

“If the total amount of fortune and misfortune in the world is fixed, perhaps the people born in this era are burdened with all the misfortune that will come in the future.”

Without such vague delusions, she could not accept the unreasonable reality.

Her father was dead.

Her mother was also dead.

Neither of them had a noble death.

The deaths of the two who had poured more love into Ivanna than anyone else were nothing but insignificant and fleeting events that no one, except for Ivanna, would remember.

If the misfortune that swept through this era were to pass, if they could overcome this hardship, greater fortune would surely follow.

Perhaps her mother and father would come back to life.

If there really were a God in this world, it would be fair to grant such fortune.

But the reality was not like that.

What came after the war was not fortune, but the long and grueling post-war chaos.

Those with knowledge understood that simply winning a war did not end things, and in despair over the future, they ended their own lives.

At times, when Ivanna looked at a high cliff or sharp dagger lying on the ground, she fell into anguish.

If nothing changes after this hardship, would there still be meaning in continuing to live?

She stepped toward the cliff.

She reached for the dagger.

When she stood at the edge of the cliff, she could not go any further.

When she aimed the dagger at her neck, she could not bring herself to push it in.

Despite thinking she wanted to die, Ivanna crawled forward, somehow surviving.

“Someone, help me. Please, I want to live.”

With nothing but the desire to live, she moved her legs, which felt like they would give way, and continued forward.

This world is so cruel.

She spent the night hoping that someone would change this world, one that no one could do anything about.

But in the end, no one came.

Then the girl thought:

‘If no one else is going to change it, then I will change it.’

Perhaps the contradictory goddess in heaven found this desire commendable, for Ivanna reached Bart without dying in a foreign land.

When Ivanna arrived in Bart, she was fortunately taken in by distant relatives.

However, since these relatives were quite old, Ivanna moved to the royal road and relied on her uncle.

Her uncle was a kind man.

Perhaps even more than Ivanna herself, he mourned the death of her parents and understood her.

When she expressed her desire to learn magic, he happily permitted it.

Ivanna did not have innate talent for magic, but she quickly grasped her teacher’s lessons.

However, this was only the level of an ordinary person’s talent, which did not align with Ivanna’s aspirations.

“I want to do something with this world.”

A vague desire that had not yet taken shape in her heart.

To fulfill that wish, ordinary talent would not be enough.

After learning basic physical enhancement magic, Ivanna learned court manners, various lessons including household duties, and volunteered as a maid in the royal palace.

Since she had already learned much in the capital and made acquaintances with many nobles, getting a maid position was not difficult.

Ivanna believed that in order to influence the world, she needed to be close to those who held power.

No one would listen to advice from a mere maid, so she remained cautious and listened to others rather than speaking up.

She silently fulfilled her duties and carefully chose her words if anyone sought her counsel, making sure not to overstep her boundaries.

Thanks to her efforts, she soon became a royal maid and gained a strong position among the maids.

While diligently working and waiting for the right moment, Ivanna heard a ridiculous rumor about the Hero Coin, and she thought the sign of her kingdom’s downfall had arrived.

She remembered the Hero Party from the coronation ceremony, though she only saw them from a distance. She had heard of the relationship between the hero and the royal family.

She could not force a military dispatch, and if they went to a larger country, the chances of them not returning were high.

As a mere maid, Ivanna could not interfere, so she did nothing, letting time pass.

Then one day, the Hero Party, about whom there were rumors of being wiped out, returned without a word.

Though she had only seen them from afar, Ivanna had investigated them thoroughly, so she recognized them immediately.

The return of the Hero Party meant that the Demon King was either dead or they had failed and returned.

If it was the former, only the kingdom would fall, but if it was the latter, the entire world was in danger.

Ivanna noticed that Elang, the wizard who had effectively led the party and was the lover of the hero, had returned, but the hero was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, there was a shabby man whose face was completely covered with rough cloth.

A bad feeling arose within her.

Though she would have found out eventually, the mounting anxiety drove Ivanna to act immediately.

Given the sensitive times, if it was known she had interacted with the Hero Party, she might be accused of being a spy from another country.

She had to approach him naturally, making everything seem like an accident.

She had that in mind when…

“Miss, if you have some time, could you spare a moment?”

She had, by pure coincidence, met Elang.

“…I apologize, but I cannot engage in conversation with the guest of the castle while on duty. Please forgive me.”

To avoid giving the impression that it was intentional, or perhaps aware of the potential eyes watching, Ivanna kept her distance from Elang.

Fortunately, Elang stopped her.

Even if someone had witnessed this moment, they would not have considered Ivanna a spy.

As she answered Elang’s questions, Ivanna mixed in unnecessary words to gauge his reaction.

She wanted to plant doubt about the Hero Coin through her words and test his reaction by pretending to have it.

In a way, this was the right choice.

Elang, enraged as if his parents had been murdered, first said, “Sell the Hero Coin.”

Contrary to the information that he was mild-mannered, Ivanna was taken aback by his extreme anger.

Soon after, when she followed him, Ivanna saw Elang defeating knights.

He remained in the royal audience room for a while and then came out, walking with a hollow expression as though he had lost everything.

Seeing his pitiful state, Ivanna could not bring herself to speak and merely waited for the right moment.

When Sir Radus came out with a look of emptiness, Ivanna, who had some acquaintance with him, approached him.

“…Ah, it’s you, Miss.”

“Sir Radus, you don’t look well.”

“Really? I suppose that’s to be expected…”

At first, she planned to offer him tea or alcohol and slowly open his heart, but it seemed that he had reached his mental limit, as he spoke before she could.

He revealed everything that had happened in the audience room:

The unbelievable story that the god who became the goddess’ original form and the hero were nothing but lies.

If it were any other situation, this would have been dismissed as nonsense, but the words strangely carried weight.


Seeing Radus lamenting, Ivanna thought,

“This is the turning point of this world.”

If there was anyone who could be a variable in this doomed kingdom, it could only be one person.

The wizard, kind but broken-hearted.

The one who asked for a land that no one wanted was the only person who could save the kingdom’s people.

The image of that day lingered in her mind.

She looked away from Radus, who had abandoned her or whom she had abandoned, and turned her gaze to the knight who had betrayed his loyalty and was now sharing the kingdom’s doomed future.

“…Sir, I’m sorry, but should we not consider our way forward?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you think there is no way, perhaps you should listen to this humble maid’s shallow wisdom first. We can give up afterward.”

“If it’s just listening…”

Though it was a forceful suggestion using their previous relationship, Radus surprisingly accepted it willingly, likely because he was already at his breaking point.

After what felt like an empty contract, Ivanna became Elang’s maid.

Thus began Ivanna’s journey with Elang.

At first, she thought of Elang merely as a variable.

He seemed tired from the journey, so she tried to console him.

Gradually, she came to understand him.

Unlike typical arrogant nobles, Elang always showed respect to everyone, even maids and commoners.

Serving by his side and saving people, Ivanna’s desire shifted to wanting to see Elang become king.

He might not have had the usual image of a great king from history books, but he was kind and, above all, honest.

His sincerity was evident, as seen from his eyes observing those around him.

Every time he looked at the war-torn streets, his eyes filled with deep sorrow.

Even though he had recently felt despair, a part of him longed to save those suffering.

If Elang had been king from the beginning, at least he wouldn’t have resorted to threatening the monarchs of the nations with something as absurd as the Hero Coin.

“Well, compared to that…

Maybe because of the shock of King Germis’ Hero Coin, Ivanna’s standards for a good king had lowered quite a bit.

But even so, she was certain that Elang would be a great king.

A king didn’t need exceptional administrative skills.

With the virtue and power to gather excellent ministers, any such shortcomings could be easily filled.

Ivanna wanted to make him king.

As she hurried along, reflecting on how her goal had changed, they finally arrived in Bart.

At the gates of Bart, what awaited her was not thieves, but her past self.

Just like the Ivanna of the past, the abandoned people of the kingdom were starving by the roadside.

“What will you do?”

Faced with the dilemma in her heart, Ivanna asked without hesitation.

Elang did not answer immediately.

That was good, actually. Had he answered quickly, she might have been disappointed by the lack of gravity in his response.

Every moment felt like holding an answer sheet where she couldn’t be sure whether the answer was right or wrong.

As she accompanied Elang, she realized his problem was a lack of self-confidence.

The memories of the three years of abuse in the Hero Party still tightened around him like an unhealing scar.

It was a matter of perception, not character.

Once she corrected that misunderstanding, Elang blossomed brightly and performed miracles.

On that day, the gamble was not only about him lacking self-confidence.

Perhaps she had been waiting all along for someone who could extend a hand without hesitation to those who had fallen and lost their strength.

Someone with that strength and heart.

On the way back to Bart, Ivanna sat beside Elang on the coach and asked him,

“Without your power, these people cannot even feed themselves. They have been abandoned by the kingdom, abandoned by the world. Do you have a reason to take them in?”

Perhaps he noticed it was a probing question.

Elang, instead of getting angry, smiled faintly and replied briefly to Ivanna:


“I cannot abandon those whom the world has abandoned.”

The choice was not wrong.

Now, there was no more hesitation.

With a newly born and precious feeling in her heart, Ivanna gently embraced it and swore:

“I will devote infinite loyalty and love to this person.”



 
  Chapter 25: Military Funds.


“The kingdom cannot be saved.”

Much like the idea of the world ending, the thought of a kingdom’s fall is a hard pill to swallow.

It’s a concept too distant from reality to seem plausible.

People instinctively hope that great things remain great forever, and this sentiment was no stranger to Raiders.

Though he was not the kind of patriot that everyone would admire, he had a deep fondness for the land where he was born and raised.

“First, let’s face this truth and see if we can discuss it with as many of the people as possible.”

“…Yes. The kingdom is doomed.”

Despite his personal feelings, he pushed forward, accepting an uncomfortable truth.

“With the hero’s death, the Hero Coin has become an absurd bomb. If we announce it, we risk the wrath of the surrounding kingdoms, but if we keep quiet, we anger the nobles who sold their estates to buy Hero Coins.”

In this dire moment, the only person who could shift the tide was Elang—a figure with enough power to rival a general, demanding lands no one else wanted.

Ivanna thought so, and Raiders had no objections.

“Please make me Elang’s attendant. I will comfort him in his despair, and together, we’ll lay the foundation for a domain capable of sheltering as many refugees as possible.”

The official reason was that she had been caught trying to share information about the coin with her family.

Typically, maids are often from noble families, and informing one’s family is hardly an extraordinary act.

Normally, this would warrant death, but Ivanna hoped to use it as a stepping stone to request Elang’s protection, a favor she was sure he would not refuse.

“…Commander, pardon the interruption.”

As their conversation progressed, Raiders received news that a government official with ties to Karin’s family had made contact with her.

On top of that, an odd report arrived mentioning that a maid uniform had been acquired, causing Raiders to exhale sharply as he ran his fingers along the hilt of his sword.

“They don’t give us a moment’s peace. I’ll handle it, but you hold onto that one. I’ve been wanting to kill him anyway… anyway, what’s next?”

Having already distanced himself from any attachment to the kingdom, Raiders rushed the conversation forward like a man desperate for answers.

“When the kingdom is collapsing, you should lead the knights to the Elberg Mountains. By the time you arrive, the mountains will have become a place habitable for people.”

“…But will they accept me? Even the kindest soul would never welcome a traitor, right?”

“Well, what if you become an investor rather than a traitor?”

“An investor?”

“Yes, the king’s slush fund.”

Raiders immediately thought of the royal vault, heavily protected with countless security spells.

“Are you out of your mind?”

“It’s not a vault.”

What followed was a revelation of something even Raiders, who had been close to the king, had no knowledge of—something a maid could uncover, of all things.

“It seems the king believed the country would fall one day, so instead of hiding his slush fund in a vault, which takes too long to open, he hid it somewhere much closer.”

“No, how could you know that?”

“Because it’s under the bed.”

“…What?”

It seemed absurd, like a child hiding a toy, yet Raiders found himself both surprised and convinced.

It certainly wasn’t the kind of hiding spot anyone would have guessed—either for good or ill.

“As you know, the palace has several chambers to protect the king from assassination attempts.”

These chambers were chosen at random, based on King Germis’s mood, and only he knew where he would sleep each night.

Ivanna, serving as the king’s maid, was familiar with these chambers and had become accustomed to knowing where the king would rest.

“When the king is troubled or ill, he insists on sleeping in one particular chamber. I suspected there was something hidden there.”

While tidying the room and cleaning the floor, Ivanna noticed a tile out of place.

Upon closer inspection, she realized that some tiles were slightly uneven.

Using telekinesis, she lifted the tiles, revealing a stash of treasure worth the price of a small castle.

Ivanna assumed it was emergency funds the king planned to flee with if the kingdom fell.

Unlike the vault, no security spells guarded this treasure.

This was because, during an invasion, the first thing a wizard would check was the security spells.

“Considering there are security spells on the tower, it’s clear someone would find it suspicious, but if the assassin were a mage, they would immediately recognize it and go looking for it. Not a great choice.”

“Indeed… when an enemy mage infiltrates the castle, the first place they’d check is a room protected by security spells. Perhaps the king intended to turn that psychology against them.”

“If we offer the funds to Count, the kingdom would no longer see me as a traitor, but as an investor.”

“Of course, you’ll handle all the talking for me, right?”

“Yes, but Count is a kind man, so if we bring this up directly, he’ll likely refuse.”

“…Right, I get what you mean.”

They needed a performance. Raiders accepted this notion.

That night, Ivanna and Raiders sneaked into the empty chamber and stole the king’s hidden funds.

And, because it wasn’t proper to leave without some gesture, they left the king a letter.

“Oh, foolish king! You left your kingdom to ruin, while kings of other lands eye it with hunger, and your nobles’ domains fall into disrepair, yet you still leave behind such riches, thinking only of your safety. A general shares his fate with his soldiers, a captain with his crew, and a king shares his fate with his kingdom—this is the law of the heavens. The money you hid is an illusion, a deceit before your eyes, and I, out of concern for your royal vision, have taken it. May you forgive me with a generous heart. This money will be used to aid the kingdom’s people. If you truly care for them, you will not hold a grudge. I pray for your longevity, and I sign off as your mysterious maid-thief, F.”

“To think you’d leave this above the bed… Are you trying to kill him with rage?”

“Would it be better for the king to die now, or to continue ruling? Which is better for the kingdom?”

“Well… and you, calling yourself a little maiden?”

“But it’s the truth.”

“Are you in your mid-twenties?”

“Shut up.”

“Ah!”

The money on the table was an amount that could easily be used to rule a kingdom.

Even with such a vast sum before them, Ivanna showed no sign of hesitation.

“…What do you mean by ‘you’ve taken it’?”

“A maid sees and hears far more than her master thinks. This is one of the king’s hidden funds.”

The story that followed was astonishing.

The very fact that he had hidden his funds there was surprising enough, but the lack of any security spells was almost unheard of.

In fact, if Ivanna were a thief and a mage, she could have easily found the money without being detected.

“…Did something like this happen between you and Raiders?”

“Yes. But without this, you likely wouldn’t have received the funds.”

“…That’s…”

It was a statement too truthful to deny.

Even if they were estranged, stealing such a fortune would have weighed heavily on their conscience.

Flustered, Ivanna got up from her seat, knelt, and lowered her head.

Her voice was as soft as before, but now laced with a sense of humility.

“I will atone for betraying my master, but please, take this money. It would have been lost with the kingdom if it falls. Please use it for the people.”

“…Indeed, I agree. If it is used for the people, then this money will have found its true purpose.”

I was left speechless by their words.

It was true that I needed funds, and it was certain that this money would not have been used properly otherwise.

More than anything, Ivanna and the count’s sincerity made me feel less angry.


Having been deceived by both of them, I wasn’t particularly upset.

Compared to the betrayal and lies of others, this seemed more like a necessary trick.

“Ivanna, please stand. Though the beginning was a lie, I know there was never any falsehood in the service you gave me.”

“…My lord.”

“Nobody knows how much comfort you gave me during our travels.”

The simple acts she did for me were nothing extraordinary, but for me, those ordinary things had never existed in the past three years.

It was because of her that I was able to escape endless despair.

“Just because it started with a lie doesn’t mean it was all lies. Ivanna, please continue to stand by my side.”


I extended my hand to her.

As she slowly lifted her head, her eyes were red, on the brink of tears.

She took my hand, placed her lips on the back of it, and rose from her seat.

“I will serve you with sincerity from now on, my lord.”

“Thank you. I’m counting on you, Ivanna.”



 
  Chapter 26: Safety Assurance.


Changes between beginnings and endings are neither surprising in the world of magic nor in reality.

When I first requested the Elberg Mountains from King Germis, my only plan was to seclude myself.

Two years on the battlefield.

Three years in the demon realm.

A fleeting moment in the grand scheme of life, but when I realized I had wasted a fifth of my existence, despair crushed me in a way that made my broken engagement with Karin seem trivial.

Instead of blood, an overwhelming sense of powerlessness surged through me, paralyzing my body and mind alike.

I wanted to give up on everything.

But when I finally came to my senses, only a week had passed—and by then, I was no longer alone.

It all began with Ivanna.

Even if my initial plans had changed, I had nothing but gratitude toward her.

“Is this amount insufficient to recruit craftsmen and procure materials?”

I placed my personal savings and the funds entrusted to me by the junior barons on the table, alongside the two platinum coins already laid there.

Compared to the funds Ivanna had prepared, it was a paltry sum, but I added it nonetheless.

At that, Viscount Hamkin waved his hands dismissively.

“It’s more than enough! If we combine this with the initial support I was planning to offer, we won’t just recruit craftsmen—we could relocate the entire guild!”

“Support? But that’s…”

“Think of it as my investment. After hearing the maid’s story, I got a sense of the situation. None of us know when we might end up like those junior barons.”

While explaining the source of the funds, I had inadvertently let slip some of what had happened in the kingdom.

Though shocked, Hamkin didn’t freeze as I had back then. Instead, he responded with the composed demeanor of a regional administrator.

“If that’s true, it explains many of the doubts I’ve had. And it means the kingdom’s future may not be as long as we thought.”

“…I regret that.”

“It’s not your fault, Your Excellency. Given the circumstances, we will stake this city’s fate on your relocation. I’ll inform an administrator I trust as well.”

“Heh, once the dust settles, it will certainly help absorb the royal demesne.”

“Aha! You’re more suited to being a general or strategist than a maid. Then, Your Excellency, shall I summon the guild immediately?”

“It’s still early morning. Let’s do it around noon.”

The newly arrived refugees needed food as well.

They might be terrified of demonic magic, but surely it was better than starving.

“I hadn’t thought of that. But I’ll spread word among the merchants—they never sleep!”

By the time I returned to Bart from the refugee camp, a group of burly men had gathered in front of the administrative building.

Scars marked their bodies—clear signs that they were either warriors or carpenters.

As I approached, Ivanna caught my arm and whispered,

“Master, you should descend from the sky.”

“From the sky?”

“A leader must possess the dignity befitting their role. No matter how regal the crown or robe, standing on the roadside makes them look ridiculous.”

In other words, I needed to establish authority for smooth negotiations.

Flight magic was an advanced spell, one that only a handful of seasoned mages could wield freely.

Even in battle, those who could use it were few and far between.

Whether these men understood that or not didn’t matter.

What mattered was that descending from the sky would immediately convey that I was no ordinary man.

I didn’t particularly enjoy intimidation tactics.

But endless concessions and boundless kindness had led to my failed relationship with Karin.

And now, I was asking these people to accompany me into a place where we might die.

I couldn’t afford to appear weak.

So I soared effortlessly into the air, slicing through the gathered craftsmen before landing.

To me, it was nothing.

To them, it was something unnatural.

At first, they recoiled in shock, but soon, they forced their expressions into feigned nonchalance.

They knew who I was.

No one asked the usual, “Who the hell are you?”

…Now what?

Even if she told me to make an impression, I had no experience with this either.

I froze—just like them.

“Your Excellency!”

Viscount Hamkin leaned out from a window, his face filled with disbelief.

Reading the situation, he gave a wry chuckle and called out,

“The craftsmen gathered faster than expected. Only the guild leaders are still inside.”

“I see. I saw people gathered outside the office and thought something had happened.”

The moment the words left my mouth, I realized my mistake.

Didn’t that make it sound like I had come to resolve a problem?

Sensing their unease, I softened my expression as much as possible and turned to the eldest-looking among them.

“I look forward to working with you. I’ll see you all soon.”

“Ah, yes…”

Inside, the guild leaders looked more like convicts than artisans.

Given their trade, they likely dealt with rough crowds often.

Their reception was frosty.

They barely glanced at me and never met my eyes.

“I’ve explained your circumstances, but they still seem undecided.”

“Oh, really…?”

How the hell had he explained things for them to look at me like I was a Medusa?

Feeling an impending headache, I whispered to the viscount,

“They keep avoiding my gaze. Did I do something wrong?”

“Ah, no! It’s just that they believe some ridiculous rumor! You know, the one that says mages can control minds just by making eye contact?”

“Ahh.”

People unfamiliar with magic often believed such absurd myths.

Even a succubus, a master of charm magic, couldn’t bewitch someone just by looking at them.

Besides, charm spells dulled thinking, making them unsuitable for skilled labor like construction.

“If it makes you uneasy, you’re welcome to cover your eyes or keep them closed while we talk.”

They hadn’t expected a noble to say that.

Their wariness began to ease.

“N-No need for that.”

“Glad to hear it. Eye contact helps build trust, after all.”

“…You’re an unusual one.”

“So, how serious are you about developing the Elberg Mountains?”


“Wouldn’t it be better to just seize neighboring lands instead?”

“Hey, watch your words! His Excellency is—”

“No, it’s fine.”

Just as the viscount moved to scold them, I raised a hand to stop him.

“If I wanted good land, I could take it by force. Say, Bart itself.”

“Wh-What?”

“If I staged a rebellion, the royal army might not even send troops here. Their best generals are all on the front lines. Any force they send would be led by nobodies.”

“N-Now, wait just a—”

“Relax. I have no intention of doing that.”

“…What?”

“The fear of invasion exists everywhere, not just here. That’s precisely why I refuse to create more refugees. I plan to take in those already displaced and make them my people.”

The room fell silent.

The two guild leaders studied me before slowly nodding.

“I see… Not a bad proposal, actually.”

“What? You’re serious?”

“Of course. If we send our young men to the Elberg Mountains, it might keep them from being drafted into war.”

Safety was more valuable than gold.

“But can you guarantee their safety?”

“I can. But rather than empty promises, let me show you.”

Stepping outside, I called forth my greatest creatures—

And the sky ripped open.


From the dark rift emerged my most fearsome beasts: Dahaka, the monstrous chimera, and Ktuu, the storm-born hybrid spirit.

The artisans screamed.

“O-Okay, okay! Just get rid of those things!”

I smirked.

“So, do we have a deal?”



 
  Chapter 27: To the Elberg Mountains.


Screams and chaos overflowed from all directions.

Although the door leading to the shadows was immediately shut, it seemed like it would take some time for the confusion to settle.

I had done it again.

I had made the same mistake.

Not even a full day had passed since my last blunder, yet here I was, repeating it.

Sometimes, I wonder how I ever managed to get into the Magic Tower with a mind like this.

“…I hope you don’t take this the wrong way.”

“Y-Yes!!!”

“O-Of course! W-We were the ones at fault!!”

The two guild masters, who had acted so differently earlier, suddenly adopted the politeness reserved for nobility. But it brought me no joy.

Everything was going smoothly—too smoothly.

Which, in other words, meant that showing strength was far more effective than words.

I was afraid.

If I got too used to situations like this, I might become someone who resorts to violence whenever things get tough.

‘…That’s just like a hero.’

At some point, the word “hero” had been redefined in my mind as a reckless brute who wielded his fists without restraint.

I still hated him.

If I had to live like a hero, I would rather choose death. That was how much I despised him.

Perhaps noticing my personal displeasure, Ivanna, who had been waiting outside, approached me.

“Master, your wish for peace will one day be understood by everyone. Right now, they are blinded by fear of the unknown. But opening their hearts is not far off, so do not let it trouble you.”

“…I hope that’s true.”

The process had been a disaster, but the outcome itself was flawless.

The guild masters promised to send 150 young carpenters along with 30 skilled artisans to supervise them.

The blacksmiths’ guild had given a similar response, and they even agreed to send artisans regularly in the future.

And, though it wasn’t my intention, the commotion that had occurred that day brought about an unexpected gain.

“The Panbelt Merchant Association wants to meet with you?”

Around three days after staying in Bart, a meeting request came from a massive merchant association whose name was familiar even to someone as ignorant of economics as I was.

Usually, matters like this—such as food purchases for the castle—were left to Ivanna and Viscount Hamkin, who were more knowledgeable about the market.

However, this was an issue that exceeded their discretion.

Negotiations with a major merchant association would significantly impact our migration plans.

No matter how the conversation unfolded, I had to be there.

That night, the owner of the Panbelt Merchant Association came to visit in person.

He was younger than I had expected—probably in his mid-thirties.

His neatly parted hair gave him a very clean-cut appearance.

The items he wore were all high-end goods that even most regional lords couldn’t acquire.

Compared to him, both my attire and the viscount’s seemed shabby.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“……”

I greeted him first, but the merchant master simply stared at me in a daze, as if he had seen something that shouldn’t exist.

His reaction wasn’t one of indifference—it was closer to fear or even horror.

While everyone else looked on in confusion, the merchant finally let out a deep sigh and spoke.

“…I should be greeting you for the first time. But unfortunately, I cannot say that.”

“What do you mean…?”

“I have seen you once before, from a distance. …Though it was not in a pleasant setting.”

He knew my name.

At this point, there was no point in trying to hide my identity.

“If I may ask, where was that?”

“It was at the party thrown in the royal palace’s annex before the Hero’s expedition to the Demon Realm. It was called a ‘departure ceremony,’ but in reality, it was just another lavish party for the Hero.”

Ah.

That wretched party.

I remembered it well.

They called it a departure ceremony, but it was no different from the usual disgraceful revelry.

I hadn’t wanted to attend, but since it was an official event for the Hero’s party, I had no choice.

“Yes, it was far from pleasant.”

“…Elang. No, Count. If you are here, does that mean the Hero has returned?”

“You could say that. Or you could say the opposite.”

“If I support your migration, will that answer become a bit clearer?”

“If you don’t try to exploit the Hero’s reputation, then my answer will also become clearer.”

“…You haven’t changed.”

That statement was practically an admission of everything.

But I didn’t care.

If the kingdom fell, the ones who would suffer the most were the royal family and nobility.

But right after them would be the major merchant associations, which played a crucial role in the economy.

The Panbelt Merchant Association had its headquarters in the kingdom.

If the royal palace fell, they wouldn’t escape unscathed.

At best, the association would collapse.

At worst, with lords and desperate commoners turning to pillaging, they could lose their lives.

“…Your Excellency.”

“Speak.”

“Our association will fully support your migration efforts. We will assist in transporting supplies, and if you need anything, just say the word.”

“And what do you want in return?”

“Save us.”

“……”

“Me, my family, and my employees. Please, save as many of us as you can.”

I needed supplies.

The merchant needed to survive.

That night, we both got exactly what we wanted—without anyone losing.

When I explained the details of our situation, the merchant closed his eyes tightly and muttered,

“The gods that exist in reality… are truly wretched beings.”

He wasn’t wrong.

With the full support of the Panbelt Merchant Association, my group continued advancing toward the Elburg Mountain Range, absorbing refugees along the way.

By the time we had taken in over 5,000 refugees, news of our mountain settlement efforts had spread throughout the kingdom.

Some mocked it as a suicidal endeavor.

Others saw hope in this ‘new land’ and headed toward Elburg.

There were no conditions for joining the settlers.

For many refugees, it was their only chance at a new home.

Word spread beyond the kingdom, reaching neighboring nations.

King Germis was furious.

“You’re telling me he spent our support funds on a gamble like this?!”

Though no one said it outright, multiple letters arrived, their tone filled with implicit accusations.

“Elang, you lunatic…!!!”

If I had killed bandits, my infamy would have spread.

If I had ignored them, I would have been branded as cruel.

But never had King Germis imagined that I would take in thousands of refugees.

Now, even knights without lords were flocking to me.

Before even reaching the Elburg Mountains, I had already gathered a force that rivaled some territories.

“Your Majesty!!”

A messenger burst through the doors, ignoring protocol.

Normally, I would have scolded such rudeness, but his face was so pale—like a man delivering news of death—that I held my tongue.

“…What is it?”

I already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.

“Support troops have arrived from the Demon Realm! The enemy forces include Demons! Demonic reinforcements have landed in the human realm!”

“…….”

Unbelievable.



The mere thought of that name sent chills down the king’s spine once more.

“I never did that. Why do humans always blame the gods for everything?”

“Isn’t it all your fault in the end?”

“Who sent the Demon King to the human world again?”

“Shut up.”



 
  Chapter 28: Mountain God.


“Bread Saint!”

A child called me that and, upon meeting my gaze, waved enthusiastically.

When I waved back, the child, overjoyed, beamed like the sun and quickly ran back to their mother.

Watching their retreating figure made me feel an odd sense of sadness.

Bread Saint.

Normally, saints are given titles based on their achievements, but my nickname was not about salvation or exorcism—just bread.

Not that I was dissatisfied with the name itself.

If I had any complaints, it would be about the harsh reality where starvation is considered so normal that someone like me is called a “Bread Saint” simply because I provided bread.

Even the knights weren’t much better off than the refugees; some had joined our pioneer group just to secure food, bringing our numbers to 300.

…Would anything have changed if I had defeated the Demon King a little sooner?

I sometimes entertained such thoughts, but deep down, I knew that even if I had, nothing would have changed.

Perhaps if I had never rushed to assassinate the Demon King, I could have at least prevented the foolish “Hero Coin” disaster.

“Master of Bread! We’ve received word from Viscount David—he says we’ll soon arrive at the Elberg Mountain Range!”

“I see…”

The Elberg Mountain Range was so vast that it was difficult to determine where it began and ended.

Its borders blurred into the horizon.

For Viscount David to say such a thing, it likely meant they had already spotted the shadow of beasts lurking within.

“I’ll go ahead and confirm. Miss Ivanna, I leave this place to you.”

“Understood!”

I soared into the sky, crossing over our group, heading straight to the frontlines where Viscount David and the knights were.

As I approached, I realized why they had sent word about arriving at the mountain range.

From high above, I could see an endless stretch of mountains reaching beyond the horizon.

The ridges twisted like the body of a massive serpent, making it feel as if we were confronting a colossal beast.

It was clear why the viscount had declared our arrival at the Elberg Mountains.

And then—I saw something else.

Right below the mountain range, ruins lay in heaps, seemingly the remnants of a collapsed fortress.

An ancient castle site, now reduced to traces of what once stood, awaited us.

I descended and joined the vanguard.

Viscount David, who had been waiting, pointed toward the ruins and spoke.

“I was hoping to find locals, but it seems there are none. While this means we won’t have any conflicts, I’m not sure if that’s fortunate or unfortunate…”

“Let’s look at it positively. Judging by the state of the ruins, the locals must have perished centuries ago.”

We did not have the luxury to grieve for people who had died hundreds of years ago.

Though it was unfortunate that we couldn’t receive their help, at least we wouldn’t have to worry about disputes.

“For now, bring in the carpenters and blacksmiths.”

Since the ruins still had usable structures, we needed to salvage whatever we could.

And those best suited for this task were the carpenters and blacksmiths.

The knights’ opinions also mattered, as fortifications were a critical concern.

After pausing our group’s advance, we selected a small team to enter the ruins.

Rather than inspecting everything from the ground, which could take all night, we first surveyed the area from above using flight magic.

Surprisingly, not all of the walls had collapsed, but they were so weathered with time that they could crumble at any moment.

The houses within the ruins were in similar condition.

The safest option was to demolish them all and rebuild.

Upon closer inspection, the land itself was stable, meaning we wouldn’t need large-scale earthwork, which was a relief.

Demolishing the buildings wouldn’t be a problem either.

There existed a little-used magic spell specifically designed for demolition—it deconstructed buildings by separating materials based on their properties.

This spell required intense concentration and a great deal of mana, so it had nearly fallen into obscurity.

But in our situation, it was invaluable.

I applied the spell to the entire ruined city, dismantling all structures and sorting the materials.

Wood and bricks were piled into separate heaps, forming small mountains.

“…No matter how many times I see it, it’s an incredible sight. If Your Excellency were to return to the frontlines, you could probably build a fortress in a single day for every battlefield.”

“Haha.”

While Viscount David joked, one of the craftsmen spoke to me.

“Most of the wood is in poor condition, only good for firewood, but the bricks are in decent shape and can be reused.”

“Good. We still have time before fresh materials arrive, so that works out well.”

When I asked what we should build first, one of the craftsmen raised his hand.

“How about a watchtower?”

“A watchtower?”

“Luckily, the weather is warm, so setting up tents for temporary shelter won’t be a problem.”

With 30,000 refugees to accommodate, we didn’t have enough time to build proper homes for all of them.

But we did need to deal with the monsters descending from the mountains.

“So let’s build watchtowers first. Even non-knights among the refugees can stand guard, making efficient use of manpower.”

That made sense, so I approved the plan.

Our top priority was ensuring the refugees’ safety, so the first step was watchtowers, followed by fortress walls.

Magically created structures were simple and temporary, so for lasting defenses, we needed to build them properly.

Fortunately, we had enough materials for watchtowers, so construction could begin immediately.

“Next, we need to prepare the land.”

“Your Excellency, I actually know a bit about farming.”

A knight stepped forward.

He had started as a commoner and earned his title through merit, which explained his agricultural knowledge.

Based on our aerial survey, he said the land seemed fit for cultivation, meaning we wouldn’t have major issues.

The real problem, however, was the monsters that would inevitably be drawn to the crops and farmers.

For protection, we needed fences and guards, but our knights alone wouldn’t be enough.

Yet we also lacked the time to properly train the male refugees into soldiers.

It wasn’t just about training—it was uncertain how well former refugees would hold up against the mountain beasts.

“How long would it take to train the refugees into soldiers?”

Viscount David hesitated before replying in an uncertain voice.

“Honestly, I can’t give a definite answer. We only know the reputation of the Elberg Mountains—we have no idea how strong its monsters actually are.”

“Then we’ll need to scout the mountains first…”

We lacked too much information to make proper plans.

We had to determine the level of the beasts and see if there were any useful resources—perhaps even mineral deposits.

“We’ll begin our survey tomorrow.”

Even if we only explored nearby areas, it wouldn’t be a quick task.

For now, it was best to conserve as much mana as possible for tomorrow.

“Your Excellency, if you’re heading into the forest, we’ll accompany you. Though, to be honest, we might just end up as meat shields.”

“Don’t say that. You’ll be of great help.”

“Thank you, even if it’s just flattery.”

Viscount David assumed I was just being polite, but I meant what I said.


After spending five years among heroes and demons, my sense of normalcy had diverged drastically from that of ordinary people.

For this scouting mission, a more grounded perspective would be essential.

“…Alright then. We’ll do our best.”


“Yes, I’ll be counting on you. For now, I should rest for tomorrow—”

Just as I was about to say that, a strange sensation washed over me.

Memories that shouldn’t exist replayed in my mind.

A crimson glow spread across the night-stained leaves.

And then—something enormous stirred in the darkness.
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“Are they really coming?”

Everyone.

When I suddenly mentioned that demons would descend from the mountains, everyone looked skeptical.

Well, until now, it was common sense that demons were only born in the Demon Realm, and that common sense had never been broken until the Demon King’s army invaded.

However, if humans affected by the mana embedded in the land became demonic beings, then it wouldn’t be strange for there to be demons born in the human world.

I honestly don’t know whether to treat them as enemies or as friends.

One thing is certain: at least in that memory, those demons didn’t seem like the Demon King’s army.

Not only did they not use the standard equipment or magic of the Demon King’s army, but as far as I knew, the front lines managed by the elves were quite far from the kingdom.

Even if they were deserters, there was no reason for them to come all the way to a distant kingdom just to hide.

‘With that many people, they’d stand out whether they wanted to or not…’

Whether they were locals or deserters, I would find out once I met them directly.

I could only pray that the outcome wouldn’t be the same as in that memory.

I spent time analyzing the mana of the land.

As night approached, unease and fear began to spread among the knights.

Unlike the night in the city, the night in the mountains was completely engulfed in darkness, and if one stared into it for too long, it felt as if their head was being swallowed by the abyss.

The fear of not knowing what lay ahead.

And since I had just told them that demons were coming, I could easily imagine the terror they must have felt.

“…Should we light a fire?”

When someone asked, I allowed it.

Perhaps because the bright flames illuminated the surroundings, the atmosphere eased a little, and everyone seemed slightly more relaxed.

It would be best if they didn’t come.

Since I wasn’t present in this location in that memory, is there a possibility they won’t show up?

…But what exactly is that memory?

A power that hints at the outcome of a choice.

I vaguely understand that it’s something like that, but I don’t know what determines its appearance.

When that power manifested in the kingdom, I ended up taking 8 million lives with my own hands.

This time, I killed an elf.

So, does that mean that whenever I have to choose to kill someone, those memories will appear?

Maybe I’m being manipulated.

After all, the one showing me those futures is none other than the twisted and wicked god.

But even so, I couldn’t simply ignore a future that was bound to happen, which is why I came here.

‘That sensation I felt when I saw that memory…

If I can recreate that, could I gain the ability to see future memories at will?

Or perhaps find clues related to Vel Zoma?’

Just as I was thinking about that, my magical perception, which I had spread throughout the mountains, signaled the arrival of intruders.

“They’re here.”

The knights, who had been staring into the darkness, immediately reacted, each drawing their swords or spears.

Unlike in the memory, there were only three intruders.

But they were merely the vanguard—others were watching from behind them.

By my standards, the strength of these three was negligible, but they were at least strong enough to kill one or two knights.

As I waited in silence, the intruders, perhaps wary after spotting the firelight, stopped at the boundary between the mountains and the plains.

“Can you see them?”

“Yes… There are three of them. They’re not beasts.”

David, the Viscount, who had been scanning the mountains with his knightly sharp senses, immediately responded.

At the mention of demons, he must have recalled an old memory, as a bead of cold sweat trickled down his cheek.

“…Should we attack first?”

“No.”

With so many of us here, and only three of them showing up, it was safe to assume they had no intention of fighting.

Even if they were scouts, they wouldn’t dare attack after gauging our strength.

“Just come out.”

When I called toward the mountains where the elves were hiding, three figures soon emerged.

As they stepped into the firelight, what I saw was an elf girl, too young to be considered an adult.

Behind her stood two sturdy men, attempting to project a sense of intimidation, but given the overwhelming difference in power, their efforts only felt pitiful.

The three elves slowly approached and pulled back their deeply hooded cloaks.

Now that the hood was off, I could see her face more clearly—she looked even younger up close.

“Who are you?”

“…That’s what we should be asking.”

The one who answered was not the two men standing behind her, but the elf girl herself.

It seemed she held a higher status than them, as they remained silent.

“…Our tribe has lived in these mountains for generations. But this morning, we noticed a commotion in the fields, and when we investigated, we found you here.”

“……”

“We do not claim ownership over these mountains, but we need to determine whether you are good neighbors or not.”

“Hey.”

Viscount David interrupted the elf girl, speaking in a rather harsh tone.

“Do you not understand the situation? What kind of confidence do you have, coming here with only three people?”

He was unusually hostile, likely because they were demons.

Everyone gathered here had suffered in some way because of demons.

Of course, that included me, but having spent time in the Demon Realm, I knew that demons and humans weren’t all that different.

Still, expecting the refugees and knights to understand that was wishful thinking.

“Calm down.”

“My Lord…”

I stopped him with one hand and turned my gaze back to the elves.

The young elf girl remained expressionless, unshaken by the intimidation.

Seeing how agitated the two men behind her were, I could guess why she had been chosen as their representative.

“We have no intention of fighting you.”

“…Is that true?”

“Yes. However, since we have now made this land our home, there may be times when we unintentionally cause you harm.”

“……”

Did she mean that as a threat?

As her expression stiffened, I quickly added more words to reassure her.

“So let’s try to get along. If we make compromises where necessary and adjust to each other, don’t you think we can all live in peace?”

“…I suppose so.”

“In that case, how about we meet again tomorrow at noon? You can bring more members of your tribe if you wish.”


“…We’ll think about it.”

With that, the elves left.

Before departing, the young elf girl turned around and bowed slightly to us.

“…Thank you for treating us with respect.”

In that moment, she looked no different from an ordinary human girl.


We waited there for a long time, but the elves did not return.

By the time dawn approached, we were still holding our position.

Perhaps due to the sudden appearance of outsiders, everyone remained wide awake.

I turned to Viscount David and said, “Summon the knights stationed with the craftsmen and refugees. Bring Ivanna as well.”

He immediately moved to carry out my order.
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Noon, When the Sun Hung High in the Sky.

A knight on guard duty delivered news that a group of elves was approaching.

I had only suggested meeting tomorrow afternoon, and since I hadn’t received a definitive answer, I had thought we might not be able to meet today.

But if they were also willing to have a conversation with us, it was certainly a welcome development.

If possible, I would have liked to welcome them with a grand feast, but we lacked the food and resources for such hospitality.

At the very least, we decided to show them our goodwill.

Along with Ivanna and other key figures of the expedition, I went out to greet the elves.

To avoid appearing threatening, we did not bring weapons like swords and were nearly unarmed.

Perhaps our efforts were noticed, as the elves’ response was not hostile.

The number of elves who came for negotiations totaled ten.

The young girl I had seen before was among them, and the rest were mostly young adults.

There were a couple of middle-aged individuals, but they were few.

As far as I knew, elves, as long-lived beings, aged similarly to humans in their childhood years, but their aging process slowed significantly from their youth onward.

However, their middle and old age progressed at the same rate as humans, leaving them with an expected lifespan of around 40 more years.

I had heard that elf elders were usually in their middle years, yet only one middle-aged elf was present—far fewer than expected.

While taking note of this, I led them toward a large tent that served as our meeting room.

Naturally, I took a slightly roundabout path to avoid unsettling the refugees.

“I apologize for the humble setting. We are still in the process of settling, so we could not prepare a proper meeting place.”

“No, we appreciate the effort alone.”

Just as before, when the elves first visited, it was the young girl who stepped forward.

In a proper kingdom, a girl her age would have been playing tag with her peers, yet she carried herself as though she were the representative of the group.

Even though her actions could be seen as disrespectful, none of the other elves reprimanded her.

None of the expedition members, unfamiliar with the aging process of long-lived species, questioned this situation, so I was the only one who found it strange.

‘…Is this a cultural thing?’

Perhaps there was some racial characteristic I was unaware of.

With that thought, I took my seat.

Once the elves sat down as well, the discussion could finally begin.

***

“…To get straight to the point, as I mentioned before, we are not the owners of this mountain. Thus, we have neither the right nor the intention to oppose your settlement.”

The elf girl paused for a moment before continuing.

“However, if your desire to coexist with us is sincere, you must abide by the rules of the forest.”

“The rules of the forest…?”

At the mention of “rules,” unease flickered in everyone’s eyes. 

Were we about to be forced into accepting unreasonable laws?

However, what she said next was nothing but common sense.

“Pregnant beasts must not be hunted.”

Pregnant beasts were vulnerable to attacks, but killing them while they carried offspring would have devastating effects on the ecosystem.

For the same reason, it was also forbidden to kill beasts that were caring for their young.

This was not an unreasonable rule.

We all understood the consequences of unrestrained hunting.

She went on to explain more rules, such as leaving certain plant clusters untouched for herbivores to feed on.

The tense atmosphere began to ease, and some people started feeling embarrassed for their initial wariness.

But then—

“And once a year, a sacrifice must be offered to the Mountain God.”

“The Mountain God?”

The words “sacrifice” and “Mountain God” made everyone flinch, but they quickly calmed down.

It was common sense—after all the reasonable rules she had laid out, she wouldn’t suddenly demand something as barbaric as human sacrifice.

They assumed the offering would simply be game for the Mountain God, like the tributes given to old deities in certain regions.

If a priest devoted to the Goddess were present, they might have frowned upon it, but neither I nor the knights cared much for religious matters.

If she had said it needed to be done every month or every day, there would have been resistance, but once a year…

To respect the land and its culture, it was a small price to pay.

But that wasn’t the case.

“What kind of beast should be sacrificed…?”

“It is not a beast.”

What she said next was the worst possible answer.

“Humans must be offered as sacrifices.”

“The Mountain God is merciful. It does not matter if the sacrifice is old, young, sick, or healthy.”

“………”

“Twenty people every year. Until now, our tribe has provided all the sacrifices. From now on, why don’t we share the burden—ten from each of us?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!!!”

David, the junior viscount, instinctively reached for the sword at his waist.

Banning weapons had been the right choice.

Had he been armed, he would have drawn his sword and struck the elf girl down in an instant.

“So, this is your true nature, huh?!”

“You damned pointy-eared bastards!!!”

“Ugh…!!”

As the knights loyal to Viscount David raged, the elves pushed the girl behind them, shielding her.

The air crackled with tension, like a bomb moments away from exploding.

Only Ivanna and I remained calm.

“…Calm down.”

One word was all it took to restore order.

Mana laced my voice, directly affecting their emotions.

The knights, startled by their sudden shift in mood, turned to me in shock.

“…Calm down.”

“B-But, Your Excellency…!”

“We are not agreeing to the sacrifice.”

Had they asked us to offer ten people every year to a nonexistent god, I might have slain the elves on the spot.

But I had seen something—

In the memories that flickered through my mind, beyond the burning forest, something had lifted its head.

“This discussion will take too long with so many people. Why don’t we talk alone?”

“…Fine.”

The elf girl agreed surprisingly easily.

Viscount David and his knights were displeased but complied.

Perhaps it was their trust in me, or perhaps their own helplessness and frustration that had weighed on them for so long.

Whatever the reason, they accepted it without protest.

“I will explain later.”

“…Please do.”

After the knights and elves left, only the girl and I remained in the tent.

“So…”


Where should I begin?

“Can you tell me your name?”

“…Why?”

Her question was reasonable.

Depending on how this conversation went, we might end up killing each other.

There was no point in exchanging names.

In fact, not knowing each other’s names might make it easier to avoid guilt.

“…I’m just curious.”

Was it my reluctance to kill her?

Even knowing that, I found myself stubbornly asking for her name.

“It feels odd to keep referring to you as ‘girl’ or ‘her’ in my head.”

“…I see.”

After a brief pause, she finally gave her answer.

“Pina.”

It was an unexpectedly childlike name, and for a moment, I was at a loss for words.


Was this some kind of trial?

As if fate itself were asking me—could I kill a child for the sake of my people?

If so, I needed to find a way to overcome this trial.

“Pina… What exactly is this Mountain God?”

First, I needed to understand the true nature of this so-called deity.
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“…That is not allowed.”

It was obvious to anyone who wasn’t a fool that I didn’t volunteer as a sacrifice out of love for the Mountain God.

I volunteered as a sacrifice to kill the Mountain God.

Pina immediately realized this and shook her head, firmly refusing.

A feeling close to discomfort, or perhaps fear, flashed in her eyes, and as if that emotion had spread, the elves outside stormed in.

Their bloodshot eyes trembled, not with anger, but with fear.

Their trembling was so intense that it reached their chins, rendering them unable to speak.

It was easy to tell just how shocked they were.

“Y-You’re saying you want to kill the Mountain God?!”

“Yes. I will kill it.”

If it is a god that does not benefit humanity, then it is better off not existing.

Moreover, this entity is not even a real god, unlike that malevolent deity.

It only appears to be one.

Though this is a memory from the past, I did not feel the same overwhelming powerlessness when I faced it as I did when I encountered a true god.

I had seen massive beasts and spirits in the Demon Realm countless times before.

This was neither surprising nor impressive to me now.

“No matter how beneficial something may seem, if it brings harm to humans, it must be eliminated. Right now, it’s twenty people, but who’s to say it won’t be more next year?”

“…What do you mean by that?”

“Isn’t the number of sacrifices set at twenty because taking more would threaten your population’s survival?”

“The pioneering group I lead has over 30,000 people.”

If that Mountain God is aware of this, it would take only a moment’s thought to realize whether it will demand more sacrifices or fewer in the future.

For the safety of the people under my leadership, I cannot allow such a being to live.

“I will kill the Mountain God. No matter what it takes, I will make sure it dies.”

“That’s right!!”

“Ugh!!”

With a voice fierce enough to tear the tent apart, the knights burst in violently, pushing aside the tent flaps.

At the forefront, Baron David, usually composed, now had a face full of determination as he shouted.

“Even demons cherish their families!! So why in the world do you worship something like that?!”

“You’ve only been on this land for a day! What do you know?! Do you have any idea what it means to offer our families?!”

“You’re right! We don’t! But we know the pain of losing family even better than you!!”

“Shut up!!!”

Just as it seemed like fists and magic might start flying, a small hand, no larger than a maple leaf, slammed down on the table, silencing the room.

Pina, who had struck the table and stood up, glared at me once before turning her back and addressing the elves.

“We’re leaving.”

Perhaps it was her calm voice that brought them back to their senses, for the elves, still filled with anger, followed Pina out of the tent.

Just before leaving, she glanced back at us and spoke one last time.

“…The Mountain God will awaken in one month. Meet with him and decide for yourself.”

The elves obeyed her.

The strange pressure in her voice prevented us from stopping them or saying anything further.

We could only watch them leave.

A moment after they were gone, Baron David and the knights gathered around me, their expressions intense.

“You spoke well! We cannot let such a being live!”

Everyone agreed with him, nodding and shouting, “That’s right!” until the conversation escalated into a heated discussion about immediately launching an attack to exterminate both the Mountain God and the elves.

Naturally, I couldn’t allow such recklessness, so I forcibly calmed them down and redirected their focus.

“Come to think of it, before leaving, I said I would explain everything later.”

Now that I had encountered a false god, perhaps this was the most appropriate time to reveal the truth.

I had hesitated to bring it up before, but spending time with them had made me feel like it might be okay.

To be honest, looking at their usual behavior, they didn’t seem like devout followers of the Goddess Church anyway.

This revelation likely wouldn’t shock them too much.

“What I’m about to say must be kept secret.”

“What exactly are you going to tell us…?”

“It’s about the truth of the gods. But before that, I need to reveal my true name.”

“Your true name?”

“…My true name is Elang Meister.”

It was a name well-known on the battlefield.

The moment they heard it, the knights’ eyes briefly lit up with hope before quickly darkening with despair.

They must have assumed the worst about why I had returned to the human world.

After explaining everything for about thirty minutes, silence filled the tent.

Fortunately, no one outright denied my words, which made things much easier.

“Now that I’ve said everything, I feel surprisingly relieved. Does anyone have any questions?”

“…T-That woman, what happened to her?”

“A woman?”

At first, I thought they meant Bel Joma, but they were actually referring to Karin.

A flood of irrelevant gossip—questions like whether she had shown signs of cheating early on—poured out like a storm.

“She’s probably out of prison by now. But why do you care?”

“Who wouldn’t want to know what happened to such a wretched woman?! If she were here, I’d slap her myself!”

“Wait….”

“My Lord… You just dropped a revelation about the truth of the Goddess, but did you really think people would process that so easily? A common scandal is much easier to grasp.”

Baron David’s comment made me question whether I was the strange one.

Was petty gossip more engaging than the truth about the gods?

I had hoped they would take this lightly, but this was almost too much.

Now I wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“Rather than that, what about the shadow you saw? Was that the Mountain God?”

There was no definitive proof, but given the circumstances, it was the most logical conclusion.

If they could control such beasts, they wouldn’t need the Mountain God to protect their tribe, and the need for sacrifices would disappear.

There was also the possibility that the Mountain God controlled the beasts, but based on what Pina had said about meeting him before deciding, that seemed unlikely.

“That means they have a way to summon the Mountain God before the next month.”

“In the past, we only encountered him after killing elves, so does that mean killing them would summon him?”

“Don’t say such violent things. They are victims of this land, too.”

For the sake of the future, I wanted to maintain a good relationship with them.

Maybe that was already impossible, but I didn’t want to abandon even the slimmest possibility.

“We have about a month. In that time, I plan to make contact with the elves.”

“…Isn’t that too dangerous?”

“If they were truly a threat, how would we ever fight the Mountain God?”

“Well, that’s true.”

Even Baron David found his own logic amusing and let out a small laugh before turning serious again.

“Still, just in case, I will accompany you as your escort. My Lady, is that alright?”

He turned to Ivanna, who had been listening quietly in the corner.

She nodded.

“Yes. If the terrain is rough, I would only be a hindrance. But I do have something to discuss before you leave.”

“Discuss?”


Baron David tilted his head.

Was there something left to hand over? Ivanna tended to worry a lot, so there was probably something.

I didn’t give it much thought.

Finding the elves who had disappeared into the forest turned out to be easier than expected.

It wasn’t because I had some hidden tracking ability.

People tend to live in certain environments, and searching for mana near sources of water made it easy to find their settlement.

Once we found the village, we approached.

“Halt!!”

Our last encounter had been tense, so their reaction was unsurprisingly hostile.

Arrows were aimed at us as we waited, and soon, Pina appeared.

“What do you want?”


She and the others were openly hostile.

“The Mountain God awakens in a month. Coming here now is pointless.”

“We know. We didn’t come about the Mountain God.”

“Then why…?”

“We came to establish relations.”

“…What?”
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I’ve heard that on the Western Front, the elves slaughtered the Allied forces almost to the point of massacre in the forests.

Their performance was so impressive that among humans, the idea that elves are a race that lives in forests became almost common sense.

However, contrary to that belief, the elves of the Demon Realm neither live in forests nor are they particularly close to them.

This isn’t just about elves—any race with great power does not live in remote places like forests but rather in the few fertile lands available.

Races that do live in forests are not superior beings like elves but lower creatures, such as goblins or orcs, who are looked down upon by everyone.

The forests of the Demon Realm, like this Elberg Mountain Range, are dangerous zones where monsters could appear at any moment.

Of course, other areas aren’t necessarily safer, but the difference in danger between forests and wastelands is significant.

Any race with a shred of intelligence wouldn’t think of raising children in such a perilous place.

Thus, forests naturally became the domain of lower races like goblins and orcs.

And this logic didn’t change in the human world—only the races that were shunned were different.

“Oh…”

For the first time, Viscount David Jun encountered what seemed to be a textbook example of an elf, and he was undoubtedly excited.

Regardless of the fact that they were demons, he had never expected to step into another race’s territory in his lifetime, so his excitement was understandable.

However, the sight before his eyes was nothing like what one would expect from a fairy tale.

The elf village was, to put it simply, ordinary.

Like any typical mountain village, they built wooden huts, and perhaps to protect against insects and snakes, the huts were elevated slightly off the ground with wooden stilts.

It was just an ordinary, slightly larger mountain village.

It took less than a minute for his burning sense of adventure to fade away.

“Please, come inside.”

The house we were led to was slightly larger and had more character than the others.

Given the nature of the place, it was unlikely to be a guestroom, so it was probably the room she usually used.

“…You said you came for exchange, correct?”

“Yes. Whether we kill the mountain god or submit to him, our intentions remain unchanged.”

“…I see.”

The mention of killing the mountain god seemed to trouble her, but since she couldn’t find any flaws in the logic or words to refute it, she simply nodded reluctantly.

“We receive supplies from the outside. Forming an exchange with us wouldn’t be a bad thing for you, either.”

“You mean like this iron?”

“Yes. So, can you explain how this village is structured?”

“What do you mean by structure…?”

Honestly, I had no idea how the governance of this village worked.

Did the organization in charge of rituals also manage the entire village?

Or did they divide roles so that each focused on their own duties?

After explaining in detail, she nodded and said:

“There are leaders for the hunting party, who hunt beasts, and the gathering party, who collect mushrooms and herbs in the mountains.”

They don’t interfere in politics.

However, since they are responsible for the village’s food supply, they hold considerable influence.

Well, that influence is meaningless if it’s never exercised.

“I am the leader of the ritual party, which oversees the village’s ceremonies. We also handle construction and set the village’s policies.”

“…I see. Then, can we meet with the leaders of the hunting and gathering parties?”

“And why would you…?”

“Actually, we’re facing difficulties due to food shortages, and we’d like to discuss the matter with them.”

“But didn’t you say you receive external support?”

“Right now, food is the most precious commodity outside. The war with the Demon King’s army has been dragging on for over ten years, causing a severe labor shortage everywhere.”

“The Demon King’s army?”

Since it wasn’t a secret, I explained the situation honestly.

After hearing everything, Pina asked with a slightly concerned expression:

“…Does that mean even more people might come here?”

“I can’t say for sure that it won’t happen, but it’s unlikely.”

I had come to the Elberg Mountains by choice, but it wasn’t an easy decision for refugees.

It would be like running from bandits straight into a monster’s den.

Not just as a metaphor—literally.

That’s why refugees rarely made their way here.

“If you can receive supplies from outside….”

“Pina?”

Pina reacted to the word “outside.”

More precisely, when she heard “support,” some thought seemed to cross her mind, but she never voiced it.

“…Sorry, I must have been lost in thought for a moment. More importantly, if you want to meet the hunting party leader, why not come with me now?”

“Right now?”

“They’re about to leave, so if you don’t meet them now, you’ll have to wait until nightfall.”

The gathering party had already left, so they wouldn’t be back until later.

Since it wasn’t necessary to meet everyone at once, we settled for meeting the hunting party leader.

Their faces were familiar—some had collapsed in the battle last night, and others had aimed their bows at us at the entrance.

It seemed that when they weren’t out hunting, they were responsible for village security.

Well, since there were no external enemies, it was natural that there was no dedicated security force.

In such a small village, complex crimes like fraud wouldn’t occur, and if a murder happened, it would be easy to catch the culprit, so the ritual party could handle it.

“…Priestess, what brings you here?”

“These guests have requested to meet you, so I have brought them here.”

So, she was referred to as “Priestess” here.

Glancing at him, I saw that his gaze toward us wasn’t particularly friendly.

Given that we were outsiders who could become enemies at any moment, it was a natural reaction.

Especially since someone had suggested exterminating the elves along with the mountain god, I couldn’t exactly blame them for their wariness.

“They have treated us with great kindness, so please be courteous.”

However, Pina seemed to consider such an attitude inappropriate and immediately reprimanded him.

“…I understand.”

The hunting party leader was much older than Pina, but due to her status as the priestess, he had no choice but to nod obediently.

I felt like I had just witnessed the village’s power structure firsthand.

“So, what do you want?”

“Well, actually…”

I briefly explained our purpose.

That we were facing a food shortage and needed information on the ecosystem and the beasts in the area.

When I mentioned that we needed to feed 30,000 people, the leader’s wariness took on a different shade.

“Just so you know, even if we hunt every beast in the area, it won’t be enough to feed 30,000 people.”

That was true, and I had no intention of doing so, since I could temporarily solve the food issue with magic.

Instead, I planned to domesticate the beasts here and turn them into livestock.

It would take time for them to reproduce, but I had done this before, so I wasn’t too worried.



“…You want to turn beasts into livestock?”

The leader and Pina stared at me like I was insane.

Only David nodded as if nothing surprised him anymore.

Elves recoiled at the absurdity, but in the Demon Realm, it wasn’t unheard of.

With the data in my head, once I gathered the necessary materials, I could succeed after a few trials.



 
  Chapter 33: Mountain God.


Spirits are pure and transparent beings.

While good and evil deeds often have hidden motives, the principles that govern a spirit’s actions lack any such ulterior motives.

Because their actions are without hidden intentions, spirits do not lie, nor do they disguise their true feelings with noble justifications like humans do—at least, as far as I know.

If a spirit dwelling in this land says they like humans, then that statement contains not a shred of falsehood.

And that is precisely what makes this so troublesome.

The thick fog that clouded my vision was swept away by a fierce wind, but that very same wind did not leave—it instead settled in my heart, turning into a raging storm.

This is only speculation, but if my assumption is correct, then the tragedy that has continued for centuries stems from the rift between spirits and humans.

There is no malice involved.

I can’t say no one is at fault, but neither can I bring myself to blame anyone.

At the very least, I have no right to.

“…Is something wrong?”

“Ah, it’s nothing.”

I shook my head, dismissing the question with a vague denial.

I had intended to act nonchalant, but the sharp-eyed among us must have noticed something was off.

I found myself at a loss for a moment.

Perhaps I should have learned acting instead of magic?

Ever since leaving the Hero’s Party, I found myself having such thoughts more often.

“Do you hunt outside the totem’s boundary?”

I changed the subject.

The captain, seemingly uninterested in pressing the matter, gazed into the depths of the mountain as he replied.

“Sometimes, and sometimes not. I didn’t explain it fully earlier, but strictly speaking, not all demonic beasts are rejected by the boundary.”

Weaker demonic beasts—ones that an ordinary adult man could hunt—can enter this place.

Of course, that is only because the mountain god permits it.

If the god wished, even the tiniest microorganism would be barred from entering.

The spirits bound to this land wield that much power.

The energy emanating from the spirits connected to the totem was proof enough.

“So today’s hunt will be inside?”

“No, we’re heading out. If we leave things unchecked, their numbers will grow too much, and we’ll need to thin them out.”

“I see… If you don’t mind, may we assist in that task?”

This was a good opportunity to gauge the number of demonic beasts outside and determine which ones the barrier rejected.

David, the junior baron, hadn’t wielded his sword in quite some time, and I could tell his hands were itching for action.

At the mention of hunting, his face lit up.

After nearly a month of dull marching, it seemed he was eager to spill some blood.

“We’d appreciate the help, but… is it really okay to ask this of guests?”

“We also have things we want to learn, so you don’t need to be too reserved.”

“Normally, it would be wrong to ask guests for this kind of help, but… I suppose you wouldn’t get hurt regardless.”

The captain nodded as he spoke, then asked,

“Has the priestess explained the rules of the mountain to you?”

“She has. But do we still need to follow those rules against dangerous demonic beasts that need to be culled?”

“If we eliminate predators entirely, that would cause a different kind of problem…”

The captain let out a self-deprecating chuckle, as if he found the situation amusing.

The irony of having to release an enemy that would one day become a great threat was not lost on him.

As we ventured beyond the totem and deeper into the mountain, we soon encountered a wolf-like demonic beast.

Its black fur was interspersed with white, scale-like growths.

In the demon realm, they were known as ashen wolves—a particularly dangerous species.

They never operated alone, always moving in packs.

Yet, for some reason, this one was by itself.

Exiles from their packs weren’t unheard of, but this one bore deep wounds.

“…Do these creatures not live in packs? It’s strange to see one alone.”

“You seem to know a lot about demonic beasts. I heard there aren’t many outside.”

“I lived in the demon realm for a time, so I encountered them often. I naturally learned about them.”

“…The demon realm? Does such a place truly exist?”

“It does, though it is far away. How much do you know about it?”

“Only what the elders say—that it’s a land of terrifying monsters. Much like the land below this mountain.”

“The land below…”

“You all came from below, didn’t you? What do you think would happen if we descended?”

I wasn’t sure what he was getting at, but I doubted it would end well.

Elves had long been vilified as demonic beings, and the notorious Demon King’s army, rampaging in the western front, had only worsened their reputation.

Even if these elves had no connection to that conflict, who would listen to their case?

“…You wouldn’t be welcomed. The Demon King’s army would likely use you as little more than meat shields.”

I didn’t know what answer he wanted to hear, so I simply told the truth.

Lying would only cause problems if they actually descended.

Hearing my response, the captain and his subordinates wore pained expressions and let out heavy sighs.

Just as I began to regret speaking,

“…I see. So there is nowhere left to run. Perhaps that is for the best—at least our hearts…”

—BOOM!

A thunderous crash cut off the captain’s words.

It was as if a massive hammer had struck the earth.

As everyone tensed and held their breath, our gazes naturally turned to the wounded ashen wolf.

Now we understood why it had been alone.

Now we understood why it had been injured.

“Lately, we’ve had an unusual number of demonic beasts appear… So this was the reason?”

“What do you mean?”

“A stronger beast appeared inside and took over its territory. It won’t be able to enter the mountain god’s barrier, so we must withdraw immediately.”

At the captain’s command, the hunting party swiftly prepared to leave.

“If we leave now, we won’t be able to hunt for some time. Why not just kill it?”

Though I knew it was impolite, I voiced my opinion.

The hunting party looked at me in disbelief, while David merely shrugged, as if he had seen this before.

They seemed flustered, but I found their reaction more puzzling.

Why retreat?

Even a mere fifty knights should be enough to take it down…

…Ah, right. Most people would flee in such a situation.

Having spent time in the demon realm, I had grown oddly desensitized to demonic beasts.

Or perhaps it was because of the Hero.

After spending so long chasing him, ordinary enemies no longer seemed threatening.

“It’s nothing special. I’ll handle it. Wait here—it won’t take long.”

“W-Wait…!!”

The captain reached out to stop me, but David blocked his way with a grim expression.

“…I may be a knight, but if we followed, we’d only get in the way.”

And with that, I was off.


What I faced was a massive demonic beast—a towering, 15-meter-tall creature resembling an ape.

Thick crimson fur covered its entire body except for its face.

Its sheer size and raw power were overwhelming.

“An ape… I used to eat these often in the demon realm.”

I smirked as I faced the beast.

“…Do you eat monkey meat?”

“H-Huh?!”



 
  Chapter 34: Festival.


“Such a gigantic beast!!”

Perhaps because I had defeated the massive beast, I could sense that the hunting party elves were looking at me differently than before.

The wariness that had once filled their eyes had somewhat faded, and in place of the fear that once dominated, there was now reverence.

As a hunting people, elves respected a hunter who could take down a massive beast more than anyone else.

Honestly, I didn’t think it was that big of a deal, but since the captain said so and the others were singing praises, I had no choice but to accept it.

Before the enormous corpse that still loomed large even in its fallen state, the captain spoke in admiration.

“…I knew you were strong, but I never imagined you were this powerful. As a hunter and as a man, I offer you my respect.”

“No, not at all. More importantly, since this meat was obtained in your territory, I would like to offer it to you as a token of goodwill.”

“No, that won’t do.”

“Huh?”

“This prey is your first hunt in this mountain. The rule of the mountain is that the first prey belongs solely to the hunter.”

At first, it seemed like he was refusing because he didn’t want to owe me anything, but his expression was unusually serious.

Seeing the others nod in agreement, it was clear that this wasn’t just an act.

“Besides… to be honest, as embarrassing as it is to admit, we wouldn’t even know where to begin with butchering such a massive creature.”

There was also a practical issue.

Even by rough estimation, the beast’s body exceeded 15 meters. Moving it would be an enormous task.

On top of that, its size made it unfamiliar, and even with the entire hunting party working together, dismantling it would take days.

While the elves couldn’t accept the meat due to tradition and practical concerns, we also couldn’t take it back for somewhat shameful reasons.

The meat from a 15-meter-long beast was certainly a large quantity, but even so, it wasn’t enough to feed all 30,000 people.

Even if we prioritized distributing it to the craftsmen and knights, it would still leave resentment among the rest.

As the old sages said, if you gather more than five people, at least one of them will be trouble.

Some would surely commit crimes out of greed for meat, or stir up unrest among the refugees.

If the limited food supply would only lead to unnecessary conflict, then it was better to forgo it altogether.

Upon hearing our unfortunate circumstances, the captain cautiously suggested,

“There are still many massive beasts in the area that we haven’t been able to deal with. If food is the problem, why not just hunt more? There are plenty of them left.”

“…Wait, are these giant beasts as common as wild boars in the backwoods or something?”

When David, the viscount, sarcastically interjected, the captain smirked and replied,

“No one’s been able to take them down, so of course, there are plenty. So, what will you do? Their habitat isn’t too far from here.”

“I’ll go. Let’s hurry up and hunt some more.”

After hunting more beasts, including creatures resembling boars, deer, and snakes, we returned to the village.

Using telekinetic magic, we carried the massive carcasses back, and the village erupted into a mix of cheers and screams.

“The pioneer lord hunted them all himself!!”

At first, everyone was terrified by the gruesome sight of the beast corpses.

But as the hunting captain shouted, they quickly calmed down, and the elves swarmed in.

“D-Did you really hunt these, my lord?!”

“Uh… yeah. I did.”

The way their jewel-like eyes sparkled from all directions was overwhelming.

However, it wasn’t unpleasant to be treated as a hero by those who had been wary of me just moments ago.

The elf children clamored with excitement, while the adults nodded in admiration.

“…What is this?”

Hearing the commotion, Fina stepped out of her house and stared up at the beast’s corpse in shock.

From the moment we first met, Fina had rarely shown much emotion, but at this moment, she was visibly astonished.

She stared at the floating carcass for a while before finally speaking.

“…Truly remarkable.”

“Ah, thank you…”

“I wish to offer even more words of praise, but with my inadequate knowledge, I cannot fathom what more to say.”

Her calm declaration carried a sense of childlike admiration.

Though her speech was entirely that of an adult, her unconsciously childlike gestures made her seem endearingly youthful.

I had heard that elves, being a hunting people, revered hunters who could take down powerful beasts.

But I hadn’t expected even the usually cold Fina to look at me with such wonder, like a child in awe.

‘Wait… rather than “like” a child, she is a child, isn’t she…?’

Having slain four massive beasts, we had gathered more meat than expected.

As I pondered how to distribute it, I noticed the elves gathered near the carcasses.

If leaving behind a portion of the meat would only sow discord, perhaps it would be better to share it all with the elves and feast together.

“If you don’t mind, why don’t you come down to the village and share this meal with us?”

“Would that really be alright?”

I thought they might refuse, but to my surprise, they all smiled and accepted the invitation.

Even those who had previously been hesitant to associate with us now laughed genuinely, at least for this moment.

Was hunting a big catch really such an amazing feat?

Honestly, I couldn’t quite understand the sentiment, but regardless, it was a good thing.

As we returned to the settlement with the meat, the villagers initially screamed in terror, but soon, cheers erupted as they realized the situation.

Seeing an unprecedented amount of meat, the entire village turned into a festival.

Since we couldn’t butcher the meat by conventional means, I floated into the air and used magic to carefully cut it apart by section.

Invisible blades mercilessly sliced through the beast’s body, stripping every last bit of meat from the bones.

Even the innards and tendons were edible depending on the cooking method, so I intended to leave nothing to waste.

“Wooooaahhh!!”

The sight of an invisible blade tearing a beast apart should have been horrifying, yet cheers erupted from all around.

Was I the strange one here?

I had always considered myself a person with normal sensibilities, but now, I wasn’t so sure.

After draining the blood using magic, we boiled the meat together with the wild herbs the elves had brought.

It had been a long time since I’d had meat, and it tasted delicious.

Though the gamey smell wasn’t completely gone, simply having an abundance of meat in these times was a luxury.

“Let’s use the bones to make broth…”

“Hey, let us help too.”

“O-Oh… Sure. Thanks.”


Apparently, when it came to food, race didn’t matter.

Watching the refugees and elves share the meal in harmony felt like witnessing the ideal world I had always dreamed of.

As I watched the festival atmosphere unfold, I couldn’t help but recall my former hero party.

Even though we had eaten together every day in the demon realm, we had never shared such an enjoyable moment.

Perhaps… in another future…

‘No, that’s impossible.’

As long as that hero remained the person he was, such a future could never exist.

I suddenly found myself wondering—what were they doing now?



 
  Chapter 35: Festival.


“The saint said that the left eye was crushed. And as a bonus, there was a facial fracture, so even after receiving treatment, it seems they will need to rest for a while.”

“I didn’t call you here to hold you accountable, so be at ease. Rather, I want to praise you for a job well done.”

She had crushed a person’s eye.

Normally, even a noble wouldn’t be able to escape criticism for such an act, yet instead of condemnation, she was met with praise.

For Meria, who could still feel the sensation lingering in her hand, it was hard to accept.

She had struck people before during swordplay duels, but this feeling—this sensation of crushing an eye—was unlike anything else.

The unpleasant sensation of Karin’s eye being dislodged and sticking to her hand made Meria frown.

She doubted she would be able to sleep easily tonight.

That premonition proved to be correct.

Late at night, unable to sleep, Meria gazed out the window as she always did, recalling that moment.

Whenever she looked outside, the image of Elang leaving the royal palace kept surfacing in her mind, disturbing her thoughts.

Contrary to Karin’s mocking words, she had never harbored romantic feelings for him.

But she had been drawn to him—that was undeniable.

Not in a romantic sense, but because she admired Elang Meister as a person.

In the hellish demon realm, he was the only one who remained truly human.

Even the saint had succumbed to the harsh environment, seeking comfort in carnal desires, yet Elang alone endured the demonic realm’s unforgiving conditions.

Despite the hero’s constant mistreatment, he never lost his innate kindness.

Watching him, Meria felt as if she were looking at a grand, unyielding fortress, standing firm against all assaults.

That reliability must have made her unconsciously lean on him.

In truth, even when Bell Zoma appeared and when she learned about the existence of the Hero’s Coin, a part of her still clung to hope.

But when Elang left the palace, that fragile thread of hope was severed all too easily.

It meant that even someone who had survived the demon realm and the hero’s torment had given up on the country.

For the first time, she was overwhelmed by a sense of helplessness so strong that she couldn’t even muster the will to run away.

As she sat idly, knights and maids would occasionally bring news from the outside world.

A certain frontline had reached a stalemate, or someone’s embezzlement had been exposed, leading to their eventual beheading.

Some news was trivial, while other information was gravely serious, yet all of it was relayed indiscriminately.

Then, one day, she heard an odd piece of news about a saint called the “Saint of Bread” leading refugees to a new settlement.

And when she learned that this settlement was in the Elberg Mountains, her thoughts immediately turned to Elang.

A man who had likely fled, defeated and broken, had risen once more to save the people.

She envied him for that.

Even though he probably had no such intention, to Meria, his actions felt like a clear line drawn between them—a silent declaration that he was different from her.

“What am I even doing here…?”

She hadn’t been this powerless from the start.

When her engagement to the hero was decided, Meria had been more determined than ever.

Not because she liked the hero.

But because, for the first time, she felt she could finally contribute something to her family.

She had resolved to endure any humiliation, any disgrace, but the hero was not someone she could handle.

As the daughter of a duke, she could endure being treated poorly.

But the sheer depravity of his actions was unbearable to witness.

She had once tried to stop him.

But the moment he raised his hand with a menacing glare, fear paralyzed her, and she couldn’t utter a single word.

What should she have done?

If she had not cowered in fear and had stood against his atrocities, maybe the party wouldn’t have fallen apart.

If she had refused to turn a blind eye to his misdeeds.

If she had devoted herself more to swordsmanship and become strong enough to fight on the frontlines.

Now, those meaningless “what ifs” taunted her, mocking her weakness.

“If only…”

When she reached the thought that perhaps, if she hadn’t joined in on the hero’s petty bullying in the demon realm, Elang might have taken her with him—

That was when she finally understood why she stood by the window every day.

She didn’t want to be used as a disposable tool.

She didn’t want to be swept along by the story—she wanted to be the one who led it.

Not for her family’s interests, but because of a yearning she had held since childhood.

Realizing that envy could only be directed at someone she truly admired, Meria’s feet naturally carried her to the window.

The empty, deserted front gate.

A gate that no one was waiting at.

Yet, today, it felt slightly different.

Was it too late?

No. The moment one thinks it’s too late is actually the earliest moment they can begin.

***

The demonic beasts were truly like an endless source of provision.

Their flesh became food, their bones and hides turned into tools, and even their tendons and organs were used for something.

“This could be used as a structural frame.”

The craftsmen remarked that the bones of powerful demonic beasts were harder than most steel, sturdy enough to serve as a house’s framework.

Of course, that didn’t mean wood was in short supply, so they wouldn’t go out of their way to use such difficult material for construction.

The bones already had their destined use.

In the demon realm, the bones of strong creatures were considered one of the best materials for forging weapons and armor, rivaling mana-infused steel.

It was no different in the human realm, and the craftsmen, never having worked with such material before, couldn’t hide their excitement.

They eyed the bones with an intensity as if they were about to lick them, seemingly moments away from kissing them.

The knights, too, were just as thrilled.

Apparently, weapons made from demonic beast bones were a symbol of strength.

“It’s proof that you’ve slain such a formidable beast. Bone swords are highly sought after.”

Come to think of it, renowned generals on the frontlines often carried an extra sword made of bone.

Meria wasn’t a knight, so she couldn’t fully understand the sentiment.

But perhaps it was similar to her own desire to collect magical beasts and spirits.

***

When she brought up the idea of gifting bows made from the elastic bones of a serpent-like beast, the elves reacted with great interest.

“That sounds wonderful! But surely, you’re not just giving them away?”

“No, of course not. I actually have a favor to ask.”

The totems only kept out strong demonic beasts.

Weaker ones still slipped through.

Normally, this wouldn’t be an issue, as houses and barricades could keep them at bay.

But right now, they had neither.

If weak demonic beasts ran rampant, the damage could be severe.

“Until our defenses are established, I’d like to request a hunting party from the elves to patrol the area.”


The knights couldn’t protect everything.

The elf leader hesitated, then shook his head with a troubled expression.

“I’d love to send them right away, but we need the priestess’s approval for such an arrangement.”

“Then I will speak to her directly.”

And so, Meria sought out the priestess, finding her sitting alone in a dark corner, quietly sipping stew.

She seemed more like an outcast child than a leader.

“You were here.”

“Eek!”

Startled, she nearly dropped her bowl.

Meria apologized for surprising her and brought up her request.

After hearing it, the priestess nodded in agreement.


***

“My lady… if you have time, would you be willing to chat with an old woman for a while?”

An elderly elf, smiling gently, suddenly spoke to her.

Meria hesitated.

And then, she sat down.



 
  Chapter 36: Festival.


The lifespan of humans is typically about a hundred years, but those who live to fill that full hundred years are few and far between.

As people live, they sometimes get sick, face accidents, or, in a more tragic case, end their own lives out of despair.

Long-living species live several times longer than humans, so it is rare for them to grow old.

Even in a life that doesn’t last fifty years, numerous hardships await; one can only imagine how many await in a life that lasts much longer.

Usually, long-lived species either die due to an accident before becoming old or take their own lives.

They do so because they do not want to spend a limited time in an incomplete body.

That’s why even in the demon world, it is rare to see an elderly demon, and yet here, in the human realm, I am seeing one.

“…If you’re okay with it, I’d be happy to talk. I was just looking for company.”

“Hehehe! You must be a kind person, coming all the way here! It would be nice if there was some alcohol…”

The old demon sighed, lamenting that he could not drink, since he was soon to become a sacrifice.

“…Is it because you would be disrespecting the mountain spirit if you offered a body soaked in alcohol?”

“No, it’s because I might die, you know. It’s happened before—people got drunk and fell, cracking their skulls open. So…”

“So…?”

“They replaced the broken sacrifice with a new one.”

The new sacrifice, who was not old, was a young man who had been limping since birth.

He had been offered as a sacrifice because disabled people were considered burdens to the village.

“He was my older brother. There’s someone in the village now with one bad eye. If this foolish old woman dies, he might be the next.”

“…That’s really unfortunate.”

“By the time you reach my age, everyone has some kind of story. Do you have one, young one?”

“I don’t wish to talk about sad stories. But I do have one question I’d like to ask.”

Earlier, the leader of the hunting group had said something that kept bothering me.

He had mentioned hearing stories about flatlands from old people when he was a child, and I couldn’t help but wonder if any of the elves who had lived for centuries might remember a time when this castle was still intact.

“Do I look that old to you?”

“Out of respect for a lady’s age, I refrain from mentioning it. I am not in a position to answer.”

“That’s a nice thing to say! You asked if I remember the old days? Of course, I do. Though it’s not a pleasant story.”

“May I take a guess at that story?”

“A guess?”

“…Didn’t an elf child ever come into the human world?”

When the old demon spoke of her brother being sacrificed, she didn’t lose her smile.

But when the topic of elves was brought up, her smile faded for the first time.

Her eyes widened in shock, and soon, a nightmare from the depths of her unconsciousness resurfaced.

Her pupils began to tremble, and her breath became heavy.

She had to calm herself for a moment.

I felt guilty for bringing back such painful memories to the elderly woman, but then she said,

“…I tried to protect the young priestess, but it seems I’ve just gotten myself into trouble. This must be the punishment from the mountain spirit… Yes, everything is just as you think.”

“Since when did this start?”

“I don’t know exactly when it started. No one does. It just began one day.”

It was so long ago, and so many records had been lost, so no one knew the exact moment the first elf child was born.

It wasn’t considered a very important event, so it was brushed aside.

The real issue wasn’t when it started, but how it eventually led to the city’s downfall.

“The law was that elf children were to be executed the moment they were born. According to my mother, people were terrified of elves because of a powerful elven demon lord from the demon world.”

So, when an elf child was born, parents either hid them in basements or covered their ears with hoods so they would look like ordinary babies.

Some even went as far as cutting off part of their ears, though that was so long ago that it was hard to find anyone with severed ears now.

“At first, we all tried to keep it secret. No matter the law, how could you kill your own child?”

The city’s leaders tried to prevent elf children from being born, but without knowing the cause, their efforts yielded no results, no matter how much time passed.

They might have been able to discover something if they consulted the temple or magic tower, but they couldn’t bring themselves to do so.

If this became known to the outside world, the entire city would be branded as heretical, which was inevitable.

At the time, the temple was powerful enough that, with a little justification, they could have destroyed an entire city under the guise of divine justice.

“As time passed, the birth of elf children became more frequent, and eventually, human babies became rare. We could no longer tell people to kill the elf children. There were hardly any families without an elf child.”

“…So, the positions of humans and elves were reversed?”

“That’s one way of looking at it. As I recall, human babies became so rare that it was one in ten, at best.”

Elves no longer hid in basements or covered their faces with thick clothes.

Although the city’s leaders disapproved of their boldness in walking the streets, there was nothing they could do.

The soldiers and knights who served them were fathers too, and many of them had elf children of their own, so they could not bring themselves to order the death of all elves.

The birth of elves was no longer something to hide.

In fact, it became an absurd situation where families who had human children were subjected to discrimination.

The old demon smiled, recalling how she used to tease human children by calling them “short-eared.”

“…We became too arrogant. If only we had been a little more cautious, things wouldn’t have ended this way.”

“Was there a rebellion?”

“That would have been better! We could have dealt with it within our own homes. The pure-blooded faction… Ah, we used to call them that. They thought only their bloodline was pure.”

They hadn’t allowed outside blood into their families, so calling themselves the “pure-blooded faction” was a misnomer.

Regardless, the pure-blooded faction disapproved of the way elves were freely walking the streets.

But as they became a minority, they knew they had no chance of succeeding in a rebellion, so they made the worst choice.

“The Inquisitors… The demon priests from the temple arrived. At first, I didn’t even know what that meant. I didn’t even know what a god was because elves weren’t accepted in the temple.”

It was the elves’ betrayal that led to the arrival of the Inquisitors.

Despite being located in the infamous Elberg Mountains, the Inquisitors and paladins rushed there and executed the goddess’s will.

The pure-blooded faction had overlooked something: the Inquisitors didn’t only target elves, but all people living in that land.

They ruthlessly slaughtered anyone who appeared to be an elf or a human, destroying everything.

When this happened, both humans and elves had no choice but to flee the city and escape to the mountains.

“So, were there humans in the beginning?”

“Yes, there were. Humans and elves were killed, and they joined us in the mountains.”

Life in the mountains at first was horrific.

With no proper shelter and constantly surrounded by dangers, many people died.

But as hundreds and thousands of humans gathered and shared their wisdom, they managed to survive.

Some of the refugees were former knights and soldiers, and there were hunters too.

After about a year, a village was established in the mountains.

The Inquisitors and paladins had long since left, but no one ever considered returning to the plains.

Everyone was paralyzed by the fear that they might attack again.

Even if they had returned, the city walls had already fallen, so it would have been meaningless.

“We began adapting to our new life. But it was a dangerous place, and the monsters began to come as soon as they sensed human scent. It started to feel like it was all reaching its limit.”

“…Did the mountain spirit appear at that time?”

“Yes… he did. He appeared.”

When the monsters relentlessly attacked, the great mountain rose from the ground.

To the frightened villagers, it seemed like a god was standing before them.

When the mountain spirit waved his hand, the monsters charging toward the village were swept away by the landslide and sunk into the earth, never to return.

After crushing all the attacking monsters, the mountain spirit approached the villagers and said, “I like you.”

The old demon remembered that the mountain spirit’s voice, despite his enormous size, was soft and delicate, like that of a child.

The villagers didn’t understand what the mountain spirit was or what he wanted, but they understood that he was not hostile to them.

From then on, the coexistence of elves and the mountain spirit began.

While it was called coexistence, the elves were so dependent on the mountain spirit that it could be said they were parasites.

One day, when the village’s population had grown considerably, the mountain spirit made a sudden remark: he wanted to become one with them.

At first, they didn’t understand what he meant.

But when someone approached the mountain spirit to become one with him, they were absorbed into his body.

Only then did they realize that becoming one with him meant becoming a part of him.

The sacrifice ritual began.

It seemed that the mountain spirit wanted to merge with everyone, but after much pleading, the number of sacrifices was reduced to twenty.

“…What happened?”

Being knowledgeable about spirits, I could guess what had happened that day.

The elves, who knew little about spirits, likely didn’t fully understand the meaning of becoming one with the mountain spirit.

Perhaps even the spirit himself didn’t know what it meant, so it wasn’t something to blame the elves for.

“Why do you ask, young one?”

“It’s nothing… Please continue the story.”

This wasn’t the time to discuss it, so I decided to let it pass.

The problem after the sacrifice ritual was to decide who would be the next sacrifice, and who would make that decision.

The high priest was the most powerful person in the village but was also the most despised.

Even if the person had little time left to live, no one would look kindly upon a person who offered their family as a sacrifice.

So, it was the great-grandmother of Pina who volunteered for this despised task.

To avoid future backlash from the villagers, she came up with a plan.

“What was her plan?”

“…The next priestess has to offer her predecessor or her family as a sacrifice.”

“…What?”

“Imagine telling a person with cut-off arms that a person with full limbs could live without one arm. What do you think they’d think? They’d say, ‘What do you know, you fool?’”

But if someone with worse injuries said it, their words would offer some comfort.

The words of someone who knows pain are inherently different from those who have never experienced it.

To prove the necessity of choosing a sacrifice, the priestess always offers her family.

If the previous priestess had passed away for some reason and could not be offered, another family member would be chosen.

“Pina became the priestess after sacrificing her mother last year. It’s the duty of the priestess. After that, she’s always alone. She isolates herself, but more than that, everyone is afraid of her.”

“Because if they offend her, they might become the next sacrifice. Nobody wants to be with the child who offered her mother as a sacrifice. Originally, we all should have shared this burden, but we ended up placing it all on her.”


Pina is not just the village leader but also the sacrifice that gathers all the villagers’ resentment.

Thinking about how that small child must have felt when offering her mother as a sacrifice and how she lived afterward made my heart ache.

“Except for that busy old woman who sometimes talks to her, no one else speaks to her. So please, don’t hate her too much. In reality, she’s the kindest child in the village.”

After saying that, the old demon stood up and slowly walked toward the light, blending into the crowd.

I could only quietly watch her leave.

Stopping the sacrificial ritual in this village is not difficult.

It could be solved with just a few words, no magic needed.

But what then?

The biggest concern was how the elves would feel after everything was over.



 
  Chapter 37: Lies.


As the moon, which had risen to its highest point, began to lean gradually, the time when everyone would normally be heading to bed was approaching, but there was still much activity in the frontier village.

After about a month, everyone felt a true sense of fullness, not one filled with the warmth of magic but one that was genuinely satisfying.

The atmosphere was cheerful and happy, with everyone in high spirits.

At first, the elves kept to themselves, but gradually, they began to interact with the people of the village.

Now, despite not having any alcohol, it was a pleasant sight to see them laughing and mingling together.

“…Why are you sitting alone?”

While I was quietly watching them from a distance, contemplating the conversation from earlier, Baron David Jun approached me, having been enjoying the festival with the knights.

“You don’t need to be alone out of consideration for us. If it’s because of an unpleasant superior, that’s one thing. A good superior would want to enjoy this with everyone,” he said.

“…No, it’s not like that.”

“Then something is bothering you. Is it something related to the elves?”

I hadn’t expected him to guess so quickly, and my expression unconsciously faltered.

David, immediately noticing, sighed deeply and sat beside me.

“It may not help much, but why don’t you talk about it? Even if it’s not helpful, at least it might bring some comfort, don’t you think?”

“Thank you for the offer, but I’m hesitant to talk about it as I think it will just trouble you unnecessarily.”

“It’s just talking, what’s the big deal? If you told me we were about to conquer the royal capital, I wouldn’t be surprised,” he said with a playful smile.

“…Isn’t that a personal wish?”

“Ah, you caught me.”

He chuckled mischievously, but there was a strong sense of hostility toward the royal capital in his words.

Feigning ignorance, I looked away, and David, now with a much more serious expression, asked,

“I don’t know what’s going on, but whatever you do, I and the knights will support you.”

“……”

“Don’t worry about the refugees either. I think there’s some misunderstanding, so I’ll clarify. Everyone respects you. There’s no one more grateful and beloved than someone who reaches out a hand in times of danger.”

He patted his chest, as if showing that he, too, shared this sentiment, and his firm presence made me unintentionally relax.

“Actually…”

“Actually?”

“I’ve uncovered the identity of the mountain spirit and the misunderstandings that have existed between the elves and the spirits for hundreds of years.”

“That’s good. So, what’s the problem?”

If there’s a problem, it’s that there were no evil beings between the elves and the spirits; only misunderstandings.

It would be easiest to leave the spirits as evil entities without revealing the truth, but that would be unfair to the spirits who have served humanity for hundreds of years.

The spirits were simply ignorant, but their love for humans and their service for hundreds of years were genuine.

If the elves’ feelings are important, then the spirits’ feelings are also important, and I couldn’t bring myself to make the spirit an antagonist.

“I’m not sure how to put it, as I don’t know all the details. What kind of misunderstanding was there?”

“…The spirits have a trait called ‘fusion.’”

The spirits are beings born from nature, who are materialized through the power of the elements, and originally, they exist in a world other than ours.

To use an analogy, they may seem very close, like stars in the night sky, but they are actually far away, existing in another world.

When spirits acquire a physical form and can interact in our world, they accumulate knowledge by fusing with other living creatures.

I don’t know exactly what knowledge they gain since I am not a spirit.

It could be the memories of the creature they fused with, or perhaps their emotions.

What I do know is that spirits continually fuse with something, and the creatures they fuse with lose their life force and die.

“So, the offering was a ritual where the mountain spirit fuses with someone?”

“Yes, I’ve heard that in the demon world. Spirits, when they fuse with other creatures, feel like they become one with them.”

They want to merge with those they love.

They keep fusing with others, but tragically, this desire kills people.

Even spirits who are friendly toward humans often show this tendency, and many people die each year because of such misunderstandings.

This depends on the knowledge of the spirit, and if the spirit is intelligent enough to understand an explanation, the issue can be resolved through conversation.

The mountain spirit was clearly of the latter kind.

If the elves had explained this from the beginning…

“…Do you mean they wouldn’t have accepted the offerings?”

“The spirits have no malice. If they said they loved humans, their words wouldn’t be a lie.”

“This is…”

It couldn’t be laughed off as a foolish mistake.

So many people had died, and so many had been hurt.

If only the elves had not given in to fear and had talked to the spirits, this wouldn’t have happened.

But instead, the elves took the easy and convenient path.

I wouldn’t want to say the offering was the easy path, but their choice of the easier route led to today’s tragedy.

“I don’t want to reveal this to the elves. But I don’t want to make the spirits out to be evil, either. The problem is…”

But just as I was about to say that I didn’t know how to resolve this, I felt a familiar, magical energy from behind.

It was small and fragile, and I almost forgot about its presence, but it suddenly reacted violently.

I desperately held back the urge to turn around and slowly turned my head.

There, standing in the distance, was…

“What… What do you mean by that…”

The one person I didn’t want to see at that moment was watching us.

With hands that were small and delicate like underdeveloped autumn leaves, she grasped them tightly, staring at us with pain in her eyes.

Her bloodshot eyes trembled violently.

Finally, a tear fell from her beautiful eyes, and with that, her fragile body collapsed.

Children are more sensitive than adults realize to someone’s gaze or tone of voice.

There’s so much information in someone’s gaze or voice, and by observing carefully, you can sense the true feelings hidden behind words.

Especially with her delicate appearance, Pina was very sensitive and perceptive.

Just by hearing a voice, she could understand the feelings of others.

The way the villagers treated her mother seemed polite on the surface, but there was an undeniable fear and hatred behind it.

Her mother was truly kind.

On nights when Pina had nightmares, her mother would stay by her side and gently rub her back until she fell asleep.

Even though she was busy, she would take time to spend with Pina, who couldn’t play with children her own age.

It was hard for Pina to accept the fact that her mother was being ostracized by everyone.

‘It’s something that can’t be helped…’

Even if Pina expressed dissatisfaction, her mother would just say that.

Her mother didn’t seem to have any intention of improving the situation.

It wasn’t just acceptance; there was a sense of relief in the way she accepted the villagers’ hatred.

Pina couldn’t understand why her mother felt relieved to be avoided by everyone.

But when her mother suddenly had to take over the role of priestess due to an unknown illness, Pina finally began to understand.

Being a priestess wasn’t the noble and beautiful job that people often praised.

It was a job that drove other people’s families to death and pushed those who couldn’t even stand up themselves to the edge of a cliff.

The priestess was like a demon.

Knowing that, Pina’s mother felt relief when she was ostracized by others.

Because when she felt the punishment, it helped her face the nightmare-like guilt that never left her.

When this heavy responsibility passed on to Pina, her first task as the new priestess was to offer her mother as a sacrifice to the mountain spirit.

The ritual of sacrifice was not as dramatic as it sounded, but very simple.


All she had to do was point with her finger.

There was no need to cut her throat with a knife or remove her heart from an altar, just pointing was enough.

But after several hours, Pina still couldn’t do it.

If she had to offer her mother as a sacrifice, she would rather cut off all her fingers.

At one point, she even thought that if she broke all her fingers, the ritual might be delayed.

But rituals that had lasted for hundreds of years couldn’t be avoided with childish thoughts like that.

The selection of the sacrifice continued until nightfall.

When everyone was exhausted and just dragging their feet, Pina’s mother approached her.

She bent her body slowly and, just as she had done when Pina had nightmares, gently stroked her back.

The voice that reached Pina’s ears was noticeably weaker than usual, soft and gentle.

In the voice that seemed to recall the past, Pina thought:

Surely, this had happened when her mother was first chosen as the priestess.

If it was something that couldn’t be avoided, then the burden of this painful responsibility fell on her, her mother’s daughter.

Steeling herself, Pina clenched her trembling fist and pointed at her mother.

Tears blurred her vision, and everything became hazy, but her mother smiled faintly and walked toward the mountain spirit’s altar to become a sacrifice.

It wasn’t yet time for the sacrifice, but it was customary for the priestess to offer herself before her death as an exception.

Several months later, on the day of the ceremony, Pina personally selected the sacrifices, distinguishing between those who should live and those who should die.

The hunter, who could never return to a normal life after a beast’s claw struck him, was nothing but a burden to the village.

The sickly child, who frequently fainted, wouldn’t live long anyway, so they deserved to die.

A middle-aged man nearing old age, who had no important role, could die without issue.

While selecting the sacrifices one by one, Pina realized that all of this was nothing but an excuse.

If weakness is a sin, then all humans, who cannot live without help, deserve to die.

There is no one in this world who deserves to die.

But in this village, 20 people were needed to die each year.

Suppressing the nausea that almost overwhelmed her, Pina selected one person after another.

Someday, if she had children with someone and they grew up, she might be freed from this duty.


She wanted to get pregnant quickly.

She wanted to die quickly.

With such thoughts, she lived each day.

And then, someone appeared who voiced what everyone had only thought:

“I will kill that mountain spirit. I’ll do whatever it takes, but I will kill it.”



 
  Chapter 38: Lies.


Was it because of the touch that dug into my scalp, causing an itch?

I woke up with a painful smile.

The memories of the past were surely terrible, but strangely, the smile wouldn’t stop.

The warmth of someone’s presence on my scalp. I stared blankly at the front with blurry, bloodshot eyes, feeling discomfort in the back of my head.

“…Are you awake?”

What reflected in my eyes was the stranger who suddenly appeared and disturbed my heart.

This stranger, who appeared with a sword-wielding knight, was oddly kind and somehow reminded me of my mother.

I kept smiling, unsure of what expression I should wear as I looked at Elang Meister’s awkward face.

It seemed I had fainted.

Elang was gently supporting my head with one hand while carefully lying me down.

Beside him stood Baron David Jun.

I didn’t spare him a glance, instead recalling my first meeting with Elang.

At first, he was a frightening person.

He appeared with knights armed with swords, and he looked like the leader of the holy knights I had only heard about in stories.

When I saw the knights, I had secretly hoped for something like that.

Perhaps this ruthless invader would massacre the tribe, and the deaths would bring an end to the duties and responsibilities.

Even if not, at least I thought he might relieve us of the burden of being sacrifices.

But that expectation was cruelly betrayed.

Strangely, though he didn’t do anything good, I didn’t find him hateful.

The only person who spoke of killing the mountain god was Elang.

I envied him for having the courage to call out what was wrong, and I couldn’t help but admire him.

In truth, I wanted to shout to my tribe that sacrifices were wrong, just like Elang.

Though I didn’t show it, in my heart, Elang was someone I respected more than my mother.

My respect for strong hunters, which was in my blood as a hunting tribe member, was something I shared.

That’s why, when Elang brought back four massive monster carcasses that everyone feared, he became like a god to me.

He didn’t eat all the meat alone, and even shared it generously with the elves, whom we had been hostile to.

Moreover, when he gave me a precious bow as a gift, I could easily imagine how Elang became a significant figure to me in such a short time.

‘That’s why I couldn’t say it…’

When I considered buying prisoners to sacrifice as food from the outside world, I couldn’t bring myself to say such horrible things to Elang.

I was terrified that if I spoke such words, I would never be able to speak to him again, and that he would look at me with disdain, so I kept silent.

I wanted to at least watch from afar, but that childish longing led me to reject everything I had lived for.

“…Elang-nim.”

“Yes, Pina-ya.”

I glared at Elang, the one before me, not the one in my memories.

And without a moment’s hesitation, I spoke firmly.

“Could you please kill me?”

“…I’m so tired. I just want to see my mother… my mom.”

Everything was just a misunderstanding stemming from ignorance.

If it were someone else’s malice, I could blame them, but in this case, the one to blame wasn’t anyone else but my own weakness for not having the courage.

Pina and her tribe had killed 20 people every year, claiming it was for the good of the village.

But if all the blood they shed was for nothing, what about the people who died?

When Pina thought about what she killed her mother for and who those people were, she couldn’t bear it any longer.

“My mother…!! Mom just wanted to protect the tribe. She only shouldered all the responsibility so that no one would hate each other or blame others.”

“She didn’t do anything bad. She didn’t have bad intentions. Why did this happen?! Is it such a terrible thing to lack courage?”

“…you’re kind, so I’m sure you’ll say no one is bad. I know. There are no bad people. But me…!!”

She couldn’t forgive herself.

She couldn’t face the guilt without dying.

So, please…

“…Please kill me.”

In the next moment, she closed her eyes, praying for her head to fall.

The warm hand that had been supporting her head gradually moved down and gently lay Pina down.

She waited for the moment of her death, but no matter how long she waited, that moment never came.

When she opened her eyes slightly, Elang stood there with an expression far sterner than usual.

It felt like another person was standing there, though it was the same face, and Pina flinched involuntarily.

“…Do you want to die?”

If she nodded, he would surely cut her throat right there, his voice both terrifying and dignified.

Without a word, Pina nodded.

Then Elang spoke in a lighter tone than before.

“Then just throw it all away.”

“…Huh?”

“Responsibility, duty… none of these are things that someone like you should bear. It’s strange for someone so young like you to be carrying such a heavy burden.”

So, throw it away.

Without any responsibility, without anything, if she dumped the burden on anyone else, at least Pina would feel relieved.

Having thought about it countless times but never been able to carry it out, Pina was shaken by the sweet temptation.

At the same time, the selfish, yet very natural desire not to die began to bloom in her heart.

In truth, she wanted to throw it all away.

She wanted to hand over the heavy task to someone else and live like a normal child with her mother.

But to whom…?

Just as she was about to ask who she could throw this painful duty onto, Elang preemptively spoke.

“If you want to pass it on, I’ll take it.”

As if he knew exactly what she was going to say, Elang intercepted her words.

“If you can’t bear the guilt, if you feel like you’ll die under the weight of your duties, you can throw it all on me. But…”

Everything of yours will be mine.

The voice didn’t change in tone or expression, but that last line sounded so sweet, it felt like something a demon might say.

Perhaps the person before her was a demon in human disguise.

A demon who tests faith in the mountain god and traps sincere followers.

But whether that was true or not, Pina was so exhausted, and too young to bear this problem.

It was as if she was trying to make up for the affection she had never shown her mother.

Pina reached out to Elang, like a child asking for comfort.

Without rejecting her touch, Elang embraced her with his whole body, and Pina felt a sense of bliss, as if liberated from all karma.

Yes, this was enough.

With this warmth, there was no need for the mountain god, the priestess’s duty, or anything else.

Feeling the warmth of a human once again, Pina’s mind began to sink into unconsciousness.

“She’s asleep… It seems it was too heavy a burden for the child.”

Elang carefully laid Pina down on the floor and supported her head with his knee.

Seeing a child talk about wanting to die never became something one could get used to.

Just imagining it made him feel suffocated, like blocking a prayer with mud in water, and he too felt like he might die from the pressure.

The duty of a priestess was far too heavy and terrifying for the child to bear.

Not just the child, but any adult who tried to do such a thing would go mad in a year.

“…If I had come here a year earlier, Pina-ya wouldn’t have had to sacrifice her own mother.”

“What’s the point of regretting what’s already passed? Rather than looking back in regret, it’s better to look ahead. But, Sir…”

“Yes.”

“What… what was that earlier? ‘Everything of yours is mine’… what was that about?”

“It’s a line from a play I saw in the Demon Realm.”

When negotiating with demons, I realized that if the conditions are too good, it causes suspicion.

They would never offer a one-sided advantage, so it’s only natural that it raises suspicion about what they’re hiding.

Therefore, in negotiations with demons, I usually used a method of openly stating what I was getting and reassuring them.

“…I thought that life was the only thing equal to a life. And if I became yours, you wouldn’t just kill me without reason.”

“…It was a dangerous atmosphere where she might have committed suicide if nothing was done. Do you have a plan?”

“I do, for now.”

The idea that had flashed in his mind when he heard the words “pass it on,” but he wasn’t sure if it would work in this situation.

“If we lie, both the elves and the spirits will have a plausible excuse.”

“But it seems you still have doubts in your heart, Sir.”

“Yes?”

Though there were doubts, they weren’t the same kind of doubt the baron was thinking.

His hesitation had been more about “Should I deceive them?” but now it was more about

“Can I even survive after doing this?”

Before he could correct the misunderstanding, the baron sighed softly and came closer.

Then, he grabbed my hand and placed it under his slightly unbuttoned armor.

“Baron, what…!”

What he placed my hand on felt soft and unnatural for a male body.

It was so large, and the warmth caused my heart to drop.

“…I’m sure you know the reason, without me having to explain.”

Unless someone had exceptional skills, women were often dismissed on the battlefield.

To avoid being dismissed by the knights, she must have acted like a man.

“Do the knights know?”

“Yes, they are all knights who have served my family for generations. In fact, it was their idea.”

Later, some trustworthy knights learned about it.

When he was asked why they hadn’t revealed it earlier, he responded…

“Because you’re kind, Sir. I thought you might tell me not to go to the frontlines if you knew I was a woman.”

“That’s…”

It was unlikely, but based on his actions, it wouldn’t have been unreasonable to think so.

“But you’re not that kind of person. I was going to reveal it, but the timing was difficult.”

“Is this the right time?”

“Isn’t this a good time to give courage to someone hesitating about lying?”

It wasn’t wrong.

Of course, it didn’t take into account that he hadn’t been having those thoughts.

He calmly corrected the misunderstanding that led to the current situation without getting her agitated.

Then, the baron, whose face was turning red, clenched his teeth and said,

“…Please give me back my heart.”

“Isn’t it right here?”



 
  Chapter 39: With the Mountain God.


No matter how much the Elbug Mountains were said to be the elves’ courtyard, traveling together at midnight was dangerous, so the elves stayed in the settlement for a day before leaving.

Naturally, Fina, who had fainted, was no exception.

When she woke up, it was early morning, just before the rooster crowed.

Although she had just woken up, Fina’s eyes were remarkably clear and sharp.

She stood up from the ground, and as soon as she saw me, she came straight toward me.

“Did you sleep well, Miss Fina?”

“…Yes. Elang-nim.”

It seemed like Fina wanted to say something, but she stopped in front of me and, looking restless, lowered her gaze.

Her face, which I saw briefly, was still expressionless but flushed with embarrassment.

“Uhm….” Fina raised her head.

When her small, youthful lips parted, I momentarily felt as if my brain was about to escape my body.

“…I’m not yet able to become pregnant, so please wait for about six years,” she said.

“…What?”

“My mother told me that conquerors are people who do such things. They subjugate nations and impregnate the most influential person in that nation.”

It wasn’t exactly a wrong statement, but for a girl who had just turned ten, it was not something she should be saying.

In a world like this, it might be common to teach survival tactics for when such situations arise, but hearing it firsthand made me dizzy.

Fina gently caressed her lower abdomen.

Her gaze at her belly was profound, and as I watched her, I felt an urge to strike my own head off right then.

“You don’t need to get pregnant.”

“Didn’t the phrase ‘sacrifice everything’ mean to impregnate?”

The idea of offering my womb and eggs had never crossed my mind.

I wasn’t a conqueror, and I certainly wasn’t some insane person wanting to impregnate someone.

I just recited a plausible line to prevent a suicide, so why had it come to this?

Hiding the overwhelming feeling of my head about to explode, I forced myself to speak calmly to Fina.

“There are other ways I can help you. So please don’t think about sacrificing your life for my help.”

“…What?”

“You’ve lived your life bound by the duties of a priestess. For someone as young as you, it was wrong to burden you with such responsibilities.”

It wasn’t just her.

Her mother, her grandmother, and others before them had died without doing what they truly wanted, tied to the duties of the priestess.

Now, after generations, she was finally free of those duties, and I couldn’t let her be shackled again by pregnancy and a child.

That wasn’t what I wanted, and I was sure the mountain god and her mother would agree.

“Think of your own happiness. That would be the greatest help to me.”

“…My happiness?”

“Yes, Fina. Your happiness will lead to my happiness. So don’t hesitate and live as you wish, do what you want.”

The concept of freedom was still difficult for Fina, and she hesitated for a while before answering.

Finally, her words were, “…I will try.”

Having lived in a cage of duties her entire life, freedom was likely a difficult concept for Fina.

But I believed that one day she would find her own happiness and freedom.

“…The conversation with the mountain god is in a month.”

To be precise, it was the day the sacrificial rites would begin.

There was no rush to complete this task, so that seemed like the right time.

“In the meantime, please make sure the sacrifices don’t commit suicide or anything like that.”

The sacrificial ritual would soon disappear, but if the important sacrifices took their own lives, it wouldn’t be something we could just laugh off.

“That’s what I usually do, so I’m confident. Is there anything else?”

“If there are any people in the tribe who are against me, please try to persuade them without making it obvious.”

The most important thing in this matter was the trust people had in me.

No matter what I said, it meant nothing if they didn’t believe in me.

I briefly explained the tasks at hand and asked Fina for advice on how to proceed.

“Is there any good way to establish my position within the tribe?”

“…After the banquet you held, Elang-nim’s reputation among the tribe has risen from a suspicious outsider to a somewhat friendly outsider. But if you get involved in tribal affairs too soon, it will create opposition.”

So the first thing to do wasn’t to involve myself directly in tribal matters, but rather to intervene in external affairs and indirectly influence the tribe’s perception.

For instance, hunting down the massive beasts that had settled near the village.

Fixing the roads used by both elves and humans and making them more convenient would be helpful too, but it was important not to make it too obvious that I was trying to win favor.

“…I will pray that Elang-nim succeeds.”

“…Yes.”

Hearing the word “pray” made me wonder, ‘To whom?’ but I didn’t say it out loud.

And so, while preparing for the coming day, I worked to improve the settlement around the elf village.

In a month, the settlement had changed beyond recognition.

In exchange for the meat and skins of the beasts I had hunted, I borrowed the help of elf craftsmen to build many buildings.

Last week, we completed a huge fence around the village, and temporary shelters were set up at the watchtowers and in the mountains for the elves and knights to rest.

Through labor and hunting, the relationship between the elves and the settlers, which had been awkward at first, had now turned into that of close neighbors.

Thinking about the future, I needed to improve the elves’ image, even if it meant going to great lengths.

Someday, elves would be born in this settlement, and we couldn’t allow the perception that elves were enemies to take root.

I worked hard to mediate the relationship between the elves and settlers, especially for the day I would announce this.

But as the sacrificial day approached, things started to get more difficult.

The elves, who might have thought they could be enemies, began to withdraw.

Some elves, having seen me showing my power too much, even begged me not to fight the mountain god, saying they would handle the sacrifices themselves.

The elves, now in a panic, were sent back gently, and I had a growing sense that the time was near.

“…Elang-nim has decided to meet the mountain god with me.”

The day before the sacrificial day, when I declared that I would meet the mountain god with Fina, the elves fell into confusion.

Some thought I had succumbed to the mountain god, while others spread rumors that I had brainwashed Fina to my side.

Finally, when the sacrificial day arrived, Fina and I headed to the mountain god’s altar alone.

The altar was far from the village, and when we arrived, a massive stone statue resembling a giant arm stood imposing in the clearing.

It was similar to the huge creature’s arm I had seen in my memories.

Fina nodded and pointed to the statue.

“That is the arm of the mountain god. The mountain god left it here, and when the time of the ritual comes, the god will appear from the earth and attach this arm to its body.”

“And… does that mean it absorbs people?”

“Yes. When the god performs the transformation, people are sucked in like they’re caught in a mud pit. The bodies of the dead are…”

“They probably dissolved and returned to the earth. Recovering them would be impossible.”

“I see.”

Fina told me that elves bury the bodies of the dead near the mountain god’s shrine, as it was said they would join the god’s embrace.

She seemed resigned to the fact that if the mountain god had no intention of desecrating the dead, there was no need to retrieve them.

“…My mother might have preferred to be in the embrace of the mountain god. Despite her fear, she truly respected the mountain god.”

“Even though the sacrifices must be made, the protection so far has been real. I can understand that.”

We waited for the mountain god, as the sun disappeared and the moon rose to the center of the starry night sky.

Kuuuuuung!!

With a deafening sound that shook the earth, the mountain god appeared.

The god was enormous, even more massive than I had imagined.

When the god bent down to look at us, the stars in the sky were completely blocked, and darkness engulfed everything.

“Who are you? A new human?”

The voice of the spirit reached my ears.

As the old woman had said, the voice of the mountain god sounded closer to that of a child than an adult.

I blocked the sound from reaching the elves and spoke to the god.

“…There will be no more sacrifices from now on.”

The god tilted its head in confusion.

Without being able to see its eyes, I could tell the god’s confusion from the slight shift in the darkness before me.

I explained what the transformation was, and what had happened to the people who had been transformed.

“…Is that really true?”

In the end, it all turned out well.

Too well, in fact, that I almost wondered what all the previous sacrifices had been for.

For a while, the mountain god’s sobbing filled the air, and Fina’s grip on my hand grew stronger.

“I didn’t know… I thought I was with them… I was just so lonely…!!”

Like a child who had done something wrong, the mountain god kept explaining, tears streaming down.

We didn’t stop it or scold the god.

We just let the god speak, giving it space to process its feelings.


“It’s not your fault. Everything is just an unfortunate accident.”


“But….”

“If you made a mistake, all you have to do is reflect and fix it. If you still want to be with humans, can’t you help us?”

“Ugh…! Ah, what do I need to do?”

“It’s simple.”

All we had to do was stand still.



 
  Chapter 40: With the Mountain God.


The biggest problem with this incident is that even if the truth is revealed, everything becomes meaningless.

The Mountain God was merely ignorant of its nature and had no ill intentions.

It had faithfully protected the elves for hundreds of years.

Meanwhile, the elves, having lost their homeland and been forced to wander in a monster-infested mountain, were not in a mental state to make rational decisions.

No one abused the elves.

If anyone had mistreated them, it was none other than themselves.

It was the elves who did not refuse when they were told to offer sacrifices.

It was also the elves who shifted the responsibility of selecting sacrifices onto Pina’s family and ultimately carried out the sacrifices themselves.

If they were to blame anyone, they could only blame themselves—but doing so would lead only to destruction.

Therefore, I sought to resolve this issue by creating a scapegoat to blame.

This figure needed to be someone whom no one could seek out to uncover lies, and whom no one could lament having been deceived by.

An absolute existence.

“You have all been deceived by Bel Zoma!!”

A malicious god who deceived us all and, for some unknown reason, plunged both continents into the depths of war—a god who tests humanity.

At first, everyone tilted their heads in confusion at the name.

“…What is this ‘Bel Zoma’?”

“Bel Zoma is a real deity that exists in this world.”

“A real deity…?”

Before explaining further, I first needed to make the elves understand that the Mountain God was not an absolute being like Bel Zoma.

Although I anticipated some resistance, the extravagant fight I staged against the Mountain God seemed to have reduced the opposition.

“Bel Zoma is different from the Mountain God. Her power is absolute. There is nothing she cannot do.”

“…I see. But what does this evil god have to do with the Mountain God?”

“Because this was a trial.”

“A trial…?”

Bel Zoma is a being who believes that human virtue shines brightest in adversity.

Thus, she forces the righteous into hardship to test them.

Those who overcome the trial are greatly rewarded, while those who succumb to it are punished accordingly.

This sacrifice was both a trial and a punishment imposed upon the elves by her.

“Have you never found it strange? Why did the Mountain God suddenly demand such an absurd thing from your ancestors?”

“Well…”

“If the Mountain God had intended to absorb you from the start, there would have been no need to save you. He could have simply absorbed you all on the spot!”

In reality, he had only belatedly considered coexisting with humans.

But since the elves didn’t know this, my explanation likely sounded like an undeniable contradiction.

“This is Bel Zoma’s trickery! She sent her apostle into the Mountain God’s body to test you all!”

“A-Are you saying such an evil god really exists?!”

“Of course! I swear on my honor as a mage! I have seen her with my own eyes! That’s how I was able to recognize her schemes this time!!”

I briefly explained the events that had taken place in the Demon Realm and how I had reached this conclusion.

When I also explained how I had foreseen the elves’ arrival, they gradually started to take the matter seriously.

And then, they all became enraged.

How could they not be, upon learning that a ritual passed down for hundreds of years was merely the trickery of an evil god?

“The ritual… was all a lie?!”

Angry voices echoed from all around and soon resounded across the entire mountain range.

Birds took flight in the distance, and beasts glared warily but ultimately fled, as if too terrified to approach the overwhelming rage.

As I calmed them down and continued speaking, I found that the greatest obstacle had been overcome surprisingly smoothly.

What mattered now was what came next.

“But the evil god overlooked one thing—the families of those who were sacrificed!”

“F-Family…?”

“The reason the Mountain God came to his senses was because of your families!!”

I closed my eyes as if recalling the moment and recited the lie I had prepared in advance.

During the fierce battle with the Mountain God, there was a moment when his gaze landed on Pina.

Suddenly, he stopped moving, and the voice of Pina’s mother came from his mouth.

The Mountain God had absorbed too many souls, and the spirits sleeping within him seized the moment when he weakened.

The voice of a mother who loved her daughter awakened the spirits, and together they expelled the apostle of the evil god that had taken root in the Mountain God’s heart.

—Or at least, that was the story I presented.

“You must have seen the black beast running through the sky! That was the apostle of the evil god! Your families protected you even in death!!”

In reality, that beast was just one of my summoned monsters that I had magically dyed black.

Since only life force and memories are absorbed during assimilation, the souls had long since dissipated and returned to the earth.

It was all a lie—arguably, even a mockery of the dead.

But this was the only way to preserve the elves’ pride and alleviate their guilt over the human sacrifices.

“We… we were just afraid…!!”

Tears burst forth from all around.

As all the elves wept in sorrow, only Pina remained frozen, her mouth slightly open.

She glanced at me as if questioning whether I was a fraud.

Even I was surprised.

I never knew I could lie so convincingly.

“There is no need to grieve. The souls of the sacrificed elves have finally been freed from their long captivity and have truly returned to the earth!”

I firmly planted this notion in their minds, putting an end to the long history of sorrow.

“There is no longer an evil god who preys on human souls!! Look!!”

I pointed to the distant mountain.

The enormous body of the Mountain God slowly rose and moved toward the settlement, then lay down upon the land.

As its body took root, it gradually solidified and transformed into a gigantic tree.

Its massive branches cast a vast shade over the land, glowing with a radiant light.

The sight resembled the spirits departing, and voices calling out to lost loved ones echoed throughout the area.

“The Mountain God is on your side!! The form he has taken—binding himself to this land—is proof of his resolve!! So let us leave the past behind!! There will be no more sacrifices!! This is our era now!!”

“Uwaaaaaa!!!”

A fervent cheer, like a roaring fire, erupted as the elves renewed their determination.

In truth, the tree’s form held no special meaning.

It was merely an expression of the Mountain God’s desire to remain close to humans.

Pina, aware of this, looked at the enthusiastic elves and the fully rooted Mountain God with a somewhat conflicted expression.

I approached her.

Sensing my presence, Pina glanced up at me with slightly narrowed eyes.

“From the side, it may seem like a farce, but I think this is a good outcome.”

“……”

No one was hurt.

No one was punished.

Even if no one paid the price, as long as no one was harmed, wasn’t that enough?


After contemplating for a moment, Pina took my hand, squeezed it lightly, and nodded with a small smile.

“Yes, I think so too.”

“…Do you?”

If Pina could accept this conclusion, then that was enough.

Yeah, this was fine.



 
  Chapter 41: Words from the ruler.


Afterwards, I investigated one by one the elf selected as a sacrifice and the oldest elf in the tribe, but the old woman I had seen at that time was nowhere to be found.

No matter how hard I thought about it, the only explanation seemed to be the manipulation of the evil god, so I decided to forget about it.

If that conversation from that night was part of the god’s arrangement, then no matter how hard I tried, I wouldn’t be able to find a clue.

‘…In the end, I received help, though.’

I don’t feel grateful.

Just because an evil god did something good on rare occasion doesn’t mean that all of their previous wrongdoings disappear.

If we’re talking about that, it’s the same with the mountain god, or rather, the World Tree.

How could one compare an elemental spirit, who is almost like a preschooler, with an actual god?

“Someday, a village might be built around you. While the construction is going on, it might get noisy. Would that be okay with you?”

Since I don’t fully understand the structure of the elemental spirits’ bodies, I asked just in case.

“It’s fine!”

The World Tree didn’t really care.

I was worried that it might not know how to block out the sensations, but it seemed to know.

“I’m glad. And…”

Just as I was about to tell the World Tree the reason I had come, I stopped speaking as I sensed someone’s presence in the distance.

Maybe it was because I had made a mistake about something earlier, but recently I had become sensitive to the presence of others.

“Ibanna and Pina, you’ve come together.”

The two of them didn’t have much of a connection, so seeing them together was a bit awkward.

Pina, who seemed to not be very close to Ibanna, had kept a distance of several steps, but Ibanna smiled cheerfully as usual, without seeming to mind.

“Since both of you have come together, it seems there’s an issue with the Elf village.”

“Yes, you’re right! The Elves have requested to join the pioneer group. We came to seek your permission for that.”

Since that incident, my position within the Elves had grown from being a respected hero to almost being regarded as a god.

I had defeated countless giant monsters, and in addition, I had proven to possess strength that surpassed even the mountain god.

If I led an army and took the village, no one would have protested and would have accepted it without a word.

That level of arrogance became a reality, and my standing was truly impressive.

“Of course, I accept. Is there anything else?”

“If possible, they also requested to build the village near the World Tree.”

“That’s on hold.”

Building a village near the World Tree wasn’t particularly concerning, but since no city plans had been made yet, I needed to discuss it with the officials before making a decision.

Building the Elves’ settlement near the World Tree wasn’t difficult, but since there could be uncertainties, I decided to put it on hold for now.

“Pina, we’ll discuss this matter after the city plans have taken shape. It’s not that I’ve rejected it, so please let them know.”

Although the duty of the priestess had ended, the position of the priestess, who oversees the will of the village, had not disappeared, so Pina was still the leader of the Elves.

It would be better for Pina to speak on this matter rather than Ibanna.

With that in mind, Ibanna had come with Pina to see me.

“Is there any other issue?”

“Currently, there’s no issue that would trouble you. However, Lord David, the Baron, has mentioned that he would like to discuss a reorganization of the security system, but he’s still in the planning stages. And…”

Ibanna suddenly stopped speaking and looked at Pina, who was watching us from a distance.

“She says she has a request for you, my lord.”

“…For me?”

When I glanced at her, Pina lowered her head shyly and spoke in a quiet voice.

“…I wish to learn magic from Elang-nim.”

“…Oh.”

That was an unexpected proposal.

Since I was always in the position of a student at the Magic Tower, I had never had the chance to teach anyone magic.

The thought of having a disciple, when I had always been either someone’s pupil or conducting solitary research, filled me with an indescribable sense of emotion, and I was momentarily at a loss for words.

Since I wasn’t busy at the moment, and it was just a matter of setting aside some time, I could certainly agree to it.

“I can’t spend too long on this since I have my duties, but would that be okay with you?”

“…Yes. I would be grateful if you could, even for just that much.”

“No need for thanks. But why, all of a sudden, do you wish to learn magic?”

Pina didn’t answer right away and closed her eyes as though she was recalling something.

When she opened her eyes again, they were filled with regret about the past and a determination to move forward.

“…Our tribe has committed sins that cannot be atoned for over hundreds of years due to ignorance. I wish to learn from Elang-nim so that such things will never happen again.”

“I see.”

It’s rare to see someone accept their past sins, reflect on them, and choose to move forward.

Most people either become evil, resigned to their fate, or give up on everything.

But Pina wasn’t like that.

She acknowledged her past and chose to move forward.

It must have been a difficult choice, but I couldn’t help but feel a sense of admiration for her, and without thinking, I patted her head.

“The desire to learn is admirable. From now on, call me ‘teacher.’ I may be a first-time teacher as well, but I’ll do my best to teach you.”

Though I didn’t think my knowledge was particularly exceptional except for magic, I had traveled to many places, and I was sure that Pina would benefit from my experiences.

Since I had some preparations to make, I decided to delay the lessons until a few days later and sent Pina off for the day.

When I was about to speak to the mountain god again, I saw that Ibanna had not left and asked her.

“Do you still have something to say?”

“…Yes, there’s something.”

Ibanna, who had come over with a serious expression, unlike her usual cheerful demeanor, seemed to suggest something important.

Although I had just said there were no issues moments ago, her expression now hinted at a serious problem.

“Perhaps this is even more important than what I reported today. My lord, you show respect to people of lower rank without discrimination. I’m… concerned about that.”

“…Concerned?”

I wasn’t unaware that it was a bit odd.

But it had been a habit since I was young, and no one had pointed it out until now.

So I had overlooked it, but it seemed Ibanna, who was strict about etiquette, saw things differently.

“A respect for others is a good thing. But one must have dignity as well.”

It’s not strange for two people of equal rank to show respect to each other, but when one side is higher in rank, it becomes an issue.

“Humans, by nature, are not very bright. Even though they know someone could wipe them out with a single gesture, if they act too humble, they will start to think they are the superior one.”

“No, that can’t be…”

I didn’t want to believe it, but in truth, Ibanna’s words weren’t wrong.

I had often heard that if you’re too kind to subordinates, they’ll eventually rise up, and maybe I was still unconsciously using respectful language with my subordinates out of resistance to that training.

“…That might be true.”

“Mercy is a virtue for rulers, but a kingdom cannot function on mercy alone. You are now the unparalleled ruler of two races, though your numbers are few. So, you must carry the dignity and authority befitting that position.”

“The first step is speaking informally?”

“Yes, exactly!”

Why do royal meetings always come with unnecessary ceremonies?

It’s to establish dignity.

“I am a great person, and you should consider it an honor to even meet me. You must watch your words and actions in my presence.”

Even though one might justify it with terms like etiquette and tradition, the essence of ceremonies is merely petty self-aggrandizement.

However, that self-aggrandizement did build the kingdom and correct the relationship with the lords.


“I’m not saying you should discard respect and etiquette. But just as there’s clothing for servants, there’s clothing for kings.”

Words are like those clothes.

If you use words that don’t match your position, it will lead to trouble, as Ibanna predicted.

Not a single word of Ibanna’s was wrong.

I decided that from now on, I would behave not as a mere wizard, but as a ruler of two races.

“…I understand.”

Just as I was about to agree, I caught myself and quickly swallowed the polite words that had slipped out.

Having lived my whole life this way, speaking informally still felt uncomfortable to me.

“…I understand.”

“You’re still a little awkward, but in time, you’ll get used to speaking informally.”

“…Do you really think so?”

I almost said “Do you think so?” reflexively.

I imagined myself using informal speech with everyone and acting like a king, but it felt so awkward that it was like seeing someone else.

“Then, how about practicing a little?”

“Practice?”

“Start with my name. Try calling me Ibanna casually, as a test.”

“Hmm… Ibanna?”

“Again!”

“Ibanna.”

“Louder!”

“Ibanna!”

I called out Ibanna’s name in front of the World Tree for a while.

It definitely felt like I was getting used to speaking informally as I simply called the person’s name.

“My final one: ‘My Ibanna!’”

“My Ibanna! Ah…”

“Hehe, are you feeling a bit more relaxed now?”

“…Yes.”

Although it was still awkward, I felt a little more at ease after spending some time together like this.


“I’m glad to hear that. By the way, my lord, do you still have business here?”

“Oh, about that… I was actually planning to make a contract.”

“A contract?”

Her eyes instinctively turned toward the World Tree.

Yes, I was planning to make a contract with the World Tree.



 
  Chapter 42: Old Friends.


There are two types of contracts with spirits.

One is the usual method, where negotiations with the spirit are conducted to form a normal contract.

The other is a more violent and practically impossible method: fighting the spirit, defeating it, and binding its soul to control it as your subordinate.

The reason why the latter method is impossible is because spirits do not necessarily die when they lose in battle.

To them, the body is just a shell made by gathering surrounding elements.

If they feel they are going to lose in a fight, they can discard their physical form at any time.

To prevent this and bind the spirit, high-level magic that binds the soul itself is required.

Even if someone knows such magic, it would be unnecessary for them to need the help of a spirit.

In the case of the contract with the mountain god, the first method will be used.

The mountain god is a spirit with power that surpasses even my strongest spirit, Ktuzo.

A spirit that is one with nature possesses such vast power that it is difficult to gauge exactly how much, but it can be estimated.

The mountain god is definitely stronger than at least a legion commander.

Furthermore, because it has been one with the land for a long time, it will be of great help in cultivating the land.

“I want to make a contract…”

As I was about to make the proposal, I wondered if it would be appropriate to use honorifics with a spirit of the mountain god’s level.

Although I doubted whether honorifics would even apply to spirits, there was no harm in being polite.

“Would you like to make a contract with me?”

“Contract? Sure!”

“…”

To my surprise, the contract was made effortlessly.

I had heard that the mountain god liked humans, but I didn’t expect it to be this easy, and I became a bit worried instead.

“…Just to be cautious, you shouldn’t make a contract with just anyone.”

“Why?”

“Because there are bad humans in this world. Even if they’re not bad people, it can still cause problems.”

Not everyone who contracts with a spirit can handle its power, regardless of their abilities.

When giving orders to a spirit or when the contracted spirit uses magic, the magic passes through the mage’s body first.

What would happen if a rough wave or storm passed through a person’s body?

Just as a small vessel can only hold small things, the level of spirit one can handle is determined by the mage’s capabilities.

“If you’re not careful, using magic even once could cause your body to burst.”

“Really?!”

I didn’t mean to scare the World Tree, but it was the truth, and in fact, many spirit masters had perished due to overconfidence.

I made the World Tree promise not to contract with just anyone and to be cautious about the contents of the contract.

However, I still felt uneasy, so I secretly resolved to later station elves and knights here.

“…I will pass the message to Pina and Yang later.”

“Yes. Please do.”

“Then, Your Excellency, are you leaving now?”

“No, I still have work to do.”

“Work? What kind of work?”

“A new magical tool using the power of this land.”

Magical swordsmen have inferior physical abilities compared to pure swordsmen, so they compensate by using magic or magical tools.

Among these, there is the body of the war god, which is a complexly designed magical tool, essentially a new body in the form of armor.

“This war god’s body is a magical tool that replicates the human body inside using a complex mechanism. In other words, it serves as a new body, and it is favored by many wizards because of these features.”

“I see. But how does this relate to what remains here…?”

“I believe I can use the power of this land to resolve the only drawback of the war god’s body.”

The war god’s body can be worn by anyone, and it has the same effect no matter who uses it.

However, it requires a large amount of mana to use, so in practice, only mages or magic-trained magical swordsmen can wear it.

The land of the Elburg Mountains holds an enormous amount of mana, which is comparable to the demon world.

“The mana of the land circulates. To put it simply, it’s like a river winding around. If we can insert the war god’s body into this cycle, wouldn’t it be possible to create a new magical tool that anyone can wear?”

Whether it succeeds or fails, something can be gained from it, so it is worth a try.

Normally, the war god’s body requires high-purity steel, but I plan to use earth and wood from this land to create it.

I received some wood from the spirit-infused World Tree and combined it with earth to quickly create a simple human-shaped figure.

The important internal components, bones and muscles, were things I had studied before, so after a few trials, I was able to complete it.

I mounted it and tested its movement.

While testing its functionality, I didn’t feel any significant difference from my usual enhanced body through magic.

However, I was able to successfully insert the magical tool into the mana circulation, as planned.

But I still needed to test how efficient it was and what its range of activity would be.

“Evanna, gather everyone tomorrow.”

The future plans would revolve around this war god’s body.

I had a strong sense of this.

The next day, everyone gathered at the development site.

Including the officials in charge of urban planning, artisans, and prominent knights and elves, everyone had assembled.

Among them was Pina, and from afar, I could see everyone’s attention focused on the youngest girl in the group.

“Ahem…”

I cleared my throat and entered, and as soon as everyone saw me, they stood up.

Waiting for me to speak, I took a deep breath and said quietly.

“You may sit.”

Everyone was taken aback and sat down.

I too felt awkward and uncomfortable, so I forced a smile.

After a moment, some of them realized the situation and smiled at me.

“Now you are speaking in the proper manner, Your Excellency. In fact, we’ve been so embarrassed that we’ve been scolded a lot!”

“Then I should’ve done this sooner. If I had waited a few more months, sarcastic comments would’ve come flying, and if I had waited a little longer, a punch might have been thrown.”

“Yes, yes?”

“I’m joking.”

The atmosphere, which had been cold for a moment, brightened again with a burst of laughter.

When the laughter died down, I spoke to everyone gathered in the tent with a smile.

“Honestly, it still feels awkward. I’ve spent my whole life using honorifics. So, if I make a mistake in speech, please forgive me with a generous heart.”

“Yes!!”

“Haha, but the reason you’re all gathered here is that you have a specific plan for the city construction, right?”

“Yes. But before that, I have something to show you.”

I led them outside the tent.

There stood the magical tool I had created recently, still without a name, waiting for all of us.

The war god’s body-inspired magical tool was about 2.5 meters tall, and its arms were unusually large and massive.

Naturally, the legs were thick to support it, resembling the base of a giant tree stump.

“…Is this the war god’s body? I’ve seen ones made of steel, but this one is made of wood.”

“It’s similar but different. This is, let’s say, a war god’s body that anyone can use. As for a name… what would be a good one?”

The war god’s body was inspired by a historical war god, so I decided to call it something like the World Tree’s body.

It doesn’t sound too bad, but like the war god’s body, it’s a bit long.


“I’ll just call it Tree Guard.”

The name was intuitive, and everyone glanced at the World Tree before turning their heads back.

It seemed like everyone had a rough idea of the materials used for Tree Guard.

“…But does saying ‘anyone can use it’ mean that even officials or ordinary people with little mana can use it?”

The question from Baron David, a knight familiar with the battlefield, caused a stir among the officials.

At the same time, the artisans narrowed their eyes, gazing intently at the Tree Guard.

“Yes, I haven’t tested it with ordinary people yet, but it worked when I used it.”

“Your Excellency, the reason you’re showing this is to use it at the construction site, right?”

“And also to check if knights and elf hunters can use it.”

“Us?”

Both sides were surprised, not expecting it to be supplied to them.

“Once the development site is ready, we’ll move towards the mountains to expand the territory. I can’t do all of it by myself, so I’ll need your help.”

While I could technically do everything on my own, doing so would undermine the purpose of having the knights and hunters.

Thanks to Evanna’s advice, I decided to leave the territorial expansion to them.

“Once the situation settles, prepare to train a new unit. There will probably be volunteers among the refugees.”

“…….”

“I have high expectations for you.”

“Yes!!”

Afterward, the officials and artisans tested the performance of the Tree Guard, but there were no major issues.

There were no problems in terms of performance or functionality, and the feedback from the field was positive, so I decided to produce about 1,000 more Tree Guards.

Thanks to Tree Guard, which turned even ordinary people into superhumans, the development speed noticeably accelerated.

One month after the production of Tree Guard, a huge wall centered around the World Tree was completed.

Though I had helped, more than half of the work was done by the refugees and artisans, which reaffirmed the importance of Tree Guard in the construction.

With supplies coming in from outside, the settlement gradually became more prosperous, and about three months after mass production, houses started appearing in the fields where there had been nothing before.

Various fields began to emerge in the once barren land, and hunting and development proceeded smoothly.

Just yesterday, we finally stopped the supply of nutrients.

“…Impressive.”


Everything was proceeding smoothly.

Pina, who had magical talent, showed above-average achievements, and the field development was progressing well.

At that moment, as I was enjoying the peaceful daily life,

“Ellang!! It’s out!!”

An old friend appeared, bringing back forgotten memories.



 
  Chapter 43: The Demons.


When I first came to the Elberg Mountain Range, I thought I would finally be able to devote myself to the research I had been neglecting.

However, as I took in refugees, organized a pioneering group, and even supervised Fina’s personal magic training, the time I thought I had in abundance quickly ran out.

Managing over 30,000 people meant that I received dozens of documents each day.

Not all of them were important—many were just trivial matters—but the one in my hands right now was a prime example of the absurdity I had to deal with.

“…Ivanna, call Viscount David.”

“Yes! I figured you would say that, so I already called for him!”

Ivanna, who had transitioned from a maid to my secretary and advisor, had an uncanny ability to anticipate my instructions and act on them before I even spoke.

The fact that I had any free time at all was largely thanks to her.

Clap! Clap!

As I clapped my hands, a soft knock followed, and Viscount David entered the room.

His hair now reached his shoulders, and his expression was solemn, as if he were completely innocent of any wrongdoing.

“…Read this.”

“Yes!”

Taking the document, David read through it calmly.

“This is a request for the procurement of tree guards for cavalry units in order to improve mobility. Quite the confident proposal.”

“Tree guards are mainly used in rugged mountain terrain during exploration. Why would we need mounted versions?”

“…We do. Surprisingly often.”

“No half-baked excuses. Be honest—if it’s just about ten additional units, I’ll consider it.”

“To be honest, knights ride horses, don’t they?! So if we’re riding tree guards anyway, why not make them horse-shaped?!”

“…Get out.”

Honestly, this was still on the mild side.

Previously, the elves had requested flying tree guards.

It was as if they saw me as some sort of convenience store that granted their every whim.

Flying tree guards, seriously?

Just thinking about how to maintain mana without touching the ground was giving me a headache.

“There’s nothing else today, right?”

“No, it’s almost 3 PM now. You, Miss Fina, and I were just about to have afternoon tea…”

Just as Ivanna was finishing her sentence, the sound of a bell ringing sharply cut through the air.

A guard burst into the room, looking frantic as he shouted:

“…S-Sir! We have an emergency!!”

“……”

“…Sigh.”

What now?

That bell was only supposed to ring in case of an external invasion, but so far, every single time it had been a false alarm.

Most of the time, it was something trivial—like a wild boar monster wandering down from the mountains or someone mistaking strong winds for an enemy attack.

Thinking it was another false alarm, I stood up and asked the flushed-faced knight,

“What came down from the mountains this time? A dragon?”

“No! This time, it’s not from the mountains—it’s from the plains!!”

“…What?”

“We have confirmed the banner of the Demon Army in the plains! According to the message delivered just now by a carrier pigeon, the enemy is demons! The demons are invading!!”

“…What?”

The frontlines were at least several hundred kilometers away from here.

There were multiple defensive lines between here and the front.

How could demons have reached this far?!

“…Are you absolutely sure it’s the Demon Army’s banner? How many are there?”

“The report was urgent, so we don’t have exact numbers, but the banner is confirmed! The scout who spotted them is a former reconnaissance soldier from the frontlines—he wouldn’t make a mistake!!”

“…Damn.”

I had no idea what was going on, but the fact remained that demons had appeared.

I immediately used teleportation magic to move to the outer wall.

From there, I saw the western wall was unusually noisy.

Using flight magic, I rose into the air to get a better view.

Sure enough, the Demon Army’s banner was visible.

However…

“…Ten?”

Only about ten demons stood before the fortress.

There was one who seemed to be of commander rank, but that alone wasn’t enough to pose a serious threat.

‘…Are they insane?’

Even though this fortress was only three months old, they’d have to be crazy to send only ten people.

As the word ‘suicide’ flashed through my mind, I noticed a soldier on the wall waving frantically for me to come down.

“…Who the hell are these guys?”

“…We don’t know. They just arrived and haven’t attacked. They’re just standing there.”

If they weren’t doing anything, they were probably shocked to see a fortress where they had expected empty land.

“Prepare the knights and the hunting squad. Also, evacuate the citizens to the World Tree’s vicinity.”

Issuing orders just in case, I descended from the fortress walls.

As I stepped outside, the demons flinched and took a cautious step back.

Looking at their equipment, everyone except the commander was outfitted in the standard gear of the Demon King’s army.

The commander was fully covered in thick robes, with a hood pulled down so low that their face was barely visible.

But their mana—

“…Huh?”

Something about it felt familiar.

Not from the battlefield—I had killed every demon I had faced in battle.

Then…

“Elang? Is that you, Elang?!”

A sweet voice rang in my ears.

The thick hood flew off into the sky, revealing a face that left everyone—myself included—utterly shocked.

The hood’s owner grinned brightly and rushed toward me.

“It’s me! It’s me!! Izarbella!! Elang! I’m here!!”

“…What.”

Izarbella.

As the Demon Princess hugged me, the demons behind her froze, and murmurs spread from the fortress above.

Half a year had passed since I returned from the Demon Realm.

Today, I reunited with an old friend.

“I missed you, Elang!!”

“…Me too.”

I had reunited with one of the few friends I had made in the Demon Realm, but I couldn’t fully rejoice.

The fact that someone of her power—a commander-level demon—was here meant that the frontlines were in dire straits.

And the fact that she had brought soldiers with her meant that even the Elberg Mountains might not be safe.

“It’s been a while. Have you been well?”

“Yeah! But your way of speaking has changed a little since we last met. Something happened?”

“…A lot happened after I returned to the human world. It’s been exhausting.”


Despite my attempt to lighten the mood, the demons remained tense, their eyes filled with a mix of suspicion and hostility.

Not outright aggression, but certainly not friendliness either.

At the same time, my own soldiers were slowly growing wary.

“…Did you join your father’s army?”

“Yep! There weren’t enough troops to form my own legion, but my rank is practically the same as a commander!”

“A-Ah, Lady…!”

One of her soldiers reached out awkwardly, as if trying to stop her from talking.


Seeing the tension in his hesitant gesture, Bella’s eyes narrowed unpleasantly.

Just one sharp glance from her, and the demon soldier immediately withdrew.

Even among demons, her position seemed solid.

“…This is going to be a problem.”

That day, with Bella’s arrival, our pioneer settlement and the kingdom entered a new phase.
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We felt sorry for the artisans who worked hard with limited materials, time, and manpower, but honestly, our castle’s reception room was terrible.

Rather than a reception room, it was more like a dining hall where everyone gathered to eat.

There were no famous paintings or decorations, just a plain and rugged space.

However, whether because they had no time to care about such things or because demons who had lived on the battlefield for years found this sufficient, they showed no signs of mockery.

They only stared at us with slightly narrowed eyes, as if trying to gauge our intentions.

Since they had entered enemy territory along with their leader, it was natural for them to be somewhat tense.

On our side, we weren’t in a position to criticize them either.

David, the junior viscount, and the knights all wore grim expressions, as if recalling past memories.

Not being able to wear tree guards indoors also contributed to their unease.

The elves, having no memories of war, showed more curiosity than fear or wariness.

However, unlike the others, one elf looked at the demons, especially Izarbella, with a face filled with more than just wariness—it was outright murderous intent.

The determination to never accept the demons was clear in their expression, which made me feel uneasy.

Ivanna had also glared at Bella earlier.

Was there something only women could understand?

“Kyaa~!”

The very person they were wary of, Bella, let out a hearty exclamation as she drank the elves’ traditional liquor, sounding like an old man.

Her face, slightly flushed from the alcohol, showed no ulterior motives.

“Bella, is it good?”

“The first taste is a bit bitter, but it goes down smoothly! How did you make this?”

Even if she asked me, I wouldn’t know since I had received it as a gift.

Looking toward the elves as if passing the question on to them, one of them cautiously stood up.

“That liquor is made with herbs that grow on the mountainside…”

The explanation continued, mentioning how certain plants were aged for several years.

As someone unfamiliar with such processes, I honestly found it hard to understand. I worried that Bella might get bored.

But contrary to my concerns, Bella listened attentively, nodding at times as the elf spoke.

When the explanation ended, Bella gave a bright smile and thanked them.

‘I felt it when I first met her, but…’

Bella, no matter how many times I saw her, didn’t seem like a demon.

The demons I knew were arrogant, strong, and, most importantly, quick-tempered—always on the verge of rage.

Every demon I encountered on the battlefield or in the demon realm had been that way, but she was the only exception.

“So, what brings you here?”

A sense of inexplicable anxiety arose within me.

Perhaps because of that, I ended up throwing out an awkward and direct question without any preamble.

“We’re here to explore! We plan to settle on this continent. Since we’re settling, it’d be better to find a place similar to our previous environment, right?”

While searching for a settlement, they had heard rumors about the Elburg Mountains.

The demons speculated that the land had similar properties to their homeland.

However, they couldn’t send their entire army based on mere rumors, so they sent an expedition with Izarbella.

As I grasped why they had come, the worst-case scenario for the kingdom began forming in my mind.

“Bella, I heard from a reliable source that the battlefield has been at a stalemate for months. Is that true?”

“Yeah, that’s right! Ever since I arrived as reinforcements, there hasn’t been a single battle!”

“Was there no battle, or was there no enemy?”

“What’s the difference?”

Bella deflected the question smoothly, but the other demons flinched, as if she had struck a nerve.

Thinking back, both I and King Germis should have considered this possibility sooner.

The hero had left the frontlines and gone to the demon realm.

A considerable amount of time had passed, but there had been no news to uplift the spirits of those in the capital.

While secrecy was necessary, it was realistically impossible to send messages from the demon realm to the human world.

With no good news for so long, people likely began losing hope due to the hero’s absence.

This, of course, affected not only the generals at the front but also the soldiers under their command.

The commanders were all outstanding warriors, often called superhuman, but they were still people.

Eventually, they too would break.

An endless war with an overwhelmingly powerful enemy, no sign of the hero’s return, and a kingdom gradually weakening due to a lack of manpower…

In the end, the situation had deteriorated to the point where they resorted to using the so-called “Hero Coin” as a desperate bargaining tool.

Desperate soldiers, abandoned by their hero, could easily defect to the enemy.

After all, even in sacred texts, there were countless tales of weak humans siding with demons.

Even if it meant being branded as traitors, nobles would do whatever it took to protect their lands and soldiers.

“Did the humans surrender? Or is it some kind of cooperative alliance? Can I take it that you and the others being here means that?”

“Hmm, I don’t know the exact details, but the atmosphere wasn’t as bad as expected. Even Papa seemed less angry than he sounded in his letters.”

“Is returning no longer an option?”

“Nope! Or rather, it’s no longer possible.”

“…What do you mean, ‘no longer possible’?”

“The demon realm… disappeared.”

At first, no one could comprehend what that meant.

But soon, we all recalled a certain entity and realized it was possible.

Damn it, what a screwed-up situation.

“What do you mean the demon realm disappeared?”

“Literally. Or maybe it’d be more accurate to say it merged?”

The first ones to notice were the demons stationed at the naval ports.

Typically, natural disasters announce themselves with great noise, shaking the earth and sky.

But this happened as naturally as the sun rising and setting.

“I heard the demon realm and human world suddenly fused together. At first, we thought it was nonsense. Land isn’t glue—it doesn’t just stick together, right?”

But it really happened, so there was no way to deny it.

The demon realm and human world had become a single continent, and in the process, a significant portion of the demon realm’s land, along with its inhabitants, had literally vanished.

Even some demon territories were lost, but demons themselves suffered little damage.

“That’s because demons are strong! Most of them were conscripted to the frontlines! The few who remained were guarding key locations, so they were all outside! Haha~ Who’d have thought I’d ever be grateful to the Demon King?”

“……”

If someone else had said this, or if I hadn’t known about a certain entity, I would have dismissed it as nonsense.

But knowing that a divine being capable of playing with the world existed, this absurd story suddenly felt all too real.

Merging the demon realm with the human world and cutting off any retreat…

That was exactly the kind of thing Bel Joma, the god of evil, would do.

“There’s no option to retreat now. Instead of struggling to return to the demon realm, it’s better to start fresh here. That’s why we allied with the humans.”

“Under what conditions?”

“We only want land rich in mana. We don’t care about the rest. So, if we find mana-rich land, it’s ours. Everything else goes to them.”

The explanation was too vague to fully grasp, but as far as I knew, the only mana-rich land in the kingdom was the Elburg Mountains.

Depending on their exact agreement, the worst-case scenario could be a joint attack from the demons and the humans.

“You know this land belongs to us.”

“Of course! But just to ask… you wouldn’t consider giving us even a little, would you?”

“No.”

The land was vast, but none of it was for them.

Just as the atmosphere was growing tense among the demons…

“…Izarbella.”

One of the demons subtly called her name while glancing at the open window behind her.


If they thought they could escape through that window, they were underestimating me.

But Bella, aware of this, scoffed.


“Don’t be stupid. Sit down unless you want to be responsible for getting everyone killed.”

Then, turning back to me, she grinned.

“Erlang!!”

She suddenly stood up, slamming the table.

“Marry me! And become the king of the demons!!”
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Many of the wizards obsessed with research are skeptical about marriage, but I was not one of them.

At least, that was the case until that incident, but now, just hearing the word “marriage” makes me feel suffocated, as if the whole world is pointing fingers at me.

Like a magic that responds to specific words, whenever I think of marriage or words associated with it, the faces of Karin and the hero flicker before my eyes.

More precisely, the memory from that time, the most unpleasant memory of my life, continues to torment me.

“…Hey, Elang.”

The voice that pulled me out of that cursed memory was ironically the one that had pushed me into it in the first place.

Just a moment ago, Bella, who had been chatting happily, now wore a worried expression.

“…Do you not want to marry me?”

From her voice lacking confidence and my own narrowed eyes, I could roughly guess what kind of expression I must be making.

“That’s not it…”

No, it’s true that I don’t want to get married, but what’s making me feel so uncomfortable now isn’t because I don’t want to marry.

“It’s just that bad memories are coming up.”

“Bad memories…? Aha!”

Bella, as if she had figured something out, spoke in a lively voice.

“You’re talking about your former fiancée, right? I thought for a second that maybe you didn’t like me! I was so surprised thinking that I, the winner of the Demon Beauty Contest, got dumped!”

“Ah!”

“Aren’t you third place, though?”

“Sh-shut up!”

Bella hit the demon on the head with a club she had somehow pulled out.

With a loud thud that sounded like his skull might collapse, the demon collapsed under the desk.

“Why did the word ‘marriage’ suddenly come up?”

Ignoring the demon who was bleeding on the floor, I asked Bella, who was still panting, as if her anger hadn’t subsided.

Hearing my voice, Bella seemed to calm down a bit and, as if trying to make up for her mistake, hid the club behind her back and spoke to me.

“Aha… Elang’s worry is that a competitor might appear on this land, right? Because in the distant future, humans and demons might fight each other, I guess?”

To be exact, my worry also included the resentment that humans had against demons, but I skipped mentioning that.

The biggest concern was whether demons could remain friendly neighbors when they became residents of this land.

Demons are among the highest-ranking demons in the demon realm.

Naturally, they have a strong sense of pride and their belief in strength is stronger than that of other species.

The only other species with a similar belief in strength might be the orcs of the forest or ogres.

When I subtly mentioned that, the demons seemed displeased at being compared to orcs, but they didn’t deny it.

“If you’re worried about demons rampaging, why not just make them all Elang’s citizens?”

“Through marriage?”

“Yes! If you marry me, the demon princess, and become the king of demons, they’ll all follow Elang’s orders!”

It was questionable whether the demons would truly acknowledge me as a human just because of marriage.

I glanced at the other demons, and they spoke with reluctant expressions.

“…Just marriage won’t be enough. Since you’re human, there will be demons who oppose it.”

And there would likely be many of them.

The demons’ expressions showed deep concern, as if they feared the demons would split in half.

“Then it means nothing. If half refuse, the rest will turn against us too.”

“Don’t worry! Just kill those who refuse!”

“……”

The words about killing fellow demons came out so easily.

I couldn’t find the words to reply, so I just stared silently at Bella’s face.

It wasn’t just me; even the demons who were silent seemed to agree that this was too much.

A cold silence filled the air, and Bella quickly spoke, as if trying to retract her words.

“Wait! Why are you looking at me like that? This is how we always handled disagreements, right?!”

“…Back then, only one or two died, not thousands! And does it make sense to kill someone just because they opposed a human becoming king?!”

“Are you crazy…?”

“Honestly, we’re a reckless species, but this is too much.”

The demons who had been silent also seemed to feel that this was too far, and each of them spoke up.

Then, Bella, slamming her hand on the table, stood up and pointed at the demons, raising her voice.

“Hey! Do you think I want to kill someone just because they oppose me?! Huh? Am I that kind of demon?! Am I a traitor selling out my own kind?!”

“Huh?!”

“…No, then what do you call a traitor who sells their own kind as marriage dowries?”

“Hey!! Do you see Elang there?! Can you see him?!”

“…I see him.”

“You saw those weird magic items on the knights, right?!”

“…I saw them.”

“You saw the huge spirit bigger than a mountain on the way here, right?! What do you think would happen if we start a fight claiming we own this land? Huh? What do you think would happen?!”

“…Everyone would die.”

“Yeah, that’s right, you idiot! I’m doing this to save our people! Do you think I’m trying to become the demon queen all by myself? Huh? Am I that kind of demon? Do you want to turn me into that kind of vile demon?!”

“Ah, Lady… please calm down…”

“I’m the one thinking of our demons the most! But what traitor? Do you think I have multiple lives? Do you think I’ll just resurrect if I die?!”

The demons had no choice but to back down, as if they were about to be struck by her fierce words.

…Well, that’s a relief.

If there are demons like Bella who can think rationally, maybe we don’t need to marry her to avoid a war.

Perhaps we can cooperate with them, cultivate the forest, and find a way to coexist peacefully.

Standing up from my seat, I placed my hand on Bella’s shoulder to calm her, as she gathered mana in one hand, and was about to say we should look for another way instead of marriage.

And then, just as I was about to speak, the third occurrence of a strange phenomenon that was slowly becoming familiar to me hit me once again.

“Ughhh! Why do you not want to?!”

It wasn’t about personal preferences.

Because my feelings about marriage were still unresolved, I had a psychological resistance to it.

The idea of becoming a couple with someone felt so unnatural to me now that I couldn’t imagine myself being married to anyone.

Especially if the other party was a demon, I had to be extra cautious as a local lord.

Most of the wise men were people who had lost their hometowns and families because of demons and had fled here.

How would they react if suddenly, I married a demon and brought them in?

I didn’t need to ask anyone; it was obvious.

“…If it’s not around here, I can offer some land. So, could you send my letter on this matter?”

“…Og.”

Still sniffing, Bella’s eyes gleamed as if she hadn’t given up entirely, but in this situation, she reluctantly took the letter and left.

“I’ll be back soon! Think about my proposal!!”

Her pure and bright face, waving her hand like a little child, was so youthful and far removed from the typical demon image.

A few days later, when Bella was about to leave, some of the leaders had softened a bit in their hostility toward demons.

“…I hope that person doesn’t come back.”

Of course, there was one elf girl who had become more disgusted with demons, but that was probably not said sincerely.

And so, Bella and the demon scout team left the frontier city.

About two months passed, and there was still no word from Bella, who had said she would return soon.

If Bella was truly a wizard of her caliber, she could have used teleportation or flying magic to get back to the frontier city in no time.

It wasn’t just her missing; the supplies from the Pan Belt trading company had also abruptly stopped coming.

Something had happened.

It didn’t take long for us to realize that.

“Could it be the work of demons…?”

The idea that the demons might be behind the disappearance of the Pan Belt company came up, but when we thought about it, it didn’t seem very plausible.

How would they know about our connection with the Pan Belt company?

Even if the supplies were cut off, it wouldn’t affect us much.

A bad feeling started to settle in.

In the end, we, including myself, formed a small investigation team and headed out to gather information.


What happened outside was quickly clear.

A full-scale war had broken out, far more intense than before, and as a result, the kingdom was devastated.

It was said that after the humans and demons fought without distinguishing between friend and foe, the demons ultimately won.

When news arrived that the demons had won and were marching toward the capital…

“…Sir, what is this?”


As we were heading back to the frontier to prepare for the fall of the capital and the coming war, we saw an army, possibly numbering in the tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands, marching over the horizon.

What was happening?

We couldn’t even guess whose army that was.

What we did know was that all the soldiers in that army were already dead.

An army of the dead was marching toward the frontier.

And waiting for us at the end of it was…
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There was an entity in the back of the undead army, which filled the horizon, radiating with a regal aura as if it were a king.

Caught in the whirlpool of wild strength, I couldn’t fully discern its face before I was brought back to reality.

“Of….”

Back in reality, I found myself muttering my impressions of the face I had just glimpsed, as if I were reflecting on the unfulfilled desire to see it more clearly.

“Was that the Demon King?”

The demon princess, who had once been captured by that entity, immediately reacted to the words.

She furrowed her brows for a moment, seemingly displeased, but then her eyes gleamed as if she’d come up with a good idea.

At her expression, the demons around her narrowed their eyes with a vague sense of unease, but Bella boldly spoke.

“Yes! Let’s conquer other demon lords too! Then they won’t be able to make any foolish moves because they’ll be too busy keeping each other in check!”

“…Why? Are you suggesting we form an alliance of demon lords or something?”

I sarcastically asked, but upon saying it, I realized it might not be a bad idea after all.

If we split the work, at least I wouldn’t die of overwork.

The real problem, however, was the army of undead I saw in my memory and the strange entity leading them.

Though it was from a distance, when I faced that entity in my memory, I felt something similar to the power of the Demon King that I had encountered before.

It wasn’t exactly the same, and compared to the perfectly organized flow of power of the Demon King, it was rather clumsy, but the sheer scale of the power felt similar.

Where did such an entity come from?

Let’s organize the situation.

This power shows me a future that would unfold if I made a choice that led to an unwanted outcome.

This time, I refused Bella’s proposal.

But why did that result in the war between humans and demons and the emergence of a necromancer with power comparable to the Demon King?

That part was unclear.

Why did rejecting Bella’s proposal lead to the appearance of the necromancer?

Or was sending Bella away from here the condition that led to this future?

“…Master.”

As I was lost in thought, Ivanna, who had been silently standing behind me, suddenly popped her face out, surprising me.

Her expression, slightly furrowed in concern, helped me regain my composure.

Finally, I realized that the room was filled with an eerie silence, with everyone’s gaze fixed on me, almost as if it were prearranged.

“Could it be…?”

Those with quick wits seemed to guess what was going on and stared at me with pleading eyes.

Their gaze seemed to hope for a denial, but unfortunately, I was not kind enough to lie, especially when a temporary lie wouldn’t resolve this situation.

“Baron David. Please take care of the defense of the territory.”

“Yes!”

No further words were needed between me and the knights.

While the craftsmen and demons were puzzled, I too, like them, steeled myself.

“Defense? What do you mean?”

On the other hand, the sudden mention of defense caused the demons to be quite surprised.

They must have been wondering if I was planning something against them.

Their trembling hands and wandering, meaningless glances toward the window showed their anxiety.

“Bella.”

I called her name in a gentle tone, as though to reassure the demons.

At the familiar nickname, Bella blushed slightly and looked up.

“Let’s go.”

“Go? Where?”

“To the front line.”

I didn’t know what awaited there, but as a lord, if the destruction of my territory was imminent, I had to stop it by any means necessary.

Just as I was firming my resolve as a lord, Bella, who had been listening silently, spoke with a dazed expression.

“Already? The engagement?”

“…”

No, that’s not it.

Though I had suddenly declared my intention to head to the front lines, no one voiced any objections.

In fact, many people seemed eager to accompany me, and one of them was the girl standing before me.

“I want to go with you too.”

Fina, surprisingly, spoke up.

I had planned to refuse without hesitation, but thinking about it, there could be benefits to bringing her along.

First, since I was traveling with a child, the enemy might underestimate us, and if they knew I had taken in an elf, even humans, not just demons, might change their attitude.

However, if Fina were captured or isolated and attacked, it would lead to an irreversible situation.

Though she had some magical talent, she wasn’t yet ready for combat on the front lines.

“…I don’t mind taking you, but there’s a condition.”

“I will keep it, whatever it is.”

“No matter what happens, don’t stray from my side. And keep this on you.”

I took a small egg from my chest and handed it to her.

As Fina held the transparent egg, which was smaller than a normal egg and seemed to let light pass through, she looked up as though to ask what it was.

Not wanting her to be startled, I calmly explained.

“Inside this, there’s a magical beast.”

“A magical beast?”

She stared at the egg intently, but of course, nothing was visible.

This egg mimicked my internal structure, and inside it was a magical beast that would protect Fina’s body.

It wouldn’t fight on its own, though; it would only absorb the damage she received, not coming out to fight.

It wasn’t impossible to make it fight, but Fina would have to control it herself, and there were too many risks involved.

“I’ve put a tough one inside, but on the battlefield, there are enough strong beings who can easily kill a magical beast or two. So, don’t stray from my side.”

“…I understand.”

I was sad that Fina would see the world for the first time under such grim circumstances, but the timing left me no choice.

“Are you really coming along?”

The next day, when we set off to leave, a demon looked at Fina, who was accompanying me, and asked if I was serious.

“I’ll tell you in advance, but such tastes are not respected among demons.”

“Such tastes…?”

What did that mean?

Not understanding, I tilted my head, and the demon closed his eyes and shook his head.

“…I’ve seen too many things I shouldn’t have, and I misspoke.”

“I don’t know what you mean, but hang in there.”

It was common for one’s worldview to become distorted after enduring so much during a war.

I didn’t know what misunderstanding he had, but the expression of skepticism on his face suggested he had been through a lot.

“Bella, how are we going to travel? It’ll take time if we walk. Did you hide a horse somewhere?”

“Walk? Elang, what’s that on our backs?”

At my silly question, Bella spread her wings wide, answering without a word.

Her wings weren’t large enough to lift her off the ground, but as mana concentrated on her wings, they gradually began to grow.


Though she normally kept them small to avoid hindering herself, demon wings weren’t mere decorations or signs of evolution.

They were actual functional weapons, capable of flight, and their mobility was comparable to flight magic.

Anyone who had fought on the battlefield would know how terrifying their speed and agility were when combined with flight magic.

However…

“Can your companion keep flying for hours?”

“No! From the middle, she’s going to cling to my tail!”

I’d never heard of anyone having the stamina to fly for hours like that.

According to the prisoners, they consumed more stamina than one might think, but I still didn’t fully understand, as it was an organ unlike anything a human had.

If even highly trained knights like them couldn’t manage it, maybe this was another divine intervention?

It sounded silly to think about divine influence over wings, but I couldn’t completely rule it out.

“Fina, stay close to me.”

Neither Fina nor I had wings as magnificent as the demons, so we had no choice but to rely on flight magic.

Though it was still early for Fina to learn, I briefly explained flight magic to her.

She seemed unable to grasp it, as she wasn’t used to being in the air.

“Are you listening?”

“Yes, yes…!”

Instead of leading the refugees or taking detours, we flew straight into the air, and it only took about a week to reach the demon’s military camp.

The demon camp, which I hadn’t visited in years, looked much the same, though fixed gun emplacements had been set up on the front lines, and the bodies of lower demons like orcs and goblins were scattered around, defiling the land.

There was no official hierarchy among demons, but weaker demons were usually used as meat shields or made to do menial tasks within the camp.

A goblin soldier, who was cleaning up the bodies of its own kind, widened its eyes when it saw us.

Since Fina was an elf, she wasn’t immediately suspicious, but having a human among us made the goblin suspect we were enemies.

“Weren’t you supposed to have no more wars for a while?”

I asked, looking at the many corpses, and Bella also stared at them, looking puzzled.

“That’s true?”

“I’ll go check.”

One of the demons accompanying us approached the goblin.

“Hey, why are there so many bodies?”

“Ugh, sickness! Ugh, damn it! Many have died!”

“Stop cursing, idiot!”

“Ugh! You cursed too! Plague! Many died!”


“Plague?”

Could it be connected to the undead army?

Plagues were one of the specialties of necromancers who dealt with corpses.

Something connected seemed to be brewing, but I couldn’t yet figure out what exactly was happening in this camp.

With this growing unease, we continued on our way to meet the demon lord.



 
  Chapter 47: The Demons.


The pits filled with the corpses of orcs and goblins were many, but there were no demon corpses to be seen.

While the reason for this might be that demon corpses are not carelessly handled like those of lesser demon races such as orcs and goblins, the fundamental reason could be their resistance.

Among elves, high elves, ogres, demons, and other such higher races, there is resistance to plagues.

Naturally, artificial plagues created through magic would also have less of an effect on them compared to other races.

However, even taking that into account, a sense of unease lingered.

If this was the plague created by the necromancer I had seen in my memory, even demons with resistance should not have been able to endure it.

It’s possible that they simply buried the goblins and orcs politely, and I didn’t see them, but if that was the case, then there must be some sort of trick involved.

I might need to investigate this plague later.

As we walked, looking at the decaying corpses, we finally arrived at a tent far larger and more extravagantly decorated than any other, its lavishness beyond necessity.

The golden threads that decorated the tent stood out, and the fabric used was luxurious and delicate, more suitable for silk than for a tent.

Perhaps the creator of this tent was aware of that, as a thick cloth above served as a ceiling to block wind and rain, essentially creating a tent within a tent.

It was odd—honestly, it gave off a sense of nouveau riche, and two demons were guarding it.

They were not quite at the level of the legion commander but were still strong enough to not be ignored, acting as personal guards to the commander.

I also remembered having fought on the battlefield a few times, witnessing how loyal dogs would protect their masters even after losing limbs, though I never had any particularly hard memories of that.

“Move! I’m here to meet Papa!”

“…Lady, that one…”

When Bella spoke, the demon guards blocked the way.

They couldn’t dare point their spears at her directly, but the hostility in their eyes made it clear they would kill me without hesitation if given the chance.

One of the guards, seemingly protecting Bella, stepped forward and stood in front of me.

Bella seemed either flustered or angry, her hands trembling as she looked at the guard.

The demon spoke to me in a firm voice, without shaking.

“…I don’t know what you were thinking bringing this one, but he cannot stay.”

“What nonsense are you talking about?”

“Do you not know who this is? This is a murderer, a monster who killed countless demons.”

Bella turned to look at me, asking what that meant, but I had no idea either.

“I don’t know what that is?”

“What’s a murderer? What’s going on? Why are you blocking the way?”

“…A murderer is a title for a mage who dropped stars from the sky and killed Felb. That’s what they call him.”

I dropped stars from the sky?

I might be skilled with gravity magic, but I couldn’t summon stars.

Besides, if I could, it would kill everyone, including me and my allies.

But I did kill one of the demon commanders, and his name was Felb, so I recalled that.

“I killed that demon named Felb. Are you his family?”

“He’s my brother! But it’s okay! It was just war, and he was a weak demon anyway.”

“…Were you close?”

“No? Just average, but I didn’t see him much.”

Bella calmly explained that she hadn’t felt particularly close to him like family.

“If you’re worried about Elang, it’s fine. Papa is right here. Besides, leaving you guys behind wouldn’t make much of a difference, would it?”

“……”

Her words were almost a threat, but at the same time, they were undeniable facts.

The demon guards, unable to continue blocking her way, reluctantly stepped aside, allowing us to enter.

Inside the tent, which looked more cozy than it had from the outside, two demons were talking.

One was a middle-aged demon with a much larger head, sitting on a sofa arrogantly.

The other was a younger demon with pink hair, lounging nearby.

When the younger demon saw us, his eyes lit up, and the large demon immediately stood and rushed over to Bella, shouting:

“Bella!! My lovely daughter!!”

His voice was so loud that it seemed to echo throughout the battlefield.

Bella, in turn, pushed him away with a frustrated look on her face.

“Papa! Stop! Elang is watching!”

“Elang?”

The large demon turned toward me.

I recognized him from my memories: the demon chieftain of the western demon tribe, Kastor.

He was one of the strongest demons respected by others from different territories.

He looked at me and said, “So, you’re the one they call the murderer. What is your connection with my beloved daughter?”

“Bella surveyed land in my territory.”

That was the official reason I had come, though I had other motives.

“…Your land?”

“Yes! Papa, I have a good idea about that!”

“Hmm~ What is it? Tell me.”

“…”

I couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable as the middle-aged man spoke to her in a tone that seemed too much like comforting a child.

“Ugh….”

Even the younger demon, sitting a little further away, seemed disgusted by the scene.

Just as we were holding back our disgust, Bella, grinning, said with an innocent look, “I want to marry Elang! Then our demons can live in peace!”

“Absolutely not!!!”

“Eh?!”

“How old are you to be talking about marriage already!? No!! Even when you grow older, you will never marry anyone! You will live with Papa forever!!”

The demon leader, shouting in an almost deafening voice, was like a doting father.

“My goodness…?”

The younger demon looked away, his face turning red as if he didn’t want to see any more.

“…Really not okay?”

Bella tilted her head and asked.

“Not okay!!!”

In response to her pure childlike question, the demon leader’s voice became a giant roar.

“…I see.”

Bella seemed to give up, lowering her head with a resigned look.

But I could tell from her expression that she wasn’t truly giving up.

Because…

“Then die!!”

Bella gathered mana in her right hand.

With a precise strike, Bella’s right hand hit Kastor’s chin.

Kastor, who was usually considered stronger than most demon commanders, couldn’t withstand the shock and fell to the ground, unconscious.

At the same moment, Bella roared like a lion, announcing herself as the victor.

“Yaaay! Now I’m the demon chieftain! Elang! Let’s get married right away!”


“No. You’ll have to go through me first.”

The young demon male stepped forward.

Bella, clearly hesitant, swallowed nervously as she took a step back.

“Alright, I’ll spare you for today…”

“Third place, huh?”

It was clear I was dealing with someone with a complicated mix of motivations and emotions, but the young demon kept speaking, hinting at further plans.



 
  Chapter 48: Humans.


The name “Demon King” held significant meaning, not just for the demon race, but also for humanity and, of course, for me.

It was such an obvious statement that it didn’t need to be said, but it wasn’t in a positive sense.

As I reacted to the name “Demon King,” my brow slowly furrowed. Delkir, who had been sensitive to this reaction, chuckled as if to tease me and said:

“That’s just what I’m saying, but I’m not telling you to call yourself the Demon King. Whether it’s a king, an emperor, or a Demon King, titles are just empty decorations.”

“…Right.”

To them, the only being worthy of being called a king was the Demon King, so that’s why they referred to themselves as such.

“I’m not so shameless as to ask you to make such a decision right away. Look around and decide. While you’re here, make yourself comfortable.”

Delkir said he would take care of all the conveniences while I stayed there and attached Bella to my side.

Of course, even if he said he’d take care of things, there wasn’t much he could do in this particular setting.

“I want to examine the plague. How many goblin and orc corpses can I get?”

Upon recalling the purpose for coming here, I made the request, and Delkir nodded with a look that suggested it was a rather strange request.

“That’s fine. We’ve been having trouble with it ourselves, so we couldn’t investigate properly.”

“Demons should have excellent magic affinity, right?”

“We usually don’t get sick, you know.”

Delkir let out a self-deprecating laugh, admitting that they hadn’t progressed much in that regard.

I learned during the conversation that, fortunately, no demons had contracted the plague.

On the other hand, if this plague was the work of someone, it would mean that the plague specifically avoided demons.

I prayed that it was just an unfounded worry, and while heading towards the corpse pit with Bella, I suddenly wondered, if this was a plague magic that avoided demons, what about elves and humans?

If elves were also a target of the plague magic, approaching carelessly might cause it to spread to Phina as well.

If the plague were to infect Phina, the monsters would take it in her stead, but if the damage could be circumvented in some way…

‘No, am I thinking too much into this?’

If such a indiscriminate plague were endowed with such precise magic, demons would likely notice it even if they didn’t have a strong affinity for the plague.

It seemed the scenery from my memories before coming here had been so shocking that it made my mind blur.

Shaking off the unnecessary concerns clouding my mind, I headed towards the pit where the corpses were gathered.

“Can you take out just a few corpses?”

“Sure! I’ll bring them!”

I made the request to the orc guarding the pit.

The orc didn’t seem afraid of infection at all. It immediately nodded and jumped into the pit.

Soon, the orc returned with a few corpses on its back, and the foul stench made Phina and Bella instinctively pinch their noses.

Finding traces of plague magic on the corpses was simple, yet extremely difficult.

After a living creature dies, a type of mana called “sagi” lingers within its body for a while.

Similarly, plague magic also lingers for some time after the host’s death, blending with the sagi, making it difficult to distinguish.

Thus, to identify plague magic, one needs knowledge of plague magic and an innate sense to separate sagi from the plague magic.

“…I see. I’ll remember that.”

Phina nodded with a typical expression when I explained briefly.

Bella wasn’t particularly interested, and the orc didn’t understand the content at all.

Well, honestly, it wasn’t that important.

Detecting traces of plague magic on the corpses was something that only the Inquisition’s specialized mages would do.

I had only learned it through observation, so I wasn’t sure if I could detect it even if there was a plague.

In any case, I began inspecting the bodies I had pulled up.

Was it true that bad premonitions never missed the mark?

It was faint and weak, like salt sprinkled on a mountain of sugar, but it was certainly there.

Moreover, there was one thing different from regular plague magic: all the plague magic seemed to be interconnected.

‘Connected?’

What’s the purpose of connecting the plague magic?

The more complex the structure of magic, the more streamlined and singular its purpose is.

So, if plague magic was interconnected, there must be some goal behind it.

The connection between plagues could be for some purpose, or alternatively, the act of spreading connected plagues might have some meaning.

As I traced the connection of the plagues, I discovered one more thing.

The plague affecting the goblins and orcs hadn’t only spread in this area.

Not far away, in the hills where the kingdom’s army was stationed, I could faintly sense the presence of the plague.

***

“Is there a necromancer in this front line?”

Those who had gone outside to investigate the plague returned in less than an hour and started asking about a necromancer. Delkir seemed rather surprised.

He tilted his head and spoke to me in an intrigued tone.

“From your reaction, I guess there really was something.”

“There was.”

Plague magic is a specialty of necromancers.

It’s not that only necromancers can use plague magic, but since it’s a rare magic, it made sense to suspect a necromancer.

I had been planning to investigate a necromancer who might be within the demon faction, but…

“There are no necromancers. Not only here, but also in the other front lines.”

“What?”

“Why are you so surprised? Humans don’t deploy necromancers in a dire situation either, right?”

It was an unexpected answer.

“Well, I thought demons were lenient with necromancers.”

I had seen a dark mage use instant-death magic on the battlefield before. So, I expected there might be a necromancer too, but the answer I got was different.

“It’s not that demons are lenient, it’s that the Demon King was lenient. We also hate things like poison, plague, and desecration of the dead.”

According to him, at first, they didn’t reject necromancers like the dark mages.

But when the Demon King arbitrarily sent out necromancers using liches or dark magic, they started removing them one by one, sending them away to the frontlines to deal with them.

“Those damn liches… I hate seeing them. Hey, pig! You agree, right?”

“I’m not a pig!!!”

“What’s wrong? You wouldn’t even float if you were thrown into the water!”

Just as he kept rambling on, a huge hand shot out from behind and covered his mouth.

The original owner of the army had awoken from sleep.

The hand that covered his mouth wrapped around his neck like a serpent, and within moments, Delkir fell into a deep sleep.

“No!! This can’t be!!”

Having just woken up, it seemed like Kasto was confused between his memories and reality, as he staggered and pointed at me, shouting,

“Bella is only 15 years old!! How could you marry a child like that?!”

I was about to snap back that the matter had already been settled, but the mention of Bella being 15 caught my attention.

15?

Does that mean I gave alcohol to a child who wasn’t even of legal age?

“Bella?”

“What?”

Bella tilted her head, as if not understanding what was wrong, but didn’t seem to have any particular reaction.

Well, different species have different definitions of adulthood, and whether a child or an adult, alcohol is equally bad for the body.

Kasto, Bella’s parent, had already served her alcohol, so should I really feel guilty?

“…We’ll talk about the marriage later. There’s a more urgent issue. There’s a necromancer nearby.”

“It’s probably a lich. Do you have any clues?”

“…None. We’ve already killed every dark mage, especially liches.”

We didn’t leave them to die; we killed them.

It wasn’t just a slight difference in wording, but the strong feelings of disgust and hatred towards those beings were clear in his voice.

“We did that, but no one knows what happened with other legions.”

“Is this something common in other legions?”

“I’ll ask you back: what if your king sends a necromancer who raises the dead to your legion? Will you just watch your comrades and fellow soldiers being desecrated without rest?”

“I don’t like my king much, and I don’t like those necromancers either. Besides, we’re not losing the war, so there was no reason to leave them alive.”

“So if a necromancer is around…”

“They’re either from this place or deserters from another legion. Or…”

“Or?”

“Or they might be a necromancer sent over from the mainland because of this incident.”

Any of these possibilities were reasonable to consider.

The surest way to find the enemy’s location would be to investigate the corpses in the human army’s camp as well, to track down the dark mage.

It wasn’t difficult at all.

Since we were already on speaking terms with the other side, it was a matter of having a demon guide us there.

“…Can you lend me a demon?”

Upon hearing this, Kasto, the demon officer, nodded and readily agreed, offering a demon messenger who had been with the humans during the truce and had visited their side multiple times.

“Bella, wait here for a bit.”

“I don’t want to! I want to go too!”

Such childish words…

Well, I guess it’s natural since she’s actually young.

It wasn’t a problem to bring her along.

I just didn’t want to be bothered by Kasto’s expression, showing he didn’t want to let his daughter go.

“Alright… But remember one thing.”

The humans might have suffered many casualties due to the plague, so there’s a chance they’ll explode in anger at certain words.

I warned Bella not to speak lightly of the sick or mock them. She got upset, saying, “Do you think I’m a child?”

I realized I had been a bit too harsh.

I had treated a 15-year-old like a 5-year-old, so it made sense for her to get angry.
“Shall we go?”

In some ways, it felt like returning to my old workplace after years.

We set off towards that place.



 
  Chapter 49: Humans.


“Wizard?”

When I returned to the front lines after several years, I couldn’t hide my surprise at finding a soldier who remembered my face.

That soldier had once been a maniac who said he would tear apart any demon, even a child, but now, in the presence of demons, he was surprisingly calm.

I was also shocked to learn that his right arm, which had once been perfectly fine, was now gone.

Once upon a time, the hero and I had worked as a reconnaissance unit, supporting the front lines as we traveled between them.

Sometimes, we would stay on a single front for a long time, and one such front was the Aber Line.

Not knowing what expression to make upon this reunion, I approached him with an awkward smile.

I gently touched his now-missing right arm and spoke to the soldier, who seemed on the verge of crying.

“What happened?”

“…”

“Why are you still here, even after all this? Those damn bastards.”

“Ugh…!!”

Unable to hold back his sorrow, the soldier burst into tears.

After comforting him for a long time, like a child, we entered the military camp together.

Once inside the camp, I was surprised to see how many people recognized me.

Some greeted me warmly, while others, perhaps thinking I was a hangman or executioner, were filled with fear.

After all, the whole legion had betrayed the kingdom, so it wasn’t surprising that some viewed me this way.

Regretting not having disguised myself earlier, I headed deeper into the camp, undeterred by anyone’s objections.

Along the way, my attention was caught by the soldiers who had been struck by the plague.

“Are there many soldiers infected with the plague?”

“Yes, but fortunately, no one has died.”

Plagues spreading on the battlefield were not uncommon.

Humans did not have the same resistance to disease as demons, but the measures taken here were commendable.

The legion commander had isolated the sick as soon as the plague broke out, and assigned a specialist wizard to manage them.

Fortunately, the plague was not highly fatal, and with proper early intervention, it could be halted before it caused severe weakness.

“Where is the priest?”

Such matters were typically left to the priests.

But hearing that a specialist wizard had been assigned made me uneasy.

“That’s…”

“They were killed.”

The one speaking was not the soldier guiding us, but an old warrior with a large scar over his left eye.

He was Ziggon, the commander of this legion and one of the kingdom’s greatest heroes.

Despite being over sixty, he was still one of the most ferocious warriors on the battlefield.

“It’s been a long time, Wizard.”

“Yeah, it has.”

“Oh. Have you finally stopped with that annoying formal speech? I’m glad. A noble should act like a noble.”

Ziggon, always remarking how awkward it was to hear me speak so formally, began reminiscing about the past.

But his desire to continue that conversation seemed weaker than his intention to get to the point.

Eventually, the moment arrived.

“We killed all the priests.”

“…”

“We had no choice.”

I didn’t ask the obvious question of why they had killed the priests.

If I had ever spoken with the saint, I would have understood how her sect felt about demons and how they treated them.

“Negotiating with demons… No, don’t sugarcoat it. The ones who most opposed our surrender were the priests.”

“Of course, they would have.”

“We were too exhausted. The kingdom’s officials didn’t understand the front lines. They thought they could fight a war just by sending supplies, even if there were no soldiers.”

Had we wanted to continue the war, we could have fought for several more years, but Ziggon wasn’t the kind of man who could keep forcing pointless sacrifices on the soldiers.

“When we said we would surrender, they called me a heretic and threatened to report me to the kingdom. The amount of money I’d funneled into the bishop’s pockets, and suddenly, I became a heretic who sold his soul to demons.”

“Did you kill them because you were angry about that?”

“It’s not like that. Honestly, it was impulsive. I thought we could end the war, but some crazy bastards tried to stop us.”

He said that when he came to his senses, he had already crushed the head of the highest-ranking military priest.

Killing a priest was a severe crime, even for nobles, and it was one of the greatest taboos.

In the past, I would have been horrified by the idea of killing a priest, but now, knowing the true nature of the goddess’ religion, I couldn’t bring myself to condemn it.

What could be more foolish than sacrificing countless lives to a false faith?

“I see. It’s unfortunate about the priests, but at least we don’t have to fight anymore. That’s a relief.”

“…Aren’t you here to kill us?”

“No. I have no such intention, and I have no authority to do so.”

“Then you’re not from the kingdom? Well, considering the demons over there, that makes sense.”

Ziggon breathed a sigh of relief, reassured that he wouldn’t die here today.

“But why are you here? What happened to the Demon King? And…”

“The hero is dead.”

I cut off Ziggon’s question and continued, “The Demon King is dead, but the hero is now as good as dead. Did you buy any of those hero coins, by the way?”

“Do you think I’d buy them after seeing that bastard in person? Other generals may have bought them as an investment, but I didn’t.”

“That’s a relief.”

It didn’t matter whether he had bought them or not—either way, the economy was going to collapse.

“…The kingdom is doomed, right?”

“Yeah, it’s doomed.”

Despite betraying King Germis, Ziggon, with a solemn expression, lowered his head as though he still had some attachment to the kingdom.

“Then, we must finish this task quickly.”

“Are you planning to return to your domain?”

“Yeah, that’s the agreement. We’ll help them establish a new foundation, and then we’ll go home.”

It was a one-sided, unreasonable deal that benefited only the demons, masked under the guise of an agreement.

“Is that okay with you?”

“It’s not ideal. But after thinking about it, I’d rather be locked up in a castle than keep fighting in the plains every day.”

His reasoning also included the fact that the kingdom would not be able to send a force to suppress any rebellion here.

The temple was similarly unable to send troops, so they couldn’t assist either.

“This is a real help. Thanks to you, we’ve proven that we haven’t been heard. But… does being here mean you’ve sided with the demons?”

“Not yet. And to be precise, it’s the demons who are siding with me.”

I briefly explained the situation, and Ziggon chuckled.

“Demon King? I’ve heard of thieves becoming thieves after trying to catch thieves, but I’ve never heard of someone going after a Demon King and becoming one.”

“It’s just a title given by Delkir. I don’t intend to call myself the Demon King.”

“True, I suppose. So, are you… no, will you be our lord?”

Not yet.

But perhaps someday, I might.

“…Let’s not get into that. I have a question for you. When did the plague start here?”

“Plague?”

Ziggon seemed to hesitate as he tried to recall, and then spoke uncertainly.

“I’m not sure who the first patient was, but it was probably about a month ago.”

Many soldiers were suffering from the plague, but fortunately, thanks to prompt action, most of them were only weakened, not dying.

“Do similar diseases spread on your side?”

I asked the question not to Ziggon, but to the demon emissary.

The demon nodded without hesitation.

“Yeah. That’s bad.”

Thinking back, the war between humans and demons had been brutal, and news of trade had stopped.

But the atmosphere now was completely different.

Perhaps because of the strange feeling, I found myself asking Ziggon a question I would never usually ask.

“Only orcs and goblins have died among the demons. Not a single demon has died.”

“…What?”

For a moment, confusion and suspicion flashed in his eyes, but as soon as he realized it was me speaking, his doubt faded away.

I knew that every general in charge of a front line would understand the significance of this information.

However, even the wisest people, when pushed to the extreme, might sometimes do foolish things.

For example, if a serious plague were spreading across the front and all demons were unscathed, some might suspect the demons were behind it.

When I thought about it, there was no reason for demons to kill their own goblins and orcs, even if they had spread the plague.

But seeing so many soldiers collapsing from the disease, some might overlook the small inconsistencies and take action.

“What would you have felt if you had heard this from someone else?”


“What? Well…”

I asked to prove that my suspicions were valid.

Ziggon paused, then trailed off in his answer.

Right now, the soldiers’ conditions were not dire, so they kept their composure.

But if things got worse, would Ziggon’s sanity be able to endure?

I had a sense of what was behind this, though I wasn’t sure of the exact goal.

But I understood the method: the plagues were likely interconnected to achieve something.

“…Master, have you discovered something?”

As we stepped outside the camp, Fina, who had been silent, asked me this.

“Did I look like that?”

“Yes, you looked like you had figured something out.”

“Really? I didn’t even notice!”

“Well, you haven’t known Master for long, so it makes sense you wouldn’t notice.”

“What! Is that true!”


Bella pinched Fina’s cheek, and Fina silently accepted it.

Meanwhile, I thought about the source of the plague, which was somewhere far away.

It was well hidden, but my eyes couldn’t be deceived.

Following the flow of the interconnected plagues, I felt that it wasn’t far off.

“Perhaps it’s better not to take the demons with me?”

I didn’t see anything for certain, but I had a feeling that it was the right thing to do.

“So…”

I still didn’t know what their true intentions were, but perhaps I would find out by seeing their faces.



 
  Chapter 50: Rich.


The plague that spread everywhere was entangled like a spider’s web, so it took quite a bit of effort to trace its origin.

Surprisingly, the place where the plague began wasn’t far from the two front lines.

As the saying goes, “The darkest place is under the lamp,” when something is too close, you end up doubting if this is really it.

After tracing the source of the plague, I arrived at a place with no trees, an open plain in every direction.

There was no place to hide; the only cover was a small clump of weeds by the roadside.

However, the mana that was the origin of the plague definitely existed here.

Specifically, it was underground.

The fine mana mixed in the earth and air formed a thin, almost membrane-like structure that covered a certain point. It was a fragile and weak barrier, easily shattered by a simple motion of the hand, giving the impression of a leaf about to crumble.

Looking at it this way, it seemed like the enemy had been too careless, but tracing the source of the plague itself was a difficult task, so we couldn’t afford to be careless.

By the time we reached this place, powerful defense or invisibility spells no longer had any meaning, so there was no choice but to proceed.

Upon detecting the underground, I found out that there was a vast underground complex beneath.

If this space had been made without large-scale civil engineering, it was certainly a magical pocket dimension, not an actual space.


“…There is a necromancer below.”

Since it existed in another space, it was hard to gauge the strength of the magic, but the fact that such a large pocket dimension was created meant it was at least a general-level power.

Considering the scene I remembered, it would be an exaggeration to say it was a general-level power, but that was just an assumption about a future that had not yet come.

It’s more reasonable to think the opposite.

If the person had the power of a demon lord, they wouldn’t need to use tricks, so for now, they must be at the general level.

Most likely, it’s a type of magic that costs numerous lives.

Among dark magic, there are spells that increase one’s power by sacrificing offerings, so this would likely be one of those types.

“But such magic has clear limitations…”

The fact that someone overcame those limitations and obtained such power is what made me uneasy.

No matter what, there was no option to retreat now that we had come this far.

I spoke to Bella, who had completed her combat preparations, and to Pina, who was standing awkwardly beside her.

“We’re going in now. Are you all ready?”

“Ready!”

“I don’t really need to prepare.”

Unlike Bella, who answered confidently, Pina seemed unsure and avoided eye contact.

Since this was Pina’s first time entering a wizard’s residence, it was understandable.

Before we officially entered, I pointed to the underground and spoke to Pina as a way of lightening the atmosphere and giving a quick lesson.

“Pina. Since this is a good opportunity, I’ll teach you some of the typical combat methods used by wizards.”

“Combat methods?”

Magic is as varied as the stars in the sky, and not everyone fights the same way.

However, if you focus on efficiency, the methods generally fall into three main categories.

The first is simply shooting from a distance.

Flying magic allows you to float into the sky, far from the enemy’s reach, and strike them from a safe distance.

This is often considered the ideal situation.

It’s simple, and you might even wonder if it counts as a combat method, but there are knights who can jump with great force, so it’s not so easy to defend against.

“So, defensive spells or spells to push enemies away have been researched extensively.”

Next, there’s tactical magic, where you support your allies and focus on supporting the front line while staying at the rear to cast offensive spells if the opportunity arises.

This is typically used in chaotic battlefields where there’s no room to attack directly.

“There are many wizards in the army who use these types of strategies.”

They either assist a group or use large-scale magic that can’t be used alone.

“Master, you use beasts and spirits. In this case, would you be the type of wizard that falls into the first category or the second?”

“The first.”

It’s not me assisting the spirits; the spirits assist me, so strictly speaking, I fall into the first category.

“Then, what about the one below?”

“The third, a wizard with their own stronghold.”

Such wizards are often called workshop wizards or dungeon wizards.

The reason is simple: they transform their workshop into something like a dungeon to protect themselves and their research materials.

Inside such workshops are numerous traps, magical creatures, and sometimes even spaces that lead to other dimensions.

When I had my workshop, I destroyed all the important materials after memorizing them, so I didn’t need to worry about that, but surprisingly, there are many like this in magic towers.

These are people who are so obsessed with the defense of their workshop, like a child obsessed with their secret base, that they change their goal and means.

They don’t make dungeons to protect their research; they research to make dungeons.

Such people are known as workshop or dungeon wizards.

“The wizard we’ll be facing might be of this type, but entering a wizard’s workshop recklessly is a very dangerous act.”

If you’re on a lower level, it might be possible, but going into a workshop where an equal or stronger opponent awaits is essentially suicide.

After hearing this, Pina asked with a serious expression.

“…Then how do we defeat a wizard with their own stronghold?”

“It’s simple. You destroy their stronghold from the outside.”

Of course, this applies to a physical stronghold that doesn’t rely heavily on a pocket dimension.

This time, however, it doesn’t apply.

So, when Pina asked how to deal with it, I didn’t answer with words but showed her directly.

The pocket dimension under the ground began to shake violently, and it started to merge with my own.

Pina and Bella were startled by the sudden tremor and looked at me in confusion, but I calmly said,

“We’ll take the enemy’s pocket dimension.”

Numerous wizards keep their research materials in their workshops instead of leaving them in pocket dimensions, and there’s a reason for that.

Pocket dimensions are magical spaces created from nothing, so unlike natural spaces, they are influenced by magic.

It is possible to not only steal the items inside but also to encroach on the space itself and take it as your own.

It’s a technique that’s close to impossible unless there’s a significant difference in power, but this time it worked.

Maybe it’s a trick designed to eventually help me dominate the area, but that’s probably just overthinking.

I could clearly feel the enemy’s resistance.

It was as if I could see their desperate attempts to prevent me from taking their pocket dimension.

“Even if I can’t take the pocket dimension completely, I can shake it up and prevent their traps!”

We continued to fight for control of the pocket dimension, and finally, we entered.

Of course, I didn’t forget to explain the situation.

Pina, who was experiencing a battlefield for the first time, was nervous but listened attentively to me.

This calmness is one of the valuable mentalities that wizards develop over time.

I felt a moment of pride in my student’s growth, but it was short-lived.

“The enemy is here!!”

Bella’s cheerful voice announced the arrival of the enemy, and undead creatures wielding swords and spears charged at us.

Normally, undead lack self-awareness, so their movements can seem unnatural, but the enemies before us seemed unusually human-like.

I’ve heard that undead at a certain level of mastery move almost like normal people.

Their movements, as brave and quick as a knight’s, suggested the strength of the enemy.

“Skeletons? Are you kidding me?”

Unfortunately, the one guarding us right now was Bella, who was young and inexperienced but boasted a general-level mana at that age.

No matter how strong the undead were, they couldn’t overcome Bella’s summoned beasts.

Realizing this after a brief confrontation, the necromancer quickly changed tactics, sending the undead forward.

The skeletons, tangled together, formed a massive wall, while from the rear, cursed mana crystals rained down on us like a storm.

Instead of recklessly taking the curses head-on, Bella, having the instinct or training to know better, hid behind me.

One curse would be something Bella could easily endure, but accumulated curses could disrupt her advance.

I quickly activated a defensive spell and wondered what the enemy was really aiming for beyond the undead army.

Doing this was meaningless.

We were being cautious, which made it take longer, but the pocket dimension was steadily becoming mine.

The enemy must have realized that, but why did they keep doing something so pointless?

“…They’re stalling for time.”

While we were distracted, the enemy was likely planning to escape using a spatial transfer magic.

“Upon entry, I’ve cast a spatial isolation spell! Stop your nonsense and come out, and I’ll spare your life!”

In fact, I had just cast it, but now that I realized it, it was meaningless.

The enemy continued to cast curses for a while, but that too soon came to an end.

Once the curse barrage ended, the undead parted as if they had coordinated their movements.

Then, with the sound of metal armor clanking, the master of the pocket dimension appeared.

“Uh? Uh?”

At the sight of the familiar figure, Bella’s eyes trembled as she stared at the owner of the pocket dimension.

I was equally surprised.

The armor of the knight, Tyrlant, which I had seen in the demon lord’s castle, was there.

I couldn’t understand why it was here, and I was bewildered.

“Not that one.”

A woman, smaller in stature than the massive armor she wore, stepped out from behind it.

“…This is just for decoration.”

With a weak remark, the armor collapsed.

As the corridor echoed with a loud noise, the woman glanced at Bella and spoke.

“It’s been a while, Bella. I’m Tyrlant.”




 
  Chapter 51: Rich.


“Tylerant…?”

Bella’s voice calling her name sounded so small and sorrowful, almost as if it were mixed with tears.

A whirlwind of countless emotions swirled in her eyes—confusion, joy, betrayal, sadness.

There wasn’t enough time to list them all. Her heart was in turmoil.

Should she be happy to reunite with her friend, or should she be sad about how they met again like this?

Without knowing the answer, Bella looked at her old friend, who had just cursed at her a moment ago.

“Ah, ugh…!”

She wanted to ask something, but her mouth wouldn’t open, despite what her heart wished.

Her hand, which had been reaching out, fell to the ground as if blocked by an invisible wall, then rose and fell repeatedly.

Perhaps it was because of how pitiful she looked?

“…What happened?”

Unable to get Bella to speak, I asked Tylerant instead.

“What do you mean…?”

Her voice, which feigned calmness, was tinged with hesitation, dragging her words along.

Despite having spread plague to thousands of humans and killed countless demons, there was an undeniable hesitation in her voice when she faced Bella.

I felt a strange joy from that fact. It seemed that some humanity still lingered inside her, and I was vaguely happy about it.

“Plague… Armor… The act of being mute all this time…”

She listed the lies she had told, one by one.

“Bella, now that I think about it, I’ve hidden so many things from you.”

Tylerant directed her words towards Bella, not me.

With a tone as if they were having a normal conversation, Bella suddenly regained a spark of her usual energy.

“Ah, really?! You could talk?!”

Just as Tylerant pretended to be calm, Bella also acted as though everything was normal, continuing the conversation.

There was a desire to pass over the heavy atmosphere and return to how things used to be.

That hope was felt in her figure.

“Do you know how hard it was for me to learn sign language? I even gathered all the mute demons from the Demon King’s castle!”

“Right… I made you do something unnecessary.”

“It doesn’t matter! More than that, Tylerant, let’s do it together…”

“I just said that to avoid you talking. I never expected you’d actually learn sign language. Thanks to that, I had to learn it too.”

“Wait, what?”

“Don’t misunderstand. It wasn’t that I hated it. On the contrary, I liked it. I always wished I had a sibling like you.”

“Then why…?”

“…The problem is not with you. It’s with me.”

Tylerant slowly threw off the robe covering her body, revealing the dress underneath.

For a moment, I was startled by the sudden action, but my eyes quickly caught a dark violet gem, still shining in the midst of the darkness, nestled between her breasts.

“That, that’s…”

“Yes.”

She spoke calmly, revealing the truth.

Gradually, I began to understand what had happened.

Humans often define all non-human intelligences as demons, which is why they consider liches as demons, but in fact, liches are not demons.

Within the demons, there is no concept of “demons.”

Elves are just elves, and demons are just demons.

The concepts created on the other side of the world did not exist for demons.

To categorize liches and demons together was like grouping humans and demons as the same.

Just as humans sometimes oppose each other for ideology or interests, demons too sometimes cooperate or fight with each other.

This social structure was so natural that, within it, liches were not considered equals but pests to be exterminated.

The demons that humans so loathed were merely humans with a few horns or slightly longer ears.

They mourn when their family dies and feel anger when their deaths are desecrated.

Due to their emphasis on strength, their studies of magic were looser than those of humans, but their aversion to dark magic was no different from that of humans or demons.

In this environment, a being who was loved by dark magic, a lich, existed.

Liches, by nature, were born to wield dark magic.

It was no exaggeration to say that they were born for it.

Perhaps they were designed to be that way, to carry the fate everyone despised and stretch their hand towards the light.

They were born to be despised and lived in a world full of discrimination and hatred.

Tylerant and her clan were born in the midst of a great war between elves and ogres in the distant past.

Unsettled remnants of the battle gave birth to new life, and amidst the bloodshed and chaos, Tylerant and her clan were born.

They were weak and frightened of being attacked by other races, hiding in the darkness and slowly growing their strength.

They never sought revenge.

The oppression they faced was not caused by a single person but by the pervasive beliefs and customs of the demon world.

In this society, liches were not considered equals.

They were seen as pests to be exterminated.

Even though demons might have horns or longer ears, they were still humans at the core, and their sorrow, anger, and hatred were no different from that of humans.

However, as time passed, Tylerant and her clan were led by someone who promised them a different fate.

“At first, I was grateful to that person.”

Tylerant closed her eyes tightly, recalling the Demon King.

When the Demon King first arrived at the liches’ hideout, his majestic presence seemed like that of a god.

He gathered the wills of all races with overwhelming power and began to reshape the world according to his desires.

For a time, Tylerant believed the Demon King would be the savior of the oppressed liches, just like goblins and orcs.

“But that wasn’t the case. I could tell he had no intention of helping us.”

Liches were sent to the battlefield one by one, and soon, their communication was cut off.

The Demon King wasn’t the savior; he was simply using dark magic for war and pretended to help, sending them to their deaths.

When Tylerant was sent to the Demon King’s castle, she was told, “You have the potential to be the next Demon King.”

She was separated from her family and lived in despair, learning harsh lessons from the Demon King.

She prayed for the safety of her people.

“The short moments of rest with you were the only peace I had. I’m truly grateful for that.”

“…That happened?! The Demon King’s potential? What’s that supposed to mean!!”

“You didn’t know? Well, it makes sense since I was chosen.”

Tylerant, who knew the situation, spoke indifferently, while Bella, who was hearing it for the first time, tilted her head in confusion.

“We weren’t dragged there because they needed hostages or guards. The Demon King was a cautious man. He thought about what would happen after his defeat.”

The Demon King, ironically, knew his weaknesses better than anyone else.

He knew that demons would never unite after his death, so he wanted someone to unite them in his place.

“I thought it was a foolish thing to do,” Tylerant said. “Even if I were raised as his equal, I would just die at the hands of the hero who defeated him.”

But the Demon King had anticipated that after the hero’s usefulness had ended, he would be discarded.

Tylerant was chosen as his successor because the Demon King knew the future would unfold as it did.

“Plague is like a ritual. I thought it could succeed, but it ended here.”


“Well, that’s all I have to say. Kill me.”

“…Huh?”

“Kill me.”

With a weary smile, Tylerant extended her neck, as if asking for a peaceful end.

“Let me go easily. Please.”



 
  Chapter 52: Enthronement.


“That!!”

“If you just let me go here, I’ll do the same thing somewhere else.”

Interrupting Bella’s words, Tyrant severed both his own lifeline and Bella’s escape route at the same time.

Through her tightly shut eyes, there was not a trace of what could be called a will to live in her gaze.

Everyone of her kin had been mercilessly slaughtered, and now, with nothing having changed from before the war, she had no idea how she was supposed to keep living.

Even if she decided here and now to keep going, nothing would change.

The demons and humans would still despise liches, and she would continue to exist like a shadow, unseen, in the darkness where sunlight did not reach.

“No!!”

Tears streaming down her face, Bella lunged at Tyrant and clung to him, wailing.

“No!! I said no!!!”

Seeing her sobbing so sorrowfully, even Tyrant seemed moved, as he slowly stroked her back.

Tyrant had always said Bella was like a younger sister to him, but perhaps, without even realizing it himself, he had come to think of her not as a sister, but as a daughter.

The way he patted her back and stroked her hair looked more like a mother comforting her child than a sibling’s embrace.

‘…Maybe that’s why Bella wasn’t chosen as the successor.’

Beyond her personality, could it be that Tyrant’s protectiveness toward Bella had greatly influenced the decision?

As that thought reached him, he felt uneasy.

At this moment, the one who held the power of life and death over Tyrant was none other than me.

The choice I made would determine whether Tyrant could die as he wished.

Conversely, it also meant that saving her was entirely up to me.

‘…I can’t just let her go like this.’

A moment ago, she had said that if she was released, she would simply repeat her actions elsewhere—this was no bluff.

She had both the motivation and the power to make it happen.

But simply imprisoning her would be nothing more than a temporary measure.

I couldn’t keep my eyes on her forever, and eventually, she would escape.

There was, in fact, a solution.

It was just that the solution was something I absolutely detested.

However, if I placed my distaste on one side of the scale and Tyrant’s life on the other, there was no question which way the scale would tip.

“Tyrant.”

As I stepped forward, Tyrant closed her eyes as if resigning herself to fate, while Bella looked at me with pleading eyes.

“You just need the lich problem solved, right?”

“What?”

“I’m not some god who can make the whole world suddenly love liches. But I can create at least one country where liches aren’t persecuted.”

“That’s the best I can do for now. Changing people’s perception of liches will take a long time. This is all I can offer—will it be enough?”

Through the slight opening of her eyelids, the firm resolve for death that had filled her gaze began to waver.

What I had just said was nothing but an empty promise, without any guarantee or responsibility behind it.

Essentially, I was saying, “If you work for it, things might change.”—a meaningless statement at best.

But to Tyrant, who had never even heard such meaningless words before, it was the sweetest temptation she had ever been offered.

“If you’re willing to consider it, I’ll help you. The princess of the demons will join in too, so doesn’t it seem a little more possible?”

“…The princess is a fake.”

“I’m not a fake! And I’ll help too!”

“…Leaving Bella aside. Why are you doing this? It’s not like a lich has ever helped you.”

Even if she asked about my motive, there was no logical reason that would convince her.

It was an entirely personal, emotional reason, detached from rationality.

“Because I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like it?”

“People judge everything based on mere fragments of what they see, and then they go beyond judgment to outright slaughter.”

No one chooses to be born the way they are.

If you ask who’s truly at fault, it’s the god who designed the world this way.

Yet, people shift all the blame onto mere mortals like themselves, who have no power to change anything, while they themselves sit comfortably in safety, watching from a distance.

I don’t like that.

“A hero once told me: ‘If there’s someone I don’t like, I just beat them up.’ It’s embarrassing to admit, but this is kind of the same thing.”

If there’s an institution or ideology I dislike, I want to change it.

Until now, I lacked the power to do so.

But now, I had both the strength and the influence to alter the world as I saw fit.

“So I’ll do it. Is that not enough?”

“….”

More than enough.

For the first time, Tyrant gave me a small smile and lowered her head.

“I look forward to working with you, Your Majesty.”

“But wait, what’s up with that armor?”

As we left Tyrant’s workshop and returned to the plains, Bella suddenly asked.

“It’s way bigger than your body! How have you been wearing it all this time?!”

“I wasn’t wearing it.”

“What?!”

“It’s a Living Armor undead. While I was studying under the Demon King, I controlled it remotely from a distance.”

As she raised her hand, the armor that had been lying on the ground suddenly floated into the air and assembled itself.

It then proceeded to make gestures, and even danced at the end, leaving Bella gaping with a dumbfounded smile.

“I feel like I’ve been scammed.”

“I do feel a little bad about it. But if I didn’t do this, I wouldn’t have had the time to train.”

Even though she had been controlling it remotely, more than half of her consciousness had been focused on the armor—so in a way, it was almost as if she had been there all along.

Bella seemed to understand this logically but still puffed out her cheeks in frustration.

“So, Your Majesty, what’s next?”

“I’m going to marry you! Then take over all the land around here! Right?!!”

“That might happen in the future, but not right now.”

First, I needed to be officially recognized as king by the demons and the forces of Ziggon.

Then, I would unite the merchants and territories that had been secretly supporting me and declare independence.

There would be some chaos from forming a new nation, but the kingdom wouldn’t be able to immediately declare war.

With the demons behind me and public opinion in turmoil, they wouldn’t dare move hastily once the truth about the Hero was revealed.

Instead, the kings of the other nations would be too busy dealing with their own problems to bother with me.

Unless…

‘Ivanna was just joking when she said they might call me the new Demon King, right?’

No way…

Even if their king was getting senile, the kingdom still had competent ministers and bureaucrats.

There was no way they’d do something that stupid…

‘…Right?’

Praying that reason still remained in their hearts, I made my way back to the Ziggon military camp.

“You’ve returned.”


Unlike other demons, liches weren’t physically distinct from humans, so there was no uproar over Tyrant’s presence.

But Ziggon had immediately sensed that she was no ordinary figure.

Not just because of the mana emanating from her—rumors had already spread throughout the camp that the plague that had afflicted them had disappeared the moment we left for the plains.

It was so blatant that even an idiot could connect the dots.

“…I won’t ask what happened. No one died, so that’s enough, right?”


“Yeah. Thanks.”

“…Sorry.”

In truth, just saying “sorry” wasn’t enough to make up for the goblins and orcs who had died.

But unfortunately, I was the only one who saw value in their lives.

Even Bella had said they probably didn’t care much themselves.



 
  Chapter 53: Accession.


“A meeting with humans?”

Casto narrowed his eyes in suspicion as he looked at the Tyrant standing beside him.

However, he soon accepted it without further questioning.

Rather than accepting it, it was more like he had no other choice but to follow my words.

The land rich in mana that the demons desired had already been claimed by me and the wise ones.

If they did not submit to me, the only option left was war.

There was no need to mention which side Zigon’s army would choose between me and the demons.

That was why Casto obediently followed my words, even when they were not a command but a request.

“Fine. I wanted to have a calm discussion with the humans about what comes after the war anyway.”

Delkir, weary from the war itself, had no objections.

In fact, he seemed to welcome the idea.

And so, about three days later—

By the time the framework of the nation I envisioned had taken a rough shape in my mind, the human and demon armies had gathered on the plains, with their soldiers deployed on either side.

The legion commanders and generals who played crucial roles in the war stood at the center of the plain.

As everyone gathered in one place, I descended from the sky, deliberately releasing the mana I usually suppressed, as if to display my dominance.

The overflowing mana made the air tremble, and the horses on the plains reared up in terror, causing unrest among the soldiers.

All eyes were on me, filled with either fear or reverence, which felt quite burdensome.

Suppressing the urge to avoid their gazes, I hovered slightly above the ground and spoke to the human and demon forces gathered in the center of the plains.

“From today onward, I am your king.”

I had no legitimacy or justification, but I had power.

In this world, where war had raged for a long time, strength alone was enough to make one a king.

“And let me make it clear now—there will be no superiority or inferiority based on race in the kingdom we are about to build.”

This was not some delusional dream of creating a utopia where everyone was perfectly equal.

Like any other nation, there would still be distinctions based on status.

However, those distinctions would be based solely on social standing—not race.

A commoner of demon blood would not automatically hold a higher position than an orc or a goblin simply because they were a demon.

“…So, starting tomorrow, I’ll be on the same level as an orc?”

While the humans had no particular objections, the demons—who viewed orcs and goblins as nothing more than subhuman creatures—naturally erupted in outrage.

The lack of a nobility system in their society played a role, but more than that, they simply could not accept being ranked on the same level as creatures they had always treated like livestock.

Though they were part of an army, their way of life was still an extension of tribal existence.

The one they followed had not changed, so the demons had yet to adapt to the outside world.

“Don’t talk nonsense!”

A demon shouted and stepped forward.

He, of all people, should have understood the difference in strength.

Yet, for him to act out like this meant he was either incredibly foolish or so consumed by dissatisfaction that he had lost all reason.

“Are you displeased?”

“Of course! You expect me to be on the same level as those filthy, lowly livestock—!”

Boldly—or foolishly—he voiced his complaints, but he never got to finish his sentence.

A space rift appeared and instantly swallowed him up, making it seem as if he had vanished into thin air.

To those unaware of the truth, it looked as if he had simply died.

The sight sent a wave of silence across the plains.

In reality, he wasn’t dead.

He was merely having a private conversation with my legion-level beasts and spirits—such as Ktuna and Dahaka—inside my subspace.

By now, he should have had enough time to calm his overheated emotions.

When I reopened the subspace and summoned him back, the defiance that had once filled his face was long gone.

“…Do you still have any objections?”

“N-No… none at all….”

After confirming his answer, I looked around.

Not just at the demons, but also at the humans.

Among them, I saw something resembling pride on their faces.

Though it was inevitable, they had, until recently, been humiliating losers rather than glorious victors.

Even if we called it a negotiation, everyone knew the truth.

They had surrendered to the demons.

But now, a human had appeared—one who had single-handedly subdued a demon in an instant.

And that human was someone who had fought alongside them on the battlefield.

It wasn’t hard to imagine how much pride they felt in that moment.

On the other hand, the situation for the demons was dire.

The fear that they might lose everything they had once enjoyed was slowly spreading among them.

This could not continue.

As I pondered what to do—

“I have a question!”

Delkir stepped forward.

“If you’re making yourself king and taking us as your subjects, does that mean my father and I will receive noble titles?”

They might be placing themselves under a human, but it would not be an act of humiliating submission.

Rather, they were gaining recognition for their power and becoming his close aides—this was the message Delkir was trying to convey to the demons once again.

“Of course! You and Casto, the demon chieftain, will be granted titles and lands befitting your status!”

For now, the demons would be governed by Casto, their former leader, and his successor, Delkir.

When this was announced, the uneasy atmosphere among the demons began to settle.

“I have no intention of oppressing or subjugating any race. Whether you are an orc, a demon, a human, or even a lich—if you serve under me, you will be treated equally!”

“……”

“If you wish to leave and continue fighting on other battlefields, I won’t stop you! But if you want to reclaim peace and find a new home, then I am your only choice!”

No cheers erupted.

The speech I had hastily put together over a few days wasn’t powerful enough for that, and the demons still harbored strong resentment toward submitting to a human.

But at the same time, they understood.

If they wanted peace, I was their only path.

And that the world had changed.


***


“My dear brother-in-law, you’re not much of a speechmaker, are you? Only the humans cheered.”

That night, Delkir visited my tent, teasing me as he approached.

His face was flushed red—he had clearly had a drink before coming.

In his right hand, he held a luxurious bottle of brown liquor.

In his left, two glasses.

“I couldn’t help it.”

I took a glass without a word and responded.

Yes, there was no helping it.

And it was something that had to be done.

If I had waited until the demons had established some degree of power within the kingdom before making this announcement, their resistance would have been far greater than it was now.

“Fair enough.”

Delkir nodded in agreement.

Though he had always maintained a rational demeanor, he was still a demon who revered strength.

He might not have been entirely pleased with my decision, but he was more relieved that the war was finally over.

“Honestly, unless you’d promised to sacrifice humans to demons, they wouldn’t have cheered anyway. So don’t worry about it.”

“And I don’t need to worry about what comes next either, do I?”


“You’re not seriously worried about a rebellion, are you?”

Delkir let out a small chuckle.

“Rather than worrying about that, it would be more constructive to worry about the Demon King’s resurrection.”

“Our legion’s strongest warriors have already been recruited. Maybe because my brother-in-law gave me three whole days.”

They were all promised knighthood and, someday, wealth befitting their status.

To start a rebellion, one needs strength—but the demons who possess such power are already on our side.

Even if someone were to rebel against my decision, there would be no one strong enough to serve as their leader.

There might be minor disturbances, but no large-scale rebellion.

“If some crazy fool starts acting up in this situation, that would actually be great. It just means we get to eliminate a future troublemaker in advance. And besides—”

Delkir smirked.

“Everyone secretly acknowledges you now.”

The spatial kidnapping trick I pulled off during my speech must have left an impression on the demons who understood magic.

“Being merciful is nice and all, but sometimes you need to show strength. Demons, by nature, have no manners.”

“…I’ll think about it.”

After that, we drank together for a while.

As Delkir became more intoxicated, the atmosphere heated up.

I, too, let myself get a little drunk, wanting to indulge in the moment.

We were idly spending time when Delkir suddenly stood up, chuckling.

“Alright, I’m off. The rest is up to you two.”

“Huh?”

I had no idea what he was talking about.

I understood the next moment.

“Elang!!”

Bella entered the room.

She was dressed in a revealing outfit that resembled demonfolk traditional attire.

The moment I saw her, I was so flustered that I accidentally spat out the drink I had in my mouth.

“Be… Bella?”

“Hehe! I came! How do I look? This is our demonfolk’s traditional dress! Mama used to wear it!”

“Oh, uh… I see.”

“So, what do you think? Does it suit me?”

If she was asking if it suited her, the honest answer was yes.

There was something different about Bella tonight—something so mesmerizing that I couldn’t help but keep looking.

She walked up to me and leaned against my body.

A sweet, strawberry-like scent, possibly from perfume, wafted up from her shoulder to my nose.

Bella lifted her head slightly, looking at me with an innocent expression.

“So, what do we do now?”

“…Huh?”

“Big brother said that if I did this, Elang would take care of everything.”

“……”

So she had no idea.

Technically, no one could blame me if I went along with this.

But I still felt a strong resistance to laying hands on someone so young.

‘What do I do…?’

As I shut my eyes tightly, hoping someone would interrupt, I sensed another presence.

“…Elang.”

I looked up.

Standing there was Tyrant, dressed in demonfolk traditional attire similar to Bella’s.

Her cold, emotionless eyes gazed down at us, and because Bella was beside me, her stare felt even chillier than usual.

“Ah, no! It’s not what it looks like!”

“Heh, I was just messing with you. I know what’s going on—I heard everything when she was getting dressed.”

She then added that she had a feeling things would turn out like this.

“…But why are you wearing that outfit?”

“I told her to! But where were you just now? You suddenly disappeared, and I was worried!”

“I found a cute little one on my way here, so I thought I’d dress her up.”

“Come out now.”

From behind Tyrant, a blushing Pina peeked out, wearing demonfolk attire but covering herself as much as possible with a cloak.

Her deeply flushed face spoke volumes about how embarrassed she was.

“…Pina?”

“Y-yes?”

“…It looks good on you.”

Without saying a word, Pina nodded.

Tyrant, watching her with an amused expression, smiled.

Bella, perhaps feeling jealous of the attention shifting away from her, wedged herself between us.

“Shouldn’t little kids be in bed? What are you even doing here?”

“…You’re not much older than me.”

“Are you kidding? Look at me—I have a bigger chest!”

…What kind of logic is that?

While I was still stunned by her ridiculous argument, Tyrant leaned in and whispered to me.

“So, what now?”


“…What do you mean?”

“…Shall we all do it together? Including her?”

“…No.”

Let’s just go to sleep…

I’m exhausted.






 
  Chapter 54: Reply.


It had been about a month since I left the front lines and returned to the Elberg Mountains.

As the saying goes, “home is where the heart is,” and although initially there were only unsettling rumors, this primitive land that I had no attachment to now felt as familiar as my homeland.

Although the major issues had been somewhat resolved, there were still many small problems left to deal with.

The most pressing of these was land.

Ziggon already had his domain, as did the generals under him, so I was informed that there was no need to grant them land.

But the demons were different. They needed land more than anything.

Moreover, they required land with abundant mana, so the forest needed to be cleared first.

For the future, I thought it would be best to find a location that was close and had easy access, one that could connect with my domain.

To assist with this, Bella and a surveying team accompanied me on this journey to investigate the land.

It would likely take several years to build a settlement large enough to house all the demons, so for the time being, they would be dependent on us.

I had also received a personal request from Delkir and Castor to handle the matter well.

“Be, please take good care of Bella…!! Ugh!!”

Castor seemed to misunderstand something, but considering the distant future, I didn’t feel the need to correct him.

I knew that would likely happen anyway.

“Your Majesty! Is that the Elberg Mountains over there?!”

When the Elberg Mountains came into view in the distance, a demon youth pointed toward the mountains with shining eyes.

I nodded in response, and he eagerly began to list off various bits of information about the mountains, sounding more like a scholar from the Mage Tower than a demon.

Not all demons fit the typical image of what people think of.

Just as there are diverse personalities among humans, demons are the same.

Perhaps, just as there are intelligent goblins or orcs, there are variations in demons as well…

“Geheuk!! Gob! Goblin Jajangmyeon is being made! Tonight, Gob is the Goblin Jajangmyeon chef!!”

“Little… Kiyeol!! Goblin A**hole!! Tonight, we’re having Goblin Su-yuk!!”

“Geheuk! Orcs eat like pigs and just make noise! Orcs can’t do anything but make noise!!!”

… Honestly, I didn’t expect much, but maybe over time, things would improve.

After crossing the mountains, we returned to my domain about two months later.

The walls surrounding the domain had become much sturdier, and preparations for road construction were underway.

The mountainside had also been flattened, as if the demons had known they would settle there and had prepared in advance.

As I quietly admired the drastically changed landscape after only two months, the knights stationed on the walls noticed us and soon came down to greet us.

The demons, impressed by the sight of Trigad, involuntarily took a step back.

Some felt uneasy at the unchanged appearance, while others felt resigned.

“Was it resolved?”

David, the baron, wearing his Trigad armor, came out of the castle and looked at the demons before asking.

“If I were to put it simply… I’ve become a king.”

“Wow…”

She exclaimed, as if in surprise.

However, it was not quite the surprise one might feel upon encountering an unexpected situation, but rather a feeling of resignation, almost as if she had already anticipated it.

“…That maid must have chosen the wrong profession. She should have been a fortune teller, not a maid.”

“We all know Ivanna doesn’t suit being a maid in a good way. What do you mean by fortune teller?”

“You’ll understand when you go inside. Actually, Ivanna has prepared something.”

“Prepared something?”

Since it was Ivanna, I didn’t think she’d do anything too strange, but her tone, as if she were warning me, made me uneasy.

What could she have prepared?

I braced myself and entered, but at first, I didn’t see any significant changes.

If anything, there were more houses, and the roads had been significantly improved.

When I asked about it, I was told that they had kept only half of the Trigad for security and had used the rest for construction.

The materials were important, but what mattered most was the time and labor that had been used in the construction, allowing them to complete it at a speed incomparable to before.

The castle had undergone several reconstructions and, though not quite on the level of a royal palace, it was certainly something that could be proudly called a lord’s castle.

Well, it wasn’t quite at the level of an earl’s castle, but…

No, I hadn’t declared it yet, but since I had now become a king, perhaps I should consider it based on a king’s standard?

Lost in such trivial thoughts, we continued our tour of the interior.

It wasn’t particularly special—just an unadorned castle, much like the exterior.

No, it felt more like a fortress designed to withstand enemy attacks than a luxurious residence.

Unlike castles that flaunted wealth with treasures, this one was built solely for habitation, giving it a utilitarian, almost functional aesthetic.

There were no luxury items like paintings or porcelain; it was stark and simple, but oddly, I found this simplicity to be comforting.

I had always preferred efficiency over luxury, so honestly, I wasn’t too keen on extravagant items.

Even when looking at expensive paintings, I didn’t feel much of a reaction, and it was the same with other forms of art.

“It’s nice.”

As I passed by, Ivanna came down the stairs, as if reacting to my words.

When I tried to greet her, I froze upon seeing what she was holding in her hands.

On a luxurious purple cushion, adorned with colorful gemstones that were the complete opposite of the transparent, colorless castle, was a golden crown.

“…”

“Your Majesty… no, Your Highness. This is a crown for you.”

I had so many questions about how she acquired such an extravagant crown.

If she had made it, how much money had it cost?

But the first question that came to mind was:

“How did you know I was going to become a king?”

“Well, it was kind of obvious.”

Just like how humans, after getting tired of war, would choose surrender, the demons, tired of the conflict, likely wanted to stop the war as well.

Furthermore, the demons were also suffering from supply issues due to the problems in the demon world, so they must have been exhausted.

Faced with the inevitability of settling in the human realm, if there was a powerful mage comparable to the Demon King there, what choice would the demons make?

If the surrendered humans had a mage who could easily crush a few of their generals, whom would they choose—someone who was once an enemy, or the powerful mage?

Taking all of this into consideration, the choice was clear.

The demons would select the mage as their new king, and if the kingdom’s soldiers knew the truth, they would likely abandon their kingdom.

Once that happened, the mage would control both the kingdom’s army and the demon army.

With such a massive force, the mage would no longer remain a count-level figure.

It was only natural that such a mage would become a king.

And of course, the lands belonging to the royal family would soon be handed over to the mage, who had already built relationships with them. Ivanna had prepared the crown in advance.

As I listened to her explanation, I realized this was inevitable, but I was still amazed at Ivanna’s audacity in preparing the crown without any hesitation.

“What if I had said I wasn’t going to be a king?”

“Ha, that would never happen.”

“…”

Her words, filled with trust, almost sounded like a threat, probably because her smile today was especially menacing.

Had the weight of her responsibilities caused this change?

Compared to before, her smile seemed much more intense.

“Elang…”

Suddenly, I felt a tug on my sleeve, and instinctively turned my head.

There stood Bella, looking slightly uncomfortable.

It seemed like she was hiding behind me to avoid Ivanna.

In a small voice, she whispered:

“I’m scared of that maid.”

I felt the same.

In the square, thousands and tens of thousands of people gathered, along with guests adorned with dazzling jewels.

Musicians played grand music, and a bishop, proudly holding a crown, stood firmly in place.

This would typically be what one would think of as a coronation, but mine was quite the opposite—there was none of that grandeur.

I sat on the throne Ivanna had prepared, and without anyone’s help, I placed the crown on my own head.

But I quickly took it off.

It was heavy, and my neck hurt.

Most of all, it pressed down on my head, so it wasn’t comfortable at all.

“…Is this the coronation?”

Even Baron David, unable to bear it any longer, commented on how modest the ceremony was.

But on the other hand, I felt that this was enough.

Titles and traditions exist to show off a king’s grandeur and establish their authority, but my authority comes from power, not legitimacy.

So, I had no intention of squeezing out unnecessary expenses when our resources were already limited.

“If it’s really necessary, we could hold a festival or something.”

“…The wise ones might be satisfied with that.”

“Exactly! Otherwise, it’s too shabby! When a new demon chief arises, the nearby goblins and orcs usually kill thousands of them! Since we don’t have goblins, maybe I could hunt about five thousand monsters instead?”

“…Actually, it might be better to keep things simple.”

“Right.”

Everyone seemed content with that approach.

After my coronation, we sent messengers to inform the neighboring lords and the kingdom’s rulers of the news.

Soon after, we received responses from those who wished to join us.

It seemed Ziggon had been moving behind the scenes, as we also received a positive reply from General Viktor, who had been in charge of the front lines against the ogres.

Though I had not yet officially proclaimed my kingship, half of the royal family’s direct territories had already come under my control.


“…Shall we start soon?”

We soon sent formal proclamations through messengers, officially announcing my ascension to kingship to the vassals and lords of the kingdom.

Before long, not long after the messengers returned, something unexpected happened.

“…Is this madness?”

Ivanna, of course, and no one else had expected this strange phenomenon.

We all thought the evil god’s influence had finally reached King Germis.



 
  Chapter 55: Reply.


“Let all who yearn for peace listen.”

The opening of the letter sent to the rulers and nobles of various nations did not feel like a message announcing a coronation, but rather a message conveying peace.

Though the tone was dignified, the author’s kindness could be seen hiding behind the sentences.

The contents of the letter were as follows:

[ For more than a decade, the clouds of war have hung over the continent, blocking the sky.

If one has a heart, how can they not lament?

To put an end to the war, which was started by someone’s self-righteousness, and to restore the peace that has sunk into oblivion for future generations is not just the duty of the rulers but the duty of all of us who live in this era.

The tyrant who started this war is now dead, and we simply wish to live in peace.

Please, accept my heart.

The lords of the West, Kastor of the Demon Clan, and Zigon of the Fesmonds have willingly laid down their swords and joined my ranks.

We no longer wish for war.

The post-war reconstruction, which will be longer and more arduous than the war itself, now stands in front of us.

The desire to end this long war and restore past peace is something that I believe you too share.

There is now no tyrant to prevent humans and demons from joining hands.

There is no longer any warrior to commit atrocities and rape women.

So, what shall we do?

Shall we continue this meaningless war?

Or shall we sing the song of a peaceful life?

The chief of the Demon Clan and the Count of the Kingdom, who claimed that I had personal merit in defeating the Demon King, have now declared me their king.

I have accepted their wishes and become king.

We will now step down from this game.

Those who share our ideals but lack the strength, do not hesitate to come to me.

I will embrace you. ]

“…What is this?”

It wasn’t uncommon for a famous wizard to suddenly declare themselves a king.

Strong powers have always had the tendency to intoxicate their wielders, and many wizards have claimed themselves to be kings in the past.

However, there was only one wizard who had subdued both human and demon armies, pacified the Elberg Mountains, a dangerous magical land, and claimed it as their own.

To be honest, it wasn’t particularly noteworthy when a wizard from a distant country proclaimed themselves as a king.

Legitimacy or tradition could easily be sidelined depending on the era, so there were no royal families protesting the claim based on legitimacy.

Therefore, what the rulers and nobles of various nations were most concerned with was not Elang’s coronation, but something else.

“The Demon King is dead?”

The rulers and ministers of the nations were not foolish enough to not understand what that meant.

For over a decade, humans and demons had faced off with countless swords and spears, and not a single treaty had been made because the Demon King’s approval had been absent.

But now, the Demon King was dead, and even the Demon Clan’s most arrogant members, such as the Demon Kastor, had submitted to human rule.

“…Is a ceasefire possible?”

With a little compromise, this endless war could come to an end.

What had been an unthinkable option until now was suddenly presented to all.

“…We must at least try to talk.”

When they spoke with the demons, they received answers that were only beneficial for both sides: if they gave up the land rich in mana, they would be willing to end the war.

Land rich in mana, meaning land where countless monsters are born—land that was practically barren or extremely dangerous—could bring an end to the war that had lasted for years.

Though the land was useless, it was still territory.

Some were angry about giving it to the enemy, but neither the demons nor the humans had the energy to waste resources or lives on such formal anger.

Furthermore, the agreement was not heavily tilted in favor of the demons.

Many hoped that the demons could act as a barrier against the monsters that came down from the magical mountains.

No nations had yet officially signed the agreement, but the possibility of peace had been presented.

The loss of the Hero, once seen as the human Demon King, also contributed to this peace.

With his disappearance, the hope that a hero might come and defeat the powerful demon-like beings was gone.

That hope had now vanished, making it a good opportunity to step back and cool down.

Ironically, with the hero’s disappearance, the chance to think about peace had arrived.

And as they took a step back, memories and the once-despised trash entered their minds.

The Hero Coin.

There was no nation untouched by the Hero Coin’s threat, but if one were to pick the nation that suffered the most, it would undoubtedly be the Icarus Empire.

Before the great war with the demon realm, Icarus was one of the most prosperous nations, and it was close enough to other great powers that it had always been willing to offer support.

A variety of factors had led them to accumulate the most Hero Coins, and if the hero ever returned, they had even prepared a way to win him over.

But all those plans had fallen apart.

Still, things hadn’t gotten worse in an irreversible way, and whether to celebrate or figure out how to deal with it, no one could decide.

“For now…”

In a meeting where the Empire’s senior officials, renowned generals, and famous wizards had gathered, the Emperor pointed to the letter and asked.

“Who is this Elang Meister who sent this letter?”

It wasn’t that they didn’t know who he was or his background.

The Emperor had a phenomenal memory but always kept information about key figures in his mind.

Elang Meister was a promising young wizard before joining the hero’s party and was considered the greatest wizard of humankind.

The problem, however, was something else.

“Why would someone like him become a king with demons under his rule? I hear you’ve met him on the front lines. What kind of person is he?”

“…He’s…”

The high-ranking official hesitated for a moment as he recalled the wizard.

Usually, when reporting to the Emperor, personal impressions and feelings should be avoided.

However, what the Emperor wanted now was a complete, unfiltered opinion.

Considering all their experiences with him, the official reported:

“…He is a kind person.”

“A kind person? That’s rather vague.”

“He wasn’t the kind of arrogant youth who would call himself a king. Despite having such great talents, he was humble and had low self-assessments.”

“Is that so? And?”

“And he possessed abilities beyond any wizard I’ve ever seen. I only spent a day with him, but I was certain of it.”

“….”

Though it wasn’t the answer the Emperor had expected, he now had a rough understanding of Elang’s character.

He had gathered some information, but many mysteries remained.

Why would someone so humble and unassuming create a kingdom and include demons under his rule?

That remained shrouded in mystery.

“…The real problem is not that.”

The Emperor reached into his robes and threw a coin onto the table.

Everyone present knew it well, and some had even suffered greatly because of it.

The Emperor looked at the coin with hatred and disgust that words couldn’t fully express, and spoke:

“The Demon King is dead. We can tell from the movement of the demons. But the Hero is also dead. Our grand strategy to defeat the demons one by one with the Hero has collapsed.”

“…”

“However, on the other hand, this means a path to a ceasefire has opened. Neither side desires a meaningless war of attrition.”

The problem with the demons could be solved that way, but what remained was how to recover the debt of the Hero Coin.

“It would be useless to demand it from the Kingdom. We didn’t make such a contract,” the official said.

Even if they had made such an agreement, it was doubtful they would recover the losses.

However, they didn’t mention this issue directly.

The support sent to the Icarus Empire by the Kingdom was an enormous sum that even the Empire couldn’t ignore.

Adding the lives lost, it was clear that even if half the Kingdom’s wealth were taken, no one would complain.

“If it were up to me, I’d march into the Kingdom right now and twist that old man’s neck.”

But that wasn’t a realistic solution.

The Demon King’s army was still holding strong, and they hadn’t even confirmed whether this letter was true.

Perhaps the Hero was still alive, and this letter could be a trap from a betrayer.

Since the Temple hadn’t given an official answer yet, they had to be cautious.

“Intelligence.”

“…Whether the letter from Elang Meister is true or not is secondary. According to our spies in the Kingdom, it is true that Kastor and General Zigon of the Demon Clan have joined his ranks.”

Furthermore, administrators governing the direct territories were all swearing allegiance to Elang, and even regional lords were reported to be wavering and planning to pledge their loyalty to him.

“…It’s also believed that he pacified the Elberg Mountains.”

He pacified the magical lands.

Not simply surviving or conquering them, but driving out the dangerous monsters and claiming the land as his own.

A wizard achieving such feats—something unimaginable for a regular human—had won the hearts of powerful figures and became a king.

If this were a fairy tale or a story from another world, people would be purely amazed, but since he could potentially be a future enemy, they couldn’t just admire it.

“…General. Which would you rather face: a wizard who pacified the Elberg Mountains and commands the Demon and Knight legions, or a weakening Kingdom torn apart from within?”

“…Well…”


There was no need to hear the answer. It was too obvious.

After a moment’s hesitation, the Emperor gave his command:

“Prepare communication magic and a delegation.”

“…To whom?”

“Communication to the Kingdom. A delegation to Elang.”

With the Emperor’s command, the fate of the Kingdom began to tilt.



 
  Chapter 56: Courage.


“If you don’t cut off your leg, you will die.”

Even if someone suddenly hears such words from a doctor, it’s rare for someone to easily decide to amputate their own leg.

No matter how much death approaches, a person who could directly sever a part of their own body would likely be someone with a very strong will.

However, unfortunately, most of the nobles in the kingdom were not the kind of people who could make such a decision.

“Is this person out of their mind?!!”

The rulers of various countries were initially taken aback by the letter, which denied all conventional wisdom up to that point.

If the war with the Demon King’s army could be ended, it would be no different from a hero defeating the Demon King’s army.

But unlike the nobles with abundant finances, the news was a thunderclap to the lords of poorer kingdoms.

The Hero Coin.

To obtain that cursed Hero Coin, some sold their land, others pushed their vassals to the frontlines, causing irreversible losses.

To recover from those losses, some took loans from other countries or merchants, or continued managing their lands in a way that only preserved the form of their estates.

But now, this Hero Coin was being turned into a mere coin?

The lords protested vehemently.

They couldn’t believe the hero was dead.

Elang was a usurper who betrayed humanity, and they raised their voices in condemnation, blaming General Zigon as well.

However, not everyone reacted this way.

Some lords, who had mistrusted the Hero Coin, had not used it, while others, who were far from the frontlines, had no need to buy the coin in the first place.

There were lords who suffered less from the coin, and some who were never wealthy enough to buy it.

Each situation was different, but in the end, the kingdom divided into two main factions.

The lords who had their lives tied to the coin and those who were either unaffected or had more leeway.

The former naturally rejected Elang and his kingdom.

Otherwise, they would have nothing left.

They had sold their lands and wealth to pay off debts, or simply chose to disregard the Hero Coin and pretend it never existed.

But they lacked the courage to do so.

The thorns were so deeply embedded that pulling them out seemed impossible to the lords.

On the other hand, the lords who had not purchased the Hero Coin had more freedom to act compared to those who had.

They now faced the choice of whether to continue to serve their kingdom or to defect to Elang’s side.

At least, they still had the freedom to choose.

Of course, no loyalist foolish enough to willingly walk into hell would exist, but…

Elang was a sorcerer acknowledged by all as part of the hero party, and the rumor that the Demon King was already dead was an open secret among the Demon King’s army.

Lords sensitive to information could easily figure out whether this was true or not, and they could naturally decide how to act.

Though they had no time to spare for the kingdom amidst the aftermath of the war, once the situation settled, the lords would likely hold the kingdom accountable.

Although they hadn’t formally signed a contract regarding the Hero Coin, strictly speaking, King Germis hadn’t deceived everyone either.

But the damage the lords suffered was too great to brush off with such wordplay.

Elang’s kingdom was growing in power, absorbing the declining kingdoms, lords, and demons.

If the time came to choose between either side, the lords had only one option.

If they were to betray, they would need to do so swiftly and deeply.

And so, the lords began sending letters of loyalty and delegations to Elang, some even sending their daughters as concubines or sons as hostages.

Naturally, this news reached King Germis.

“…”

Flipping through the information brought by the intelligence department, Germis let out a deep sigh and ran his hand over his face.

“…I should have done it sooner.”

His voice, tinged with deep regret and despair, further darkened the already gloomy atmosphere.

The plan to accuse Elang of being the Demon King.

It was the Prime Minister, Pete, who had stopped that plan.

In his opinion, the plan to make Elang the Demon King would only cause the kingdom to fall deeper into ruin.

Thus, every time Germis brought up such ideas, Pete blocked them with various excuses.

He hoped, someday, the king would regain his former wisdom.

But as the situation worsened, Germis found himself thinking—maybe it would have been better if they had done it back then.

“…What should I do now?!!”

Germis also received Elang’s letter.

But this wasn’t an apology or a helpless excuse—it was more like an ultimatum.

“If you cede all the royal lands, I will allow your daughter to live her remaining years peacefully in a quiet place.”

If anyone else had said this, it would have sounded like a veiled threat, but knowing Elang’s character, there was no doubt in those words.

Elang intended to erase the kingdom without a trace, and with it, erase the debts of the Hero Coin.

The remaining lords would likely be coaxed with promises of support or land, brought under Elang’s command.

If they let Elang be, this would be entirely possible.

Germis thought hard.

Should he now summon all the legions to the royal capital and strike Elang?

Zigon’s legion had already joined Elang, and other legions, if things continued like this, might choose Elang over the crumbling kingdom.

Before that happened, he had to make a decision.

As he steeled himself for action…

“Your, Your Majesty!!!”

A wizard burst into the audience room without so much as a pause.

Before Germis could reprimand him, the wizard, with a frantic expression, shouted urgently.

“A communication magic request has come from the Empire!!”

“What?!”

Communication magic was rarely used by rulers to discuss important matters or diplomacy, as it could easily be intercepted or manipulated without proper security spells.

Knowing this, using communication magic instead of a letter meant they were trying to deny the kingdom time to react.

“My… my condition is worsening…”

Trying to buy some time, the wizard stammered, but suddenly changed his mind.

“…Tell the prince I will prepare my official attire and be ready shortly.”

Even though this wouldn’t change the situation, postponing it would only raise suspicions further.

“Prime Minister.”

“Yes, Your Majesty…”

“Go and prepare the Duke’s daughter, the Saint, and the Count’s daughter. It’s a little late, but we need to take care of things now.”

When Germis made the decision, Pete, who had hoped for even a glimmer of hope, was thoroughly betrayed.

Pete nodded without a word and left to inform the young ladies.

And then…

“…The Duke’s daughter and the Saint have escaped.”

“What?!”

The worst news reached Germis.

Meria had decided to escape, but she wasn’t foolish enough to run directly through the main gate.

She had seen firsthand how someone who acted hastily met their downfall, and she wasn’t foolish enough to repeat that mistake.

Instead, she first made allies within the kingdom, starting with her maid who had served her.

As their conversations grew, they shared news of the outside world and naturally began discussing the kingdom’s future.

If the kingdom went to war with the Empire or another nation, or if a rebellion broke out, she would be in danger being in the royal capital, and her family would be at risk as well.

She spread this realization to her maid.


Starting with those who were tight-lipped, the rumor that the kingdom might fall began to spread among the royal court.

The rumors sowed fear, and gradually, she swayed the officials and even the knights.

The knights, though, had planned to let them go following orders from Raders, but Meria had no way of knowing the relationship between Elang and Raders.

Her escape was inevitable, but she couldn’t go alone.

She had to take the Saint with her, as leaving her behind would make her an easy target for Germis to manipulate.

Thus, she decided to take her along.

The day of their escape…

When she reached the Saint’s room, Alencia looked up in surprise, her face quickly returning to a look of despair and defeat.

She no longer wore the holy symbol of the goddess that had always hung around her neck.

Her robes were plain, not the vestments of a priestess.

In fact, her previous attire had been too revealing, so she looked more like a saint now, though Meria didn’t voice this.

“…I am going to escape from here,” Meria declared.

She didn’t know what to say to Alencia.

Perhaps it would have been easier to soften the words with comforting ones, but Meria didn’t have the eloquence for that, and there was no time for such luxuries now.

So, she chose to speak honestly, laying bare her thoughts.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking. Maybe you feel betrayed by the goddess, or maybe you’re waiting for someone to pamper you.”

“…”

“I don’t know you at all. Even though we’ve been together for years, I know nothing about you. But I do know this: neither of us can go on like this.”

She had to rise above her despair and face the sins she had neglected.

“I allowed the hero’s fall to happen. I was involved in tormenting Elang. I won’t deny those sins.”

“…What are you trying to say?”

“It’s about the future.”

“The future? There is no god watching over us. Only the evil gods who play with and torment humans exist. And now you want to talk about the future?!”

“That evil god existed before we were born and will remain after we are gone. Even if such a being exists, I have no reason to give up everything.”

“…That’s…”

“I won’t speak at length. Let’s go together. Don’t you have something to tell the temple as well?”

“…”


“Be brave, even if you’re scared. If you can’t go on, I will go with you as a comrade. Let’s stop here. There’s no need to commit any more sins.”

She reached out her hand toward Alencia.

Hoping she would take it, Alencia closed her eyes tightly.

After a moment.

Alencia’s hand filled with the warmth of human touch.



 
  Chapter 57: Heretic.


“…What do you mean by saying they escaped?”

Since they didn’t have a history of fleeing like Karin, some freedom was granted to the two of them, but they weren’t left to their own devices.

There was always a maid attending to them, and knights were stationed not far from them.

But the idea that they had somehow managed to evade all of them and escape from the castle without any plan was hard to believe.

If Germis had been a little more relaxed, he might have noticed that the knights and Raiders had turned toward Elang.

However, he didn’t have the luxury to notice that.

The Emperor of the Empire, who harbored the deepest grudge against the kingdom, was waiting for Germis, and due to Elang’s independence, he was mentally and physically exhausted.

That’s why he didn’t notice.

The weakness of the monarch spreads like an infectious disease, and even the ministers and knights catch it.

Ministers addicted to weakness would abandon the king to save themselves.

The knights, officials, and maids—anyone who knew the state of the country couldn’t miss the shadow of the nation’s impending collapse.

The reason they hadn’t run away immediately was not because there was still a glimmer of hope, but because they judged that it wasn’t time yet.

The kingdom was slowly sinking from the capital, which could be considered the heart of the nation.

The only one who didn’t notice this was Germis.

“…Your Majesty, I believe this is not the time to assign blame. Isn’t the immediate problem the Emperor of the Empire?”

“…Right.”

Was it fortunate, or rather unfortunate?

The one saving grace was that Karin, who was still a member of the hero party, and the hero himself were still in Germis’s grasp.

Though less reliable than the saint and the noblewoman from the Duke’s family, if the hero’s existence was still intact, things could somehow be handled without the two of them.

For now, they had lost their strength, but if they regained their power, they wouldn’t attack immediately, he thought.

However, there was no guarantee that the Emperor would act that way.

Even so, there was no time to debate possibilities.

Dressed in official attire, he went straight to the communication room of the palace, guided by a mage.

The communication room was a room for communication magic, with strange patterns and magical devices everywhere.

It was said that a special spell in the room would somewhat prevent eavesdropping magic, but Germis wasn’t sure how effective it actually was.

As he entered, a few mages, who had been waiting inside, bowed respectfully to him.

Normally, he would have told them to hurry up and make the connection, but this time, he didn’t rush.

He wanted to take his time, hoping the magic to disguise the hero would be ready soon.

“…Make the connection.”

Germis nodded, trying to control his impatience, as he gestured for them to proceed.

The mages nodded and quickly connected the magic.

With the help of their tools, the connection was established in the blink of an eye.

“…It’s been a while, Germis King. You look worn out.”

The Emperor’s face appeared on the translucent screen glowing with a blue light.

Just seeing him made Germis’s heart race as if he were about to face the executioner, and he broke out in a cold sweat.

The current kingdom, which had been split in half, seemed tiny and fragile compared to the Icarus Empire, one of the dominant powers of the continent.

Had the kingdom been intact, he might have stood on equal footing with the Emperor, but in this situation, even as a king, he couldn’t claim to be on equal terms with the Emperor.

However, he couldn’t show that weakness.

Germis, determined to deceive the Emperor, put on a more arrogant demeanor than usual.

“…It’s been a while. You look worn out too. Is the front line that tough?”

He attempted to make small talk, but this only seemed to provoke the Emperor further.

The Emperor’s face turned red, but Germis didn’t think it was a mistake.

Here, he needed to project the image that the kingdom was still strong.

He couldn’t appear weak.

“…Do you know why I asked for this communication magic?”

“It’s about Elang, the traitor, isn’t it? Did you use magic just for such a matter?”

“Just? If this is true—”

“He is a heretic!!!”

“…Huh?”

“Yes, a heretic! He’s a heretic! He betrayed the hero and has ambitions to become the Demon King!!!”

Germis recited the backstory he had already prepared.

With this, Elang would become an enemy of the continent, and everyone’s sword would turn toward him, not the kingdom.

“So what’s the big deal with that?”

“…What?”

“The heretic talk doesn’t matter. I’m not a priest, and the Empire isn’t a religious state.”

Whether Elang called himself the Demon King or gathered demons under him didn’t matter.

The only thing that mattered was whether he was a good neighbor or a bad one.

Even if he called himself a Demon King, as long as he didn’t point his sword toward the Empire, the Emperor didn’t care.

“The same goes for the hero. He lost his power? Then when will he regain it? A powerless hero is of no use.”

“…Wait, just a minute!!”

“I’ll say this in advance, don’t think about hiding behind faith and relying on the temple.”

The Empire wasn’t the only one suffering from the aftermath of the war; the temple was too.

If they opposed the birth of the Demon King and put pressure on the neighboring countries, that would happen after the temple regained its power.

It would take decades or even centuries.

“I’m only moving toward peace, but I have no desire to fight against demons, half of the kingdom, and an ever-growing army.”

“…You!”

“I’ll give you one last choice. You can either buy the hero coins for three thousand gold each or hand over all the remaining lands of the kingdom to me.”

If this offer was rejected…

“Only death awaits you and your people. This is my final mercy.”

Without waiting for a response, the communication was cut off.

Was this just a threat or the Emperor’s real intention?

Germis couldn’t tell.

He didn’t know if this was reality or a terrible nightmare.

Everything felt like a fleeting dream.

As he stood still, someone’s voice reached his ears.

“…They’ve arrived.”

Germis turned his head slightly.

There, he saw the hero and a sulking Karin, looking somewhat like their former selves due to magic.

Seeing them, Germis couldn’t stop smiling for some reason.

His laughter didn’t stop, and when everyone else was too scared to speak, he suddenly stopped and spoke.

“…It’s war.”

“…It’s war. Immediately call up the army.”


***


Germis summoned the army.

Pit didn’t ask where he would lead them, simply nodding and leaving the room.

No matter where the army was sent, the kingdom’s destruction was inevitable.

“You’ve all worked hard.”

First, he sent the knights by his side.

He couldn’t let the young knights die uselessly.

The knights looked at Pit with curiosity before leaving without a salute.

“Ha…”

Germis couldn’t help but laugh bitterly when none of them stayed behind.

“You all should leave too.”

“What? What did you say?”

The hero and Karin.

These two were no longer of use.

There was no reason to keep them in the kingdom, and if a rebellion broke out, it would only be dangerous.

“The kingdom has fallen. It’s over. There’s no reason for you to stay here.”

“…Then what will we do from now on?”

“Return to your hometown, or stay here and witness the downfall of the kingdom. I no longer have such options.”

“…”

Karin, who had been listening quietly, turned around with a blank expression, neither smiling nor looking sad.

She had mastered the art of appearing calm in a crisis to survive.

Although she was acting, there was a slight hesitation and fear in her slow movements.

If the kingdom fell, her family, who had dealt with the hero coin, wouldn’t escape unscathed.

How should she proceed from here?

Could she even return to her family?

Various thoughts crossed her mind, and Pit silently observed her.

“Hey…”

The hero, Kim Yeomjin, asked Pit.

“…Then what happens to my property?”

“What?”

“My property! Even if the kingdom falls, I still have my money!”


At that moment, the sound of a slap echoed down the corridor.

Everyone was stunned as Kim Yeomjin slowly turned his head to look at the old prime minister.

“Are you out of your mind? Property? How dare you speak of such nonsense? Be thankful you’re not facing execution!”

Having said his piece, Pit immediately left, not wanting to stay with him any longer.

Left alone in the corridor, Kim Yeomjin rubbed his swollen cheek and looked out the window.

The knights, officials, and maids were all running out of the palace.



 
  Chapter 58: Ancient Demon King.


“…Is this all?”

Due to the excessive shock the day before, Germis had been bedridden, so he reviewed the troops the next morning.

In front of the vast palace square, the historically deep marble plaza prepared for the knights’ inspections was eerily empty.

The soldiers who had gathered after receiving the summons, about a hundred of them, looked more like they were on a picnic than in military formation, their eyes wandering away from Germis.

They looked as if they had mistaken the place for something else, and Germis froze, unable to find the words to express his disbelief.

He had summoned the knights, but what had gathered were just ordinary palace soldiers who didn’t even belong in the ranks of knights.

The discipline was also at its worst.

It wasn’t that they had voluntarily remained; they were simply the ones who had not received the news and remained in the palace.

“…Commander Raiders has already fled. All the knights who followed him have also fled.”

While Prime Minister Pitt provided an answer to a question no one had asked, Germis’ gaze was directed, not at the soldiers, but beyond the distant castle walls.

His fanatical eyes still believed there was hope, and Pitt, though suspecting where Germis’ gaze was directed, did not share his optimism.

A messenger had been sent from the front lines, but if one truly understood the state of the world, who would come to the royal capital now?

Anyone who arrived in the royal capital would either be a complete fool or a treacherous traitor attempting to seize the kingdom in this chaos.

No, would even a traitor come here?

At this point, with the Empire’s forces already aiming for the royal capital, any brave general daring to intercept the Empire’s prey would have already perished on the front lines.

“…Soon… reinforcements will arrive from the front lines.”

“Y-Yes… They will come.”

Pitt spoke these words not because he believed them but to comfort the disheveled king.

He hoped, even just a little, that Germis would regain some strength.

However, it seemed that mere empty words weren’t enough to restore his shattered spirit, like a glass cup that had fallen and broken.

Germis’ eyes, staring off into the distance, slowly lost any trace of hope.

Instead, a deep, emotionless void took its place, one that radiated nothing.

His hand reached out as if trying to reclaim the glory of the past, toward the empty air.

As Germis approached the balcony with his hand outstretched toward the sky, Pitt began to worry.

Was he about to commit suicide?

But there was no thought of stopping him.

In fact, he believed that dying here might actually be the best thing for him.

What was there to gain by surviving here?

Even if he survived, all that awaited Germis was mockery and condemnation that would last for centuries.

Wouldn’t it be better to die here, leaving his name in history as a fallen king who maintained his integrity?

If he were murdered by his servant, at least he might receive some sympathy.

It was an absurd thought, and normally Pitt would have mocked it, but now, it somehow seemed comforting.

When Pitt realized it, he found his hand reaching toward Germis’ back.

As Germis moved closer to the balcony, Pitt attempted to push him, but Germis turned around.

“Pitt?”

Germis, instinctively turning at the approaching shadow, saw Pitt trying to push him.

At first, he was too stunned to understand, but when Pitt’s hand touched his shoulder, he finally realized and shouted in shock.

“Are you out of your mind?!”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty! But this is the only way!”

Germis didn’t understand what Pitt meant by “the only way,” but the thought of falling kept him resisting.

However, his old, weakened body couldn’t withstand Pitt’s strength.

After a futile resistance, Germis fell from the balcony.

Though Germis had magical abilities, he couldn’t use any magic during the fall, and the result was inevitable.

His body crashed onto the marble floor, and a red flower bloomed where his head hit.

His shattered body, like a dried flower, still stared at the loyal servant who had pushed him.

Why had it come to this?

Why…?

As Germis descended toward death, only questions filled his mind.

“Don’t you feel wronged?”

In the fading consciousness, a whisper echoed.

If Germis had been in a clear state of mind, perhaps he could have rejected the tempting voice.

“Come, I’ll give you power. When you open your eyes again, you won’t be yourself, but that won’t matter.”

Germis, too exhausted to resist the demon’s temptation, no longer cared about his daughter or the kingdom.

He just wanted peace…

Muttering words that weren’t even formed into sound, Germis closed his eyes in agony.

As his consciousness sank into the darkness, the spirit of someone from long ago, who had once been immersed in that darkness, began to awaken.

“Was it really necessary to resurrect him in that old body? He wasn’t suited for this, and if he comes back, he will have a different face.”

“Sis, this is what we call production! Isn’t it more interesting for a fallen king to suddenly change, rather than someone just popping out of nowhere?”

“You crazy girl…”

And then, with the gods’ playful chatter, the being opened its eyes.

“…”

“What is that?”

The first to notice it was not Pitt, who had his eyes closed, unwilling to look at his master’s body, but one of the soldiers gathered in the plaza.

To him, it appeared as if flames were suddenly rising from the ground.

Suspicious, he approached, but…

“Ah…?”

Wild flames, like a rampaging beast, engulfed the soldier’s body.

When his startled comrades rushed to his side, the flames had already gone out.

But after the flames died down, what emerged from the smoke wasn’t the soldier they knew.

It was a dried, shriveled corpse, devoid of all life, that began to attack its comrades.

The transformed comrades, too, began to spread throughout the royal capital.

On this day, the people of the capital would come to understand the reason why the Demon Lords so thoroughly rejected and feared the riches.

Melia, who had escaped from the palace with Saint Alensia, did not immediately leave the royal capital.

In order to leave, they had to pass through the gates, and they had assumed a wanted notice had already been issued, so they began thinking of a way to escape, but it was in vain.

Germis was too exhausted to even think about issuing a warrant, and even if the women returned now, the situation would not change.

Too much hardship had caused them to be forgotten, and now, stranded in the streets, they had no way of knowing what was happening.

In a deserted alleyway, the two women hid in an old, rundown house, barely sheltering themselves from the wind and rain.

Silently, they listened to the sounds outside.

But simply waiting in the back alley didn’t bring any useful information, and gradually, anxiety began to consume them.

“…Do you think there’s a back exit?”

“Even so, there’s no way the royal capital would have something like that.”

If there is a way to escape, it would be to blend in with the refugees during the chaos of the war with the empire and flee.

The idea was that if things reached that point, there would be no time to think about catching them in the first place.

“What’s more important right now is food. It’d be a problem if I starve to death before escaping.”

“…In that case, how about going to the temple? The priests of the kingdom might know me, or perhaps they could help with the escape…”

Just as she was about to say something like that…

“AAAHHH!”

A woman’s scream echoed from somewhere.

Crimes often happen in such remote alleys, but for some reason, a sense of dread filled the air.

That feeling of unease was not just a hunch, and it was confirmed when Meria stepped outside the building.

There, a giant pillar of fire soared into the sky.

It was clear from the bizarre scene where the sky and the flames seemed to merge that it wasn’t just an ordinary fire.

Immediately, she called for Alensia.


When she came out, Alensia’s face turned pale as she spoke.

“…That… that is the flame of the dead.”

“The flame of the dead?”

“Like a lich… it’s the remains of life spewed out by the dead…!! B-but the scale of that…!”

“AAAHHHH!”

Alensia’s words were drowned out by screams and agonized moans of pain.

The two of them, with their hearts chilled by the horrible sounds, instinctively began running toward the source of the screams.

When they reached the main street, the once peaceful streets of the royal capital had turned into a hellish scene where the living and the dead were mixed.

When an undead tried to attack an old man, Meria, who had never been given the chance to wield a sword in a hero party, drew her sword.

The undead’s head flew off with a swift swing.

Though not incredibly strong, as the daughter of a noble family, Meria had learned above-average swordsmanship, and she was stronger than most low-level undead.

Though not as strong as the knights officially appointed by the kingdom, she was more than capable of dealing with lower-tier undead.

“Ha…!!”

Her heart raced as this was her first time facing real combat.

However, the undead didn’t wait for Meria.

They surrounded her, attacking from all sides.

She managed to cut them down one by one, but the number of undead was overwhelming, and the attacks came from every direction, quickly pushing her to her limits.

“Ugh!”

As she cut down an undead charging from the front and raised her sword again, an undead attacked from the side.

Just as the undead’s sharp teeth were about to sink into Meria’s delicate neck, a pure white arrow flew in, decapitating the undead.

“Ha, haha. Even without faith… miracles still happen.”

After somehow clearing the undead in the street, the two of them caught their breath, still not fully recovered.

Meria noticed something in her view.

“Is… is it over?”

It was the people who hadn’t fully grasped the situation yet.

Once the undead had disappeared from their sight, the people, regaining some calm, seemed to think Meria was a knight and asked her.

“Knight? W-what happened? Why are there undead in the royal capital…?”

Meria, who had been hiding in an abandoned house until just moments ago, had no answers, but one thing was certain: this was part of the evil god’s plan.

If such a strange phenomenon had suddenly occurred, the only one who could be responsible was the wicked god.


“…Let’s run. Everyone, follow me!!”

Running away.

Although it was far from solving the problem, leading as many people as possible out of the royal capital was the only thing Meria could do.

With a voice full of confidence, the people hesitated but began to run after her.

As they ran together, Alensia looked up at the sky.

Under the eerie mix of blue and red, flames and smoke rose from various places.



 
  Chapter 59: Ancient Demon King.


While Melia and Alencia were hiding in the abandoned house, Karin, who boldly left the castle, was resting at a villa in the royal district.

Although there were no servants, including the maid, because the caretaker was away, the empty villa was a hundred times better than the prison-like royal palace.

“What should I do from here on…?”

Although it was good to have left the castle, Karin felt hopeless about what to do next.

Normally, she would have called a messenger to inform her family, but that would be difficult in the midst of this chaos.

Thinking about the last time she saw the prime minister and Germis, it was clear that great turmoil would soon sweep the kingdom.

No, the chaos had already begun.

She just hadn’t realized it yet.

It was safer to assume that the kingdom had no hope left.

Perhaps even this villa was not a safe place.

The thought of mobs and the empire’s enraged soldiers coming at any moment made her anxious.

“Running away with nothing…”

That was out of the question.

It wasn’t about how difficult it would be; the idea of heading toward her parents’ house alone, carrying a purse full of gold coins, was like walking through a bandit-infested area.

Even when the kingdom was peaceful, the roads were always filled with thieves and criminals; now, who knew what it would be like?

It might be okay for now, but she would undoubtedly regret this decision on her journey.

She thought about asking the court nobles for help, but unfortunately, she had no connections left with them.

To be precise, they had all been severed.

Those remaining were powerless, and their knights had all fled, so they were of little help.

The only option left was the merchant guild.

Although she had no connections there either, if she offered them sufficient compensation, they might be willing to help.

Karin believed that even though her family’s influence had diminished, she could still use money to get help from a merchant guild.

“…I have to leave here quickly.”

What Karin feared was not the Empire’s army, which would take months to reach the capital, but the ignorant people and Germis’ whims.

She had regained her freedom, but there was no telling when Germis might have her brought back to the kingdom due to his capriciousness.

She had to leave the capital before he changed his mind or found her useful again.

Having made up her mind, she wasted no time.

Karin, known for her decisiveness, immediately began to move.

First, she decided to contact the merchant guild.

As she was about to leave through the front door, a scream suddenly echoed from somewhere.

“…!”

The scream was so desperate, like a mother beheading her own child, that Karin froze for a moment.

Slowly, she turned her head cautiously, as if someone was targeting her right in front of her.

It was then that she saw the fireworks blooming in the sky.

‘What is that?’

Her superficial knowledge from the academy didn’t help her identify what the flames were.

However, one thing was clear: it wasn’t a good sign for her safety.

And the only chance to escape was now.

Without any plan or hesitation, Karin rushed through the door, perhaps driven by a subconscious need to share her anxiety and fear with someone else.

But what awaited her was a harsh reality blocking her way.

From all directions, undead creatures were overflowing, creating new “companions” to satisfy their endless hunger.

For someone weak-hearted, the sight might have been enough to make them collapse, but at this moment, Karin’s mind was working faster than ever.

Seeing the overwhelming number of undead, Karin wasted no time and turned onto a less crowded path, heading towards the edge of the capital.

Undead create more undead.

In other words, places with fewer people have fewer undead, and there’s more room to maneuver.

Summoning the strength-enhancing magic, which had once been criticized by her academy teachers, Karin ran desperately to find a way out.

However, being unfamiliar with the complex and maze-like back streets of the capital, Karin found herself in an unknown area.

Eventually, she ended up in a run-down, crime-ridden district.

“Where is this place?!”

Panicked, she unknowingly screamed at the top of her lungs.

At that moment, a door opened beside her, and a hand emerged from the sleeve, beckoning her inside.

“Miss! It’s dangerous outside! Come in quickly!”

The voice, rough but with a somewhat naive tone, caught Karin’s attention.

Under normal circumstances, she would have been suspicious and cautious, but given the massive number of undead roaming the capital and the exhaustion from running nonstop for hours, Karin was too tired to think straight.

“Ah, Ahaaaaack!!”

“C-Cough!!”

The sound of a brutal scream coming from somewhere made Karin feel as if she were being pushed from behind, and she entered the building without thinking.

The room, perhaps due to the building being constructed in a shady part of town, was dark even though it was daytime.

“S-Sorry, it’s very dark…”

There was a rustling sound, as if someone was lighting a match.

Soon, a small flame appeared, and the light from a candle illuminated the room.

“Ah.”

Karin sank to the floor, realizing how foolish she had been.

A towering man, nearly 2 meters tall, stood before her.

His face, scarred as though struck with a hammer, showed signs of deep wounds, and his emaciated body bore the same marks.

He placed the candle on the desk and approached her.

With a masculinity as massive as that of a warrior, he leaned in close and spoke.

“S-So, Miss… did you come alone?”

“W-What?”

“Ah, you know… I really like women. Miss, you’re all alone, right?”

Karin was speechless.

The man, sensing she wasn’t responding, smiled widely and placed his hand on her shoulder.

That day, Karin became someone who no longer existed in this world.

“…This isn’t what I did. But does it matter? Between garbage and garbage, a great garbage will come out, so it’ll definitely be a cool challenge!!”

“Disgusting.”

Unlike Karin, who had left the royal palace confidently, the former hero, Kim Yeomjin, had nowhere to go and remained in the palace.

He had not been given permission to stay there, so he was technically an illegal resident.

Having long since fled the palace, he lay under the blankets in the maid’s room, anxiously waiting for someone to come.


“Even if they say I can leave, where am I supposed to go…?”

He had no family here.

He had no money to settle down anywhere, nor the strength to protect himself.

Unlike Karin, who confidently left the palace even after hearing the words that it was okay to leave, Kim Yeom-jin stayed behind after being insulted by Pitt and bought himself some time.

Even though time passed, no sharp solution emerged, so it was essentially an escape from reality.

When he locked the door, lay down on the bed, and closed his eyes, it felt as if this room and the outside world were completely isolated from each other.

Before reincarnating into this world, he was a hikikomori (shut-in).

Leaving his corner and returning to another corner was, in some ways, similar to the instinct of an animal returning to its den.

He wanted to live just like that, without any anxiety about the future, just as he did back then.

Of course, Kim Yeom-jin knew better than anyone that this mindset and behavior were not good.

He knew that he had to leave the room, to do something to improve this situation, even just a little.

But Kim Yeom-jin didn’t know how to overcome his weakness, nor how to endure when faced with hardships.

So, he returned to his corner.

It was easy and meaningless, like an ostrich burying its head in the sand to avoid a predator.

And the price of that choice was something he alone would have to pay.

— Kiyaaaah!!!

Startled by the horrendous scream from outside the room, Kim Yeom-jin fell off the bed without even realizing it.

Soon, a tremendous vibration shook the palace, and his fear immediately surged, causing him to let out a scream like a girl.

What could be happening outside?

He was curious to know, but he didn’t have the courage to check.

He didn’t want to leave the room, so he peeked through the window but could only see that the sky had strangely changed.

There was nothing else he could understand.

Accidents do not follow reality.

What filled his mind were the screams coming from all directions and the sounds of someone running down the hallway, knocking on doors.

In a normal situation, someone would likely come in to check the outside situation, but Kim Yeom-jin did not do that.

Instead, he locked the door more firmly with a desk and a chair and tried to ensure his own safety.

He tried to reassure himself that this too would pass, and as time went on, the sound of knocking faded away.

Ha, haa…

Kim Yeom-jin sighed in relief, but the next moment, the sound of something scraping against the door made his heart freeze again.

At first, there was one.

Then, the sound of wood scraping grew into two, three, and Kim Yeom-jin burst into tears, retreating back into his corner.

“Don’t come! I said don’t come, you damn bastards!!!”

Despite his desperate cries, the door was eventually breached by the undead, and Kim Yeom-jin finally faced those he had turned away from.

The maids, soldiers, and the servants, all of them had turned into grotesque corpses and came to find Kim Yeom-jin.

“Ah.”

At that moment, Kim Yeom-jin finally realized that this world did not exist for him, that everyone dies, and he understood this only now.

“…”

Why did this have to happen to me?

Such an ungrateful thought never finished forming.

It was because his throat was torn apart by sharp teeth, and his vocal cords and windpipe were ripped.

“Kh…!!!”

Letting out a scream that couldn’t be heard, Kim Yeom-jin had to endure the biting of the zombies that were attacking from all sides.

Neck, chest, arms, legs, sides.

He was torn apart in every possible way, bleeding so much that the entire room was stained with blood, but he didn’t die.

He didn’t even lose consciousness from the excessive bleeding.

His mind was always clear, and the pain didn’t dull; it was as vivid as if salt were being rubbed into his wounds.

Five minutes.

Ten minutes.

Fifteen minutes.

As time passed, he started to feel like something was off.

‘Why am I not dying?’

Just as that thought began to form, Hehehe.

The voice of the goddess directly entered his mind, confirming that his suspicion was correct.

Kim Yeom-jin could not die for a while, and for a time, he hovered between life and death, unable to die.

It was only after the evil goddess, who had planned all of this, was completely gone from this world that he was freed from this hell.



 
  Chapter 60: Ancient Demon King.


It was born in an ancient time.

A time so distant that it wasn’t recorded in history—a time when gods rolled dice, and blood and corpses were as commonplace as air and light.

Just as we cannot imagine a world without air, the people of that era could not imagine a world where humans didn’t die like insects.

It was born from the grotesque cycle of life—death, resurrection, and death again.

Perhaps its birth was inevitable.

At first, it followed instinct, taking life from the living out of jealousy.

Being far from the battlegrounds of avatars, it initially met no rival. But as its notoriety grew, it began to catch the attention of heroes.

Eventually, it experienced defeat, learned patience, and was chosen by the gods, given a name.

That name was Lich.

The very origin of the infamous and evil perception of liches today—this being, forgotten by all in this era, had returned once more.

“…It’s dark.”

Cold.

Still half-asleep from thousands of years of lethargy, its mind was childishly simple.

Rather than thoughts like “it’s dark” or “it’s cold,” only vague sensations drifted through its head.

When the lich’s mind was finally freed from the suffocating weight, like swimming through thick mud—

“……”

It had truly returned to this world.

Looking around, compared to the world it once strode across, only lukewarm chaos surrounded it.

Soldiers, now undead under the lich’s power, gathered around and offered reverent tribute to their king.

But the lich, paying them no mind, rose calmly from its place.

And began to assess the situation.

‘…This place.’

A place unfamiliar to its memory.

Yet there was no question of why it had resurrected in such a place after having faced death.

The gods’ game had begun once more.

It thought it had finally escaped the game through death, yet here it was again.

Its life—nothing more than a piece on the game board, always subject to being reset.

As that long-known truth resurfaced, a deep despair and humiliation clouded the lich’s sight—despite it having no real eyes.

“O dark god, are you listening?”

It spoke to the void.

If that dark god had revived it, she must surely be watching even now.

“I’m listening~!”

A light, frivolous voice answered—far too lacking in majesty to be called divine.

The god was always like this.

To her, everything was a game, a pastime for her own satisfaction.

Her attitude toward humans was equally flippant.

“What do you want from me?”

“You know, that thing you’re good at?”

What the dark god wanted was clear: brutal slaughter.

When she first sought a proxy in the mortal world, she had said to do whatever he wanted—but what brought her the most joy was the carnage the lich created.

No, that wasn’t quite right.

She was most delighted not during his killings—but when he was finally defeated and mercilessly slain by a hero after building up so much infamy.

Surely she desired the same now.

So there was only one thing he could say in return.

“I refuse.”

“Do I look like I’m asking for your permission?”

“Threats won’t work. Whether I die now or later, it’s all the same to me.”

If he obeyed and committed atrocities, he’d die a pitiful death labeled a villain.

If he refused and was killed on the spot, it would simply be a destiny he would face eventually. No reason to obey.

“If it comes to listening to you, I’d rather become a saint.”

He waved his hand.

He reclaimed the life from his minions, turning the undead back into mere corpses.

“Perhaps living for my kin—those who suffer because of me—would be worthwhile. Even in this form, I can help people…”

In the middle of speaking, the lich sensed something strange about the dark god.

Normally, a human speaking this way to a god would be unthinkable.

Especially this god, who was cruel and impatient.

She might hold back to punish someone later—but there was no reason to tolerate this when they both understood each other.

‘…Could it be?’

A sudden thought flashed through the lich’s mind.

What might be called the dark goddess’s only weakness—was surprisingly simple.

“You really do like good people, huh.”

Vel Joma—the dark goddess—loved both evil and saintly people alike.

That much was sincere.

It was just that her ways were grotesque and one-sided.

So, while she might give trials to the good, she never arbitrarily stripped their power or killed them.

That might not even be considered a weakness—but realizing she wouldn’t steal his power outright was a significant win.

“From now on, I’ll live virtuously. I swear to love peace and protect the children.”

“Grrr…! You better live your life to the fullest now!”

“……”

To think I was tormented by this for hundreds of years.

A wave of self-loathing rose—but when he realized that pretending to be good wouldn’t have worked back then anyway, he felt oddly relieved.

That dark god sees right through to the soul.

So pretending to be good would’ve been meaningless.

…The fact this worked must mean there’s a seed of virtue in me now.

It made him happy—but also uneasy.

To think that “virtue” could be born from a change in mindset alone.

‘What should I do now?’

Do good deeds.

Even a child could manage that.

But the lich had no idea where or how to begin.

As they left the royal capital and rushed down the main road, guiding the refugees, Melia had many people following behind her—just like Elran once did.

Ironically, the place they ended up after fleeing was the same village Elran and Ivanna had first arrived at: Bart.

Thanks to Elran leading the refugees to develop the Elberg Mountains, Bart was no longer overrun with refugee crowds.

In fact, thanks to trade and mountain-grown crops, food shortages had eased, and they could now even accept refugees.

Unaware of this, Melia and Alencia cautiously approached Bart’s gates, afraid they might be attacked.

Refugees could easily be mistaken for bandits, and it wasn’t uncommon for those approaching a gate to be killed on sight.

Some cruel lords even ordered their soldiers to drive out refugees preemptively, just in case.

Ever since Germis issued what was effectively an order to reject refugees—which meant to kill them—that harsh attitude had only worsened.

They lost.

Especially since this was a royal domain, where the royal family’s influence was strong, such tendencies were bound to be more prominent.

To Melia and Alencia, this city of Bart—being one of the royal domains—was certainly one of the more dangerous places, but they had no other options.

At a time like this, fleeing to the territory of another lord would surely mean a massacre of all the refugees.

However, they held onto a faint hope that this city, under Elang’s influence, might somehow be different, and thus they came to its gates.

“I am Melia Asmond of the Ducal House!! I request an audience with the lord of this city!!”

Hoping that the authority of the ducal family still held sway in this land, she boldly declared her name—but the moment she did, regret surged.

Just because this was a royal domain didn’t mean it held any favor for the royal family.

In fact, considering the current state of the world, the royal family bore no small amount of blame.

There was likely resentment, if anything—not goodwill.

It was too late to take back her words now.

As she waited nervously, a plump man appeared from the castle with a knight at his side.

“…It’s been a while.”

“The lord of the castle knows me?”

“I am not the lord, but the administrator. Then again, since His Majesty is planning to grant me this land, I suppose it’s not an entirely inaccurate title.”

Apologizing for the digression, the administrator, Hamkin, continued speaking to Melia.

“I am Hamkin, the one managing this domain. I’ve seen you once from afar during the hero’s victory ceremony. And the one beside you… must be the Saintess.”

Hamkin’s words, calmly recounting the past, were gentle and composed.

Melia, and indeed everyone, felt that things might turn out well—until he asked:

“If I may presume, you fled from the capital. I heard relations with the Empire weren’t good—have they invaded already?”

“No…”

Melia then recounted what she saw that day in the capital.

It was a ridiculous tale—akin to stars suddenly falling from the sky—but Hamkin didn’t dismiss it as nonsense.

“…I see. His Majesty did send a messenger warning that something strange might happen. Perhaps this is what he foresaw.”

“His Majesty?”

“I mean His Majesty Elang. By the way, the people behind you—are they refugees from the capital?”

“…Yes.”

Now came the real issue.

The news that Elang had become king was surprising, but right now, the more pressing matter was the refugees who had followed Melia in flight.


“…We’re looking for a place to shelter them. Our family’s territory is far too distant from here.”

Even getting this far had cost many lives due to starvation and exhaustion.

If they were turned away now, they had nowhere else to go.

As they held their breath and waited, Hamkin finally spoke.

“It’s difficult to take in everyone here. Some of you will have to go to the territories I will now assign. Of course, food and water will be provided.”

“…Is that really okay?”

Things were going so smoothly it made her feel uneasy.

Was it really alright for it to be this easy?

Perhaps sensing that unease, Hamkin smiled and said:

“His Majesty gave an order not to turn away any refugees. More importantly, what will you do now?”

“…What do you mean?”

“I mean from here on out. If you wish to stay here, you’re welcome to. If you’d rather return to your lands or the theocracy, we can help with your journey.”



 
  Chapter 61: Ancient Values.


“So, Lady Melia returned to the Duke’s household, and the Saintess went back to the Holy Nation.”

After commending the messenger for his efforts, I folded the letter.

The fact that the two returned to their homelands so obediently was somewhat surprising to me.

Though it was only rumor, I had heard that the Duke was not a warm and affectionate father to his daughter, unlike ordinary fathers.

Judging from how Melia had always avoided speaking about her family, the rumor was likely true.

Having failed to marry the Hero, failed to prevent the kingdom’s downfall, and unable to even notify her family—one could easily imagine her standing within the household.

She certainly wouldn’t be treated well.

In such chaotic times, it wouldn’t be strange if she were sold off like a servant to some old noble who held power.

Knowing all that and still choosing to return must have taken great courage.

To be honest, back when we were in the Hero’s party, I looked down on her.

Which is why her decision today came as quite the surprise.

Speaking of surprises, the same could be said for the Saintess.

She had feared meeting the Pope so much, yet she volunteered to return to the Holy Nation on her own.

Did something change in her heart?

“…And then,”

The capital had reportedly been overrun by a large number of undead.

I could guess the cause, but I had no idea what exactly was happening in the capital.

If this were truly a trial sent by an evil god, then why was the capital the only place affected?

Even when I resolved not to go, the vision of the future didn’t change at all.

That meant, unlike with the elves or the demons, no catastrophic event would occur.

“Ivana, tell the lords of the lands bordering the capital to monitor the situation.”

“Yes, and—shouldn’t we also contact the demons?”

“The demons? Oh, right. They’d have no trouble dealing with undead plagues. And they’re nearby.”

“There’s that, but I also believe it’s a good opportunity to let them earn some merit.”

“Merit?”

“As you know, not only the settlers but also the people of other lands don’t have a favorable opinion of the demons.”

So the idea was to let the demons accomplish something to improve their image, even a little.

Even if past resentment wouldn’t vanish with a single good deed, we could at least tell ourselves we needed them now.

When emotions run high, people do reckless things—even if they know they can’t win by force.

Which is why we should give them time and space—both physically and emotionally—to come to terms with the demons.

“That may be a good idea. But if the enemy interprets us stationing demons on the border as a provocation, wouldn’t that be dangerous in its own right?”

“There’s no helping that. In fact, if we’re talking provocations, the horde of undead attacking the capital could be considered one.”

“More importantly, right now…”

“I know.”

We need to worry about the Empire first.

Just a few days ago, an envoy from the Empire visited.

They offered congratulations on the founding of our new country—and a warning not to touch the land of the capital, which they claimed as theirs.

They agreed not to touch the royal family’s direct lands that we had taken, but asserted that the capital and its resources belonged to them.

Since we had no time to reclaim the capital ourselves, we agreed with some conditions:

They must not abuse the people of the capital.

And they would take full responsibility for any issues caused by the “Hero Coins” in the future.

Apparently, they had expected this and accepted all conditions without even sending a new envoy.

Of course, the agreement included an official document bearing the emperor’s seal.

The Empire intends to march on the capital.

Likely soon.

We assume that once their negotiations with the Demon King’s army on the front lines conclude, they’ll come straight here.

“Ivana, do you honestly think it’s worth all that? Even if the capital is big, it’s far from the Empire and surrounded by foreign nations—managing it would be difficult.”

“To us, the capital is extremely valuable, but for the Empire, it’s not worth that much in itself. So they might be planning to use it as leverage to negotiate with us.”

“Negotiate?”

“For example, offering the capital as dowry to marry the emperor’s daughter to you, my lord… That would leave you no choice but to acknowledge her as your primary wife.”

I couldn’t say that was impossible.

If I managed to consolidate the kingdom, bring in the demons, elves, and even the ogres on the front lines—I’d become a force impossible to ignore.

With few troops remaining in the capital, perhaps the Emperor thought such a loss was worth the potential gain.

“Or maybe it’s just revenge. Among the great nations, the Empire was geographically closest and had the best access to Hero Coins. The betrayal must sting more.”

“Would they still come, knowing that capital isn’t the same anymore?”

“If it’s the undead you’re talking about, I’m sure the Empire already investigated to that extent.”

But regardless of how many undead there were, it likely wouldn’t matter to the Empire.

If they could get the capital, they’d fight through any number of undead.

But the undead this time aren’t the low-grade ones that usually appear on battlefields.

This seems to be something different—perhaps even touched by a twisted god.

Whether this is a random outbreak or something more intentional, the danger is clear.

“…That must be it.”

Then why can’t I see the future this time?

It’s as if the goddess herself is warning me not to interfere.

No matter what decision I make, I can’t see any future outcome.

Is it because there’s no danger?

Or is there another reason?

The gods are said to be omniscient and omnipotent, but in reality, the gods that exist in this world are bound by many constraints.

This depended on the nature and reason for the god’s existence.

In the case of Bel Zoma, the constraint was an inability to distinguish between good and evil.

For instance, even if an act appeared evil from the perspective of an ordinary human, if the one committing it had good intentions, Bel Zoma could not recognize it as evil.

Of course, the god’s eyes could pierce through a human’s true nature, so if there was even a sliver of darkness in their heart, the god would see through it and judge the act as evil.

However…

On the flip side, if an action stemmed from pure goodwill without any malice, Bel Zoma’s eyes could not determine whether it was evil.

“Hmmm…”

The lich, who had sworn to become a good person starting today, first pondered what a good deed truly was.

Just as an evil god cannot understand what a good deed is, neither could the ancient demon king who was born upon the corpses of others.

To him, interaction with others always meant death for either himself or the other.

Even in ancient times, when death could be overcome, the lich was an outcast, and he never smiled as he approached those who rejected him.

All enemies must die.

There are no allies.

Therefore, he had never given nor received goodwill from anyone, and so he didn’t understand what a good deed was.

Though, intellectually, he knew.

A good deed is something done for others.

The most important things to ordinary people are their own life and property.

So then, wouldn’t protecting these things be considered a good deed?

With this simple idea crossing his mind, the lich immediately took action without hesitation.

He resurrected the subordinates he had just wiped out with his own power.

As a bonus, he revived the countless casualties throughout the capital and added them to his forces.

“Kyaaaaah!!”

A great commotion erupted as the dead rose again and turned into undead across the capital, but the lich was completely unfazed.

He had little experience interacting with humans.

Thus, he couldn’t comprehend the fear, terror, and revulsion that ordinary people would feel upon seeing the desecration of the dead.

People being shocked by the undead was a common occurrence.

He didn’t know the reason for it, nor did he consider it worth paying attention to.

With this undead chaos, not only the freshly dead but also corpses that had already been buried were all mobilized to form his army.

“I’ve gathered a decent number.”

He deployed the revived corpses to the city gates and walls to block any potential invaders.

The citizens who tried to flee were struck with utter despair when they saw the corpses blocking the gates, but the lich had no way of knowing this.

“…Done.”

With this, he could defend against external enemies.

He didn’t know how dangerous the world had become recently, but if this was a world where evil gods rampaged, then surely enemies could attack at any moment.

Under that judgment, the lich blocked the city gates and immediately announced his coronation.

「Citizens of this stronghold.」

Millions of undead echoed their master’s voice.

As the undead suddenly spoke and citizens fell into panic, the lich, newly crowned king, continued:

「From now on, I am your lord. You will henceforth follow me.」

An abrupt coronation without legitimacy or supporters.

He didn’t bestow any blessings—in fact, all he did was desecrate the rest of the dead.

By modern standards, this was the height of violence and brutality.

But in ancient times, it wasn’t.

Back then, this level of tyranny was considered moderate, even virtuous—worthy of being called the rule of a wise king.

The lich was a being born in a time before even history existed.

He had no knowledge of this era’s morals or common sense, and so he bore no ill intentions.


‘Voices praising me will soon echo across the land.’

It wasn’t a bad feeling.

So good deeds felt this refreshing?

His regret at not having done this sooner might have looked comical from the outside, but to him and the evil god watching over him, it was deadly serious.

「To think that child has become so kind…!! Sis, I think I really underestimated the lich all this time.」

「I’m going to lose my mind…」



 
  Chapter 62: Ancient Values.


“…The undead are running rampant?”

It would be understandable if there was a riot.

Even a rebellion or an invasion by a foreign power would still be within the realm of possibility.

But undead?

Of all things, undead?

Even in these war-torn times, the world hasn’t descended into such madness that a massive outbreak of undead could occur in the heart of a nation.

Thus, the Emperor, after a series of thoroughly rational deductions, assumed this was a baseless rumor fabricated by the kingdom or some other force targeting it.

That some group was exploiting the army’s slowed response to make their move, under the cover of rumors about undead.

Such a judgment was entirely reasonable for a ruler to make—and indeed, if it weren’t for anomalies like Bel Zoma, that assumption would have been correct.

But both the imperial intelligence agency and the Emperor’s personal spies brought back the same information.

That information?

A preposterous claim that powerful undead were guarding the royal capital’s walls.

He still didn’t want to believe it—but with overlapping testimonies and photographs taken on-site, he had no choice but to accept it, however reluctantly.

“Who could have done this?”

“…It’s hard to say without seeing it firsthand.”

It certainly wasn’t a natural occurrence.

Someone was behind this.

But who could be bold—and cruel—enough to commit such an act?

Some suspected Elang, but after discussion, he was ruled out.

No matter how great a magician he was, no one could master every field.

And to command that many undead, their master would need to remain nearby.

Elang had no reason to carry out a contradictory act like this—slaughtering and guarding land he couldn’t even rule directly.

“…Could it be the Demon King’s army?”

Even that seemed questionable—most demons in the capital were already under Elang’s control.

Still, with no other viable suspects, they proceeded with the working assumption that the Demon King’s army was behind it.

The important question was this:

Should they march to reclaim the undead-occupied land, or ignore it and stand by?

Realistically, it was a war with nothing to gain and everything to lose.

Most of the citizens were likely already dead, and areas infested with undead were always plagued with disease and rot—the city itself would have to be purified.

The Empire had already spent an astronomical sum on the last great war and the Hero Coin, and it couldn’t afford to cleanse a massive city like the royal capital.

Even if they managed to expel the undead and the suspected lich, it would only lead to a massive effort to purify the city and relocate its people.

“…We’ll abandon the capital.”

Even though they had made a treaty with the Demon King’s army, there was no guarantee that treaty would hold after the bulk of their military moved to the capital.

They had no choice but to give up.

At the Emperor’s heavy decision, the ministers could only hold their breath and obey.

“Goddammit!!!”

A vulgar shout, unthinkable in such an official setting, rang out through the court.

As a fist, driven by rage, slammed into the table, the already somber silence thickened even further.

“Why does misfortune keep striking only the Empire?!”

The simple answer: bad luck.

It wasn’t anyone’s mistake, or karma from wrongdoing—just the pure absence of luck.

As he cursed his fate, the Emperor stewed in bitterness.

And as the Emperor burned with fury, the lich—arguably the very cause of it all—was idle, with nothing urgent to occupy its time.

Normally, a king wouldn’t delegate all administrative tasks to his officials, especially for security reasons.

But undead posed no such threat—they were bound to their master and existed only to serve his happiness.

With most of the kingdom’s officials dead from the recent catastrophe, there were more than enough administrative decrees for the lich to claim.

Undead never tire, never suffer mental fatigue, and require no replacements—making them the most diligent and knowledgeable slaves imaginable.

With so many of these slaves at his disposal, there was no reason for the king to get directly involved.

During the day, the lich would sit on the throne moved to the balcony and gaze down at the capital now dyed in his own colors.

At night, he would ponder how to become a good king.

But while it’s easy to turn one into a hundred, it’s impossible to create something out of nothing.

Even with the desire to do good, the lich—completely lacking in social understanding—had no idea what “good” even meant, or what acts to avoid.

“My vassals.”

So, as anyone would, he turned to those more knowledgeable and asked what virtue was and how to become a good king.

Ignoring their usual flattery that “Your Majesty is already a great king,” he tried to extract only the useful information.

Even the gods, touched by his effort, wept tears of emotion—but the lich was left thinking:

“…So vague.”

How vague this idea of virtue was, and how outdated he was for this world.

To be honest, the lich couldn’t understand even half of what his vassals called “virtue.”

A virtuous king, they said, is one who avoids excessive taxation to enrich the lives of the people, and shows mercy even in conquered lands, valuing all life.

The lich didn’t even know what taxes were, and couldn’t grasp how showing mercy after trampling someone could be considered good.

“…Has the meaning of virtue changed while I slept?”

When he asked what taxes were, the people said it was money collected from citizens—so if you take less, you’re a good king?

He had just begun to feel reassured that many things remained the same because the language still worked—but the shift in values and common sense was so drastic that the lich felt deeply alienated.

“No…”

“Language must be a gift from the goddess, so what has changed is not common sense, but this world itself.”

A new system that didn’t exist in ancient times, and a set of shared values based on that system.

The lich lacked those.

Even if one seeks to acquire values, they cannot be obtained merely by putting knowledge into one’s head.

Etiquette and customs not ingrained in the body are nothing more than simple facts—if they don’t sink in like a second skin, then even having the knowledge is completely useless.

…What should I do?’

As he pondered whether there might be a good idea, a sudden flash of inspiration sparked in his mind.

If there’s no environment to learn values, then why not go out in search of one?

“Where is the kingdom near here that is ruled by the most virtuous king?”

“……”

The servants were at a loss for how to respond to their master’s vague question and fell silent.

In terms of loyalty to their master, they should say this kingdom—where their lord resided—was ruled by the most virtuous king.

But that wasn’t what their master wanted right now.

“Do you mean the kingdom with the best public order?”

“No, I mean the most virtuous king. I want to learn what it means to be a virtuous ruler from him.”

“If it’s a country ruled by a virtuous king…”

A virtuous king.

At their master’s somewhat ambiguous request, a name and kingdom came to mind for the servants.

“Elang Meister. Though we have never personally met anyone but King Germis and yourself, if there is a virtuous king, it must be him.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He had a good reputation even before becoming king. After ascending the throne, he accepted even the demon race—his former enemies—and even declared he would take in undead as his subjects.”

“The undead?”


Even by the standards of the lich—an ancient being—this was an astonishing and hard-to-believe development.

In both past and present, liches and dark magic that desecrated death had been objects of rejection, and the liches gathered under him were all such beings.

He hadn’t cared much about it back then.

The weak being exploited by the strong was natural in any era, and nothing to be ashamed of.

Had it been the past, he would’ve simply dismissed it as the eccentricity of an outlier.

But now, having resolved to become a virtuous king, he felt differently.

“He is worthy of respect. There is nothing lacking for him to be my teacher.”

“Your teacher?”

The lich was taken aback, thinking perhaps his subordinates were displeased at his choice.

But that wasn’t what they meant.

“Just because he is friendly toward liches does not mean he will be friendly toward you, my lord. Even if you ask to become his disciple, will he really accept?”

“And why not?”

“Elang Meister is originally a noble of this kingdom. When you were resurrected using the power of the evil god, many people died as a result of the aftereffects of that power.”

“And?”

“……”

The lich had never once ordered harm to the kingdom’s people.

Moreover, his resurrection was not of his own will—if there was a culprit, it was the evil god who forcibly awakened him and stole control of his power.

It wasn’t exactly something he could proclaim proudly, but logically, his point was valid, leaving his subordinates—who held normal values—with no rebuttal.

“The cause may have been my power, but not a single part of it was of my choosing—so how could that be my fault?”

“…We were foolish, my lord.”

In the end, the subordinates gave up the argument.

Seeing them lower their heads silently, the lich felt deeply satisfied and said:

“Write a letter. I wish to meet him.”



 
  Chapter 63: Common Sense.


“I wish to become your disciple.”

The messenger, who arrived holding a letter that began with such a disjointed phrase, was an undead with nothing left but bare bones.

At first, we were wary and hesitant to let it into the territory, but since it was clearly related to the undead calamity that had swept through the royal capital, we had no choice but to admit it.

When it claimed to be delivering its master’s will, everyone was filled with unease.

Just as the chaotic political situation was beginning to stabilize, a new spark of conflict arose — how could even a seasoned warrior not feel apprehensive?

However, the so-called message from its master was not a declaration of war.

In a sense, it was even more troublesome — something so baffling that a declaration of war would have been preferable.

“…What does it mean by wanting to become a disciple?”

“I believe it means exactly as written in the letter.”

“You expect us to take it at face value?”

“Forgive my inadequacy, but I neither have the means nor the authority to interpret my master’s intentions.”

Though the letter detailed everything clearly, they still questioned the envoy — because it was simply too hard to believe.

To learn how to be a good king?

Abandoning one’s country to become someone else’s disciple for such a reason was ridiculous enough.

But to choose a teacher who hadn’t even been a king for a full year?

It could only be seen as the madness of a lunatic.

Anyone could see it was a trap, but the trap was so obvious that it made us all the more curious about the intent behind it — which in turn made us want to let the envoy into the domain.

“…Lich.”

The sender had identified themselves as a “Lich.”

Whether it was a coincidence or an attempt to hide their true name behind their race, we couldn’t be sure.

But if they commanded a large number of undead, odds were high that they truly were a lich.

“…The letter says the sender’s name is Lich. Are we to accept this as well?”

“Yes, that is indeed His Majesty’s name.”

“His Majesty, you say…”

A mere coincidence?

No — if the evil god was involved, there was bound to be something more than just coincidence.

“Very well. The envoy shall wait in a separate chamber for my response.”

“Oll.”

After dismissing the envoy, I discussed the matter with Ivanna and — unusually — the fellow lich, Tylent.

When she heard the word “Lich,” she raised her eyebrows as if something came to mind, then quickly let out a chuckle as if brushing off a silly thought.

“What’s wrong?”

Not wanting to miss even a small clue, I pressed her.

“Does something bother you?”

“No, it just reminded me of an old legend the Demon King once told me.”

“A legend?”

“It’s nothing, just a silly old tale. Long ago, a fearsome undead wreaked havoc, and since that undead was called Lich, our race came to be known by the same name…”

It was certainly a trivial story.

It sounded vaguely familiar, but there was no real narrative or substance to it — nothing useful.

Even if the lich who had appeared now was the same one from the legend, this story offered no insight.

Still, it gave rise to a hypothesis:

That lich was a being who had resurrected with the power of a goddess from the mythic era…

A meaningless tale on its own, but at least it hinted at the lich’s identity.

The real question was…

“Why was he resurrected?”

It didn’t feel like a trial — the approach was too gentle, not fitting the evil god’s usual temperament.

It was hard to identify any clear “purpose” that trials normally had.

If the plan was to infiltrate our domain and sow chaos, why devastate the royal capital and provoke unnecessary vigilance?

“What’s the endgame?”

“My lord, from what I’ve heard about the evil god… she’s not very calculated — she seems more impulsive.”

“Are you saying her impulsive nature caused this?”

“She may have resurrected him in the capital on a whim and, having no use for him, sent him to you. It’s purely speculation, but it’s not impossible.”

“Or maybe the lich betrayed the evil god.”

“Huh?”

Surprisingly, Tylent shared her opinion.

Curious, Ivanna and I turned our eyes to her.

Tylent glanced away, speaking nonchalantly:

“What if he turned against the evil god and sided with us?”

“…That was mentioned in the letter. He wants to be taught how to be a good king.”

That possibility sparked another thought:

The evil god is drawn to goodness.

No — “drawn” isn’t strong enough. Her feelings toward human virtue border on obsession.

So if the lich’s desire to become good was genuine, it was entirely possible he had received the goddess’s permission to betray the evil god.


“…You need permission to betray someone? Things always get complicated when gods are involved.”

“Perhaps the lich is also a victim of the evil god.”

Avoiding the meeting for the sake of safety might be wise, but doing so out of fear could invite even greater disaster.

Conversely, confronting it didn’t reveal the future either — so, in this situation, we had no choice but to take the risk.

“Then, how about at least changing the meeting place? If his purpose is simply social interaction, there’s no real reason to meet in the capital.”

“Actually, he just said he wanted to meet — he never insisted it had to be in the capital.”

Usually, when kings meet, there’s a fitting location for such talks, so there’s no need to even mention it.

Still, Tyrant’s point wasn’t entirely wrong.

If we said we went to greet him, it could show goodwill on our part, and help maintain appearances.

A moment later, when the outcome of the meeting was relayed to the lich’s messenger, he only nodded and replied with a cliché like “My master will be pleased,” showing no real reaction.

Maybe he was hiding his true feelings — but if we were to consider every such possibility, there’d be no end to it.

And so, a few weeks later, we met him.

***

A lich — a mythical being believed to have been resurrected by the Evil God.

“It’s good to meet you, Lord Elan.”

In person, he was an undead who appeared surprisingly rational, considering he had turned the capital into an undead nest.

Liches don’t look much different from humans, so unlike other demonkind, you can’t really judge them by appearance…

At the very least, he was better than the Hero.

No — thinking about it now, there wasn’t a single demon I’d met who was worse than the Hero.

“…You said you wanted to become a disciple, right?”

“That’s right.”

“But even if you say that, I have nothing to teach you.”

Honestly, I’m not even sure if I’m a good person.

When describing someone like me, maybe “soft-hearted” is more accurate than “kind.”

I simply didn’t like hurting others — that’s why I kept my distance.

Even when people asked for my secrets or wanted to learn something, there was really nothing I could teach.

If anything, I was the one with questions.

“What is it that you want to learn?”

“Common sense. This era is vastly different from the time I was born. The experiences of the past few weeks confirmed that for me.”

“A sense of disconnection? Then the undead incident in the capital — was that caused by this disconnect?”

I thought maybe he was trying to make excuses, but that wasn’t the case.

“No, that was the Evil God’s fault. She woke me up, and the uncontrolled power that burst forth caused that incident.”

“…I see, I get the gist.”

Even without all the details, once the Evil God is mentioned, you can sort of understand the situation.

It wasn’t just deflecting blame — clearly, the Evil God bore some responsibility.

“From your reaction, you must know her too.”

“I’ve met her. So, are you supposed to be my trial?”

“You even know that much. Yes, I was your trial. But not anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“I found the Evil God’s weakness. Or maybe it’s too shameless to even call it a weakness?”

The Evil God shows no mercy to the wicked, but extends a measure of grace to the good.

That was her only weakness — one of the few openings we could exploit.

Her love for good people was genuine, and because she could recognize them, one could get away with certain actions and still be forgiven.

My earlier assumption was correct — but that didn’t make it any more meaningful.

In fact, I wasn’t even sure this was really the truth.

“…For some reason, I was judged as ‘good’ and was able to escape her grasp. But it’s not over yet. What scares me is the idea that the judgment might change one day, and I’ll be seen as evil.”

“So, you want to learn what it means to be good?”

“Exactly. If you want, I’ll hand over the capital. I don’t really need it, anyway.”

It didn’t sound like an empty offer.

To the lich, the capital held no particular value.

There was no reason or grand cause to claim it, no real gain from ruling a kingdom.

I was a bit concerned about the Empire, but if they had left the capital alone, it likely meant they had no bandwidth to act right now.

More accurately — unless the capital was easily conquerable, they had no reason to pick a fight with an unknown lich just to claim it.

“……”

I glanced at Ivanna.

She gave a faint smile and nodded as if everything was fine.

“Then I’ll hold on to it for now.”

“Please do.”

The lich showed no regret in handing over the capital.

In fact, in some sense, he seemed relieved.

And so began our strange cohabitation with the lich.



 
  Chapter 64: The Other Side.


Because the Empire had its eyes on us, we couldn’t operate under the form of immediately taking over the royal capital.

So instead, we decided to dispatch our administrator to the capital for now.

According to the report, aside from the citizens being terrified by the sight of undead, there were no major damages.

So there was only one thing that needed to be fixed.

“What needs to be fixed?”

“The sense of disconnection between humans and liches. Humans don’t understand liches, and liches don’t understand humans either.”

At a glance, liches appear nearly identical to humans, aside from the purple crystal embedded in their chest, which makes them easy to mistake.

But in reality, liches and humans are vastly different.

The gap between them is so great that one might say demons or elves are closer to humans than liches are.

From the smallest things like daily meals to the greatest differences like lifespan, liches would first need to understand the psychology of the weak in order to comprehend humans.

“People are afraid of the undead.”

“That much I understand. But if they know the undead are protecting them, shouldn’t their grotesque appearance not be a problem?”

“They say that because they don’t feel safe.”

People ignorant of magic can’t properly distinguish between undead bound by magical control and those that aren’t.

They don’t understand that controlled undead cannot act without their master’s permission.

“Most humans are ignorant and weak. So when they see undead, they can’t think, ‘Oh, it’s not attacking me, so maybe it’s safe.’”

“Even if I tell them it’s safe?”

“You think people who fear the undead would trust the words of the undead king?”

“…I see.”

Even the same words take on different meanings and credibility depending on the speaker, so it didn’t get through to the citizens.

There were reasons why everyone had left the streets and hidden themselves in the shadows.

But even understanding that doesn’t mean it’s a problem that can be solved.

Too many people had died at the hands of the undead in this capital, and those scars are deeply imprinted in the hearts of those who live there now.

“…Maybe it would be better to leave it to you.”

“Maybe later, but not right now. If we do, the Empire might accuse us of staging this whole thing.”

It would be fine if all we got was criticism, but if they imposed economic sanctions, things would get more troublesome.

Hearing this, the lich opened his mouth as if to say something, but then closed it again.

Curious about what he was going to say, I asked him.

“What’s wrong?”

“A question came to mind, but I’ve already resolved it internally.”

“Really?”

Then I had no need to press further.

I was curious, of course, but unless divine punishment from an evil god was about to fall on his head, I figured it wasn’t worth worrying about.

“Still, apart from that question, there’s something else I want to ask you.”

“What is it?”

“About the strong individuals of this era. Asking my subordinates didn’t yield much useful information.”

“I don’t know that many people either, so I doubt I’ll be much help.”

“That’s fine. Even within the scope of your knowledge, are there many strong individuals in this era like yourself?”

If he meant people on the level of a legion commander, I could say yes—but if he meant those on par with me or the lich, that was harder to answer.

“Why the silence?”

“…I suppose you could call it a possibility? There may not be any now, but there’s a chance one could be born in the future.”

When the lich asked that question, I suddenly thought of the tyrant who had tried to become the new Demon King by sacrificing tens of thousands of lives.

If the Demon King had prepared a few more methods like that, it wouldn’t be impossible for another to rise somewhere.

When I mentioned the tyrant, the lich nodded, as if something had come to mind.

“To think someone is still using that method. But it’s a gamble. At least, I wouldn’t do it in this era.”

“You have a guess?”

“Humans all have limits. Actually, ‘limits’ isn’t quite right. It’s more accurate to call it a plateau. Human strength starts to stagnate once it reaches a certain point.”

Once a human reaches the peak of their own physical training, their growth begins to slow.

Though continuous training can push them forward, most die of old age before reaching the realm known as ‘transcendence,’ making it somewhat meaningless.

To overcome this and reach a new level, enlightenment is needed.

Some reach this enlightenment through rigorous training.

Others are forcibly elevated through divine blessings.

“This ‘enlightenment’ is reaching the great power that circles this world. And one method of achieving that enlightenment is through sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice… Does it have something to do with death mana?”

“If you’d been born in my time, you’d have received Bel Mirror’s blessing. You’re right.”

When a person dies, death mana emerges from their corpse, and when that mana gathers, a lich is born.

But that doesn’t mean a lich is born from every death, or that undead automatically rise from graveyards.

“Mana doesn’t disappear before it’s used. So then, where does that mana go?”

“The earth. Or more precisely, this world?”

“…Impressive. That’s right. This world is a living being created by the gods. And deep in its core lies what could be considered an infinite amount of mana.”

By becoming aware of that and reaching it, one attains enlightenment and gains power incomparable to before.

For some reason, the lich no longer has that power now, but during his prime, he had reached that enlightenment and wielded powers far beyond what he currently possesses.

“A sacrificial ritual is a rite where the death mana is stirred violently to prevent the birth of undead, and ultimately, it waits for the death mana to seep into the planet. By riding on that, one can reach the core of this star.”

“Side effects?”

“Because it’s not a proper method, if it fails, the power goes berserk. Other than that, there’s nothing.”

So, the undead I saw must have been a berserked Tyrant.

If the Demon King left behind multiple cases like the Tyrant, who knows when or where they might appear.

“I don’t think we need to worry about things like that. They’ll disappear on their own in a few days. What I’m truly concerned about is this situation.”

“This situation… what’s the problem with having fewer powerful people?”

“That is the problem. If there are few strong ones, chaos doesn’t break out. That evil god doesn’t know the meaning of patience. He’s definitely going to try something.”

“…You mean someone will be resurrected again?”

“That’s what I believe. Of course, since it failed once, there’s a possibility he’ll give up this time… but I can’t rule it out.”

He frowned.

It was rare for someone like him to show such clear emotion, and seeing that made me anxious too.

“…Even if they are resurrected, their power wouldn’t be much different from yours or mine, right? Is it really that dangerous?”

“More than their strength, it’s their ideology and capacity for action that’s dangerous.”

“Ideology?”

“They’re the kind of people who disregard life to the point that undead would seem like saints in comparison. I’ve never thought of myself as a good person, but compared to them, I’m better.”

“……”

Damn it.

What the hell is coming?

“Damn it!!”

The evil god’s furious roar shook the room connecting time and space, and reverberated through the world of Five Hundred.

Just as the waves of chaos began to spread outward and affect the world they lived in, a pure white hand stepped in to block them.

Bel Ara, stepping in to contain the chaos in place of her hot-headed younger sibling, smiled wryly.

“You never change, no matter how old you get.”

“Have you ever seen a god change?!”

“Nope.”

Gods, for better or worse, are immutable beings. No matter how much time passes, they do not grow.

Physically or mentally, gods are eternally unchanging beings.

That’s why Bel Zoma, unable to accept the contradictions within himself, threw a tantrum like a child.

Watching that, Bel Ara was able to laugh genuinely for the first time in a long while.

Of course, it was a mocking laugh.

“This is what happens when you cling to your usual twisted ways. If you’d just softened your heart a little, those old champions wouldn’t have come back like that.”

“I’m telling you, they were all bad people!!”

“And the good ones came back any differently?”

“…….”

In seeking a new trial to replace the Lich, they resurrected the old champions—

But they either committed suicide or turned into saints, making their return completely meaningless.

In a way, this was an inevitable outcome.

Who, after living a life of evil and meeting such a wretched end that even victims might feel pity, would willingly play along with the evil god’s schemes?


The good ones, being good, didn’t want to help the evil god either, so they refused to take his side.

“And you think you’ll be any different just because you’re my sister?! They’ll all hate you even more!”

“Wanna test that?”

“…No.”

She didn’t need to see the future to know the result.

Not a single one would refuse her.

“How did it come to this!!!”

From a place unimaginably far beyond the grasp of mortals, the goddess’s scream echoed.



 
  Chapter 65: Letter.


A few days later, Raidus, who had left the capital with the knights, arrived to join the frontier settlement.

Although they hadn’t made a formal promise, there was no reason to refuse them, so we gladly accepted them.

With Raidus, a swordsman of legion commander caliber, and the knights he trained joining us, the development of the forest would surely progress further.

“So this is your… no, Your Majesty’s city?”

He looked up at the World Tree, which towered in the center of the city, with a childlike innocence and let out a similarly childlike exclamation of awe.

The knights who followed him also seemed to regain their childhood wonder in this moment—their eyes free of even a trace of impure emotion.

Their eyes, filled with admiration and pure longing for the marvelous sight they were witnessing for the first time, made my heart feel proud just looking at them.

‘His expression has changed a lot.’

Unlike before, Raidus seemed much more lively, though his face also looked a bit gaunt despite the bright expression.

It wasn’t just my imagination—looking closely, not only his face, but his entire frame seemed to have lost some weight.

The other knights didn’t look great either—it seemed their journey had been quite rough.

“What happened?”

“…We got lost.”

“What?”

“Well, since it was our first time on this route… we got lost and ran out of food.”

They couldn’t turn back, so they had no choice but to press forward, even after losing their way and running out of supplies.

The sight of the knights with tearful expressions saying they barely survived by eating roadside weeds and wild animals was both amusing and pitiful.

“…Want some food?”

“Yes, please.”

Raidus and his group devoured the full meal set before them in an instant, then fell asleep right away.

From their exhausted appearance, I could guess how much they had suffered.

Once the knight order joined the settlement, construction of the Demon village progressed rapidly, and within a few weeks, a second homeland for the Demons was born.

“We did it! Elan! Now we Demons have a place to live too! Well, I’m not going to live here, though.”

Perhaps life at the castle suited her too well—Bella made it clear she wasn’t planning to move.

From living with Demons, I learned that they don’t use titles like King or Princess among themselves.

When I asked why, they said it was out of respect for a great Demon King who once ruled the Demon Realm long ago.

For some reason, I felt like I knew who that Demon was.

In any case, even buildings shaped like castles were rare among Demons, so Bella always said that at least she liked her new home when she first came to the Demon King’s Castle.

Now that the annoying Demon King was gone and she had found the castle of her dreams, she must’ve felt like the whole world belonged to her.

“Will it be okay to go independent?”

“We’ve already been living apart from that Demon King bastard for ages! Ugh, just thinking about it pisses me off! What the hell was that guy’s deal, seriously!!”

“…Yeah.”

Come to think of it—what was his deal, really?

By now, we had gathered some information about the Hero and the Evil God, but we still knew nothing about the Demon King.

Where he came from, why he pledged loyalty to the goddess and invaded the human world—we knew none of it.

He wouldn’t be resurrected, so it was fine to forget about him, but it was only natural to feel curious about an enemy who had tormented humanity for so long.

What we needed to be cautious of wasn’t the dead Demon King, but the Evil God’s vanguard who might yet be resurrected.

Or perhaps new puppets empowered by the Evil God could pull the same kind of stunt as the Hero.

“What are you thinking about?”

Had I been lost in thought for too long?

Bella, who had been talking to herself beside me, peeked over and asked.

“You’re thinking about that Evil God again, aren’t you?”

“…Yeah.”

“I told you to stop thinking about it! It’s not like we can do anything anyway—what’s the point in worrying?”

Ever since I first confided in her about the Evil God, Bella had maintained this attitude.

I thought it was a bit naive, but technically, she wasn’t wrong.

Rather than living in fear of an unavoidable disaster, it was far wiser to forget and live your life.

“Still, I can’t stop thinking. I mean… what if, in the distant future, our children have to face that Evil God…”

“Oh my, are you already thinking about having kids with me?”

“No, that’s not what I meant…”

Right now, that’s just not possible.

Bella is too young.

I don’t want history to record that Elan Meister was a pedophile.

“I get what you’re thinking. Then how about just spreading it all?”

“Spreading it?”

“Yeah! If we just reveal everything about the Evil God or whatever, wouldn’t people hesitate even if they were about to be given power? It might stop some crazy people from going wild.”

“And if our memories get erased because of that?”

“Then we wouldn’t even remember that it happened, so who cares? However it plays out, it’s gotta be better than now, right?”

“…Is that so?”

It was such a flexible way of thinking—something that would’ve never come from me—that I was left speechless.

Even if everything ended up being for nothing, I wouldn’t really lose anything.

Maybe telling everyone was an option.

But if the truth about the goddess were to be revealed to everyone… what would the Holy Nation, the stronghold of the Goddess’ faith, do in response?

“Alensia…”

Suddenly, for some reason, her name popped into my head.

She must have arrived at the Holy Nation by now…

Just as Melia had shown an unexpected side, perhaps there was also a hope that she, too, would show something.

“…Should I try writing a letter?”

People can change.

With that hope in mind, I picked up my pen.

“You’ve received a letter.”

The person delivering the letter was neither a trainee acolyte nor a mail carrier, but the highest authority in the theocracy.

An old man with deep wrinkles and white snow settling on his head handed over the letter with trembling hands.

Unlike before, his hands, unable to stay still due to age, made Alensia feel as if she were the reason he had become like this—it tore at her heart.

“Of…”

She tried to say something, but upon seeing the Pope, the words wouldn’t come out.

Alensia’s head naturally bowed toward the ground as if pulled by gravity.

Seeing her like this, the Pope approached her and sat down beside her, letter in hand.

“I don’t know what happened on that journey. It couldn’t have been easy. Maybe… something I could never even imagine happened.”

“Life is long, and time is plentiful. So when you’re ready, please open your heart and speak. It seems the Hero has passed away… but I have no intention of blaming you for that. It’s no one’s fault.”

As he spoke with a gentle tone, calling it all part of the goddess’s design, Alensia found herself at a loss for words.

“I’ve talked too long. That happens when you get old. I’ll leave the letter here and go.”

“Ah, no…”

“Hm?”

“P-please wait a moment…”

Even she didn’t know where the sudden courage came from, but by the time she realized it, Alensia was holding on to the Pope, preventing him from leaving.

The strength in her grip spoke volumes about her resolve.

The Pope gently placed his hand over hers and smiled, trying to put her at ease.

“…Will you be alright?”

“…Yes.”

Her mind was made up.

She couldn’t live a lie for the rest of her life, nor did she want to.

She had returned here in the first place to speak the truth with her own lips.

Until now, she had lacked the courage to face them, but it was finally time to end that.

“…I—I saw it there.”

The wicked dark god who manipulated the world from the shadows.

She saw undeniable proof of the true god—one that denied everything she had once taken pride in and devoted her life to.

“I was scared! If our goddess is a lie, then what are the doctrines even for?!

So many holy knights died to kill demons!

What did they die for?

What did all those people sacrifice their lives for?

It was all just lies made up by people from a long time ago…!!

And the real god is a cruel being who sees us as nothing more than toys…!!!”

After spilling everything, Alensia collapsed into the Pope’s arms, sobbing.

Perhaps due to the shock of her confession, the Pope could say nothing.

He simply patted her back as she trembled like a child.

For a while, the room was filled only with the old man’s sighs and the young woman’s tears.

After some time…

Having regained some composure, Alensia lowered her head deeply, blushing from the fact that she had cried so childishly.

“…I’m sorry. For showing such an unsightly side of myself.”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of between us. In fact, I’m the one who should be ashamed.”

“Huh?”

“You didn’t tell me until now because you were afraid I’d be shocked. That my faith might be shaken.”

“……”

“My faith wouldn’t be shaken even if our god is a lie. Because I didn’t serve the goddess—I served her teachings.”

“Teachings?”

“Love your neighbor. Share what you have with the poor. Help one another. Take one step back for others. Those… childlike teachings anyone can follow—that’s what my faith was.”

Whether the goddess was real or not—it didn’t matter anymore.

As long as the teachings were just, even if the object of faith was false, nothing else needed to change.


“As long as the faith in your heart stays firm, it doesn’t matter what happens. So never forget what it is you truly follow.”

“…Yes!”

It was a day where she could reaffirm what faith really meant, and what it was she truly followed.

…But what’s in this letter?

After the Pope left, Alensia looked at the letter.

It was sealed with an unfamiliar emblem and had no recipient name on the envelope.

Normally, letters to the Saint would be screened, so it had been a long time since she’d seen a letter preserved in its complete form.

Alensia opened the letter and quickly read through it all.

Though she had already said farewell to her god, she now began to feel a certainty that perhaps this too was part of someone’s design—and began to realize what she needed to do.



 
  Chapter 66: Alliance.


“Is what I’m seeing real right now?”

“…It seems that way.”

Ever since we received the reply from the temple promising full cooperation—honestly, it felt like a trap—we couldn’t believe it.

We read it over and over again.

The letter bore the seals of the Pope and several high-ranking priests—something that couldn’t easily be forged.

In other words, this was the strongest evidence that the temple was aligning with us and, at the same time, a kind of safeguard to prevent betrayal.

‘I did have some expectations, but…’

What I expected was that Saint Alencia might show us something—not this.

It was like hitting the Demon King or a Hero with a blind arrow.

None of us, including myself and the ministers, could easily believe it, and we just stood there frozen.

Who is the temple?

They despised demons second only to the gods themselves and had been the least cooperative in this war.

Some of us here, myself included, had firsthand experience on the battlefield with holy knights and priests, which made this letter even more suspicious.

A holy knight, both arms torn off, clenching a sword in their mouth, charging at a demon…

It’s fortunate they were on our side. Just imagining enemies like that is enough to chill your spine.

“Could it be a trap?”

“They sent a written reply. I doubt they’d do that. If it turns out to be a ruse, the temple’s reputation and credibility would plummet.”

“Not like those people care much about that…”

There was definitely a level of madness in the temple that defied common sense, even Ivanna’s.

Even if the upper ranks were persuaded, we couldn’t know what was said to those below.

No matter how much the Pope is the goddess’s representative or the Saint is the girl chosen by the gods, could they really persuade knights and priests who lost limbs and family on the battlefield?

Honestly, I don’t think so.

Considering when the reply came, it was almost certainly a unilateral decision from the top—there had probably been no consultation with the lower ranks.

But in truth, that wasn’t the most important part.

We’re not delivering information about the goddess to commoners—we’re delivering it to kings who run nations.

“…The temple must have considered our intentions too. Maybe there was some calculation behind this.”

“Calculation?”

“If they heard from the Saint about Bel Zoma’s nature, there’s no way they’d try to cover things up. If they did, they themselves could become the new Hero—that is, the next trial.”

“……”

Yes.

If it’s just an individual’s wrongdoing, it’s one thing—but in this world, if a group commits evil, they could unknowingly become a divine trial themselves.

Conversely, that means doing good always brings some kind of reward.

I was skeptical that the temple’s upper ranks would unanimously support this, but with that reasoning, it made sense.

The other officials seemed to understand too—knights and bureaucrats alike nodded in agreement.

“Was this really such a surprising event?”

Some demons didn’t understand why we were so suspicious—unlike us, who had lived our entire lives steeped in religion.

“If there’s a stronger god, switching to them isn’t that strange, is it? Humans and demons both usually side with the stronger power.”

“Sure, but… we’re talking about a god here?”

“So what? It’s just switching to a stronger god.”

Having lived in a world with only one god, we couldn’t offer any logical rebuttal—we just gave a bitter smile.

“Master. How should we go about telling the other kings the truth about Bel Zoma? If we just send a letter, some might brush it off as a joke.”

“Even with the temple’s support?”

“Believing and acting are two different things. If they only stay cautious, then reminding them won’t mean anything.”

“So you’re saying we need to show sincerity?”

“That’s part of it. But the best method is to make them act even if they don’t want to.”

“What do you mean?”

“An alliance.”

Alliance.

Ivanna, who always saw farther ahead than I did, was once again looking into the distant future.

***

“…Are they here to wage war or something?”

This happened months after we gained the temple’s cooperation.

In front of the dazzling imperial palace of the Empire, known for its long history and wealth, stood over a dozen magical beasts and demons, lined up with a relaxed demeanor as if they were out on a picnic.

Their eyes, gazing up at the palace, were nothing but calm, but the soldiers guarding the capital looked as tense as if the enemy had broken through the gates.

Everyone was flustered at the unexpected visitors. Ivanna and the demon princess, Verara, climbed the palace’s long staircase and entered.

Though the magical beasts waited outside, the very fact that such creatures had been brought to the imperial palace put the guards on high alert.

The civil officials were no different.

They looked at Ivanna and her party not as peace envoys but as enemy soldiers delivering a declaration of war. Ivanna couldn’t possibly fail to notice.

They passed through the long, majestic corridors and the many ceremonial doors that seemed to exist just for show.

Finally, they arrived at the audience chamber where the throne stood.

Imperial generals and high-ranking officials lined either side of the path to the throne like bodyguards.

Ivanna stepped forward and greeted them gracefully.

She perfectly followed imperial protocol while maintaining a dignified composure—everyone was quietly impressed.

With a kind smile, the emperor spoke to her.

“Envoy, raise your head.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“Indeed, Miss Ivanna. You appear to be an excellent talent. What position do you hold in your kingdom?”

Though intended as a greeting to a special envoy, the tone was rather businesslike—one could even say rude. But it couldn’t be helped.

Due to its geographical location, the Kingdom of Elrang had difficulties in intelligence gathering.

Spies and informants found it hard to infiltrate the capital.

Even the information that did trickle through couldn’t be verified for authenticity, and finding out the envoy’s true rank was nearly impossible.

“I hold, perhaps undeservedly, the position of Chancellor in the Elpia United Kingdom.”

Ivanna, aware of such circumstances, stated her position without finding it strange.

The fact that a nation’s chancellor had personally come as a special envoy surprised the imperial officials and stirred a sense of pride in them.

After the long war and the trouble caused by the Hero’s Coin, the Empire had suffered greatly—both in terms of damage and national pride.

Yet here was a chancellor from a rising power, humbling herself to come in person.

Moreover, this emerging nation had absorbed many demon tribes and kingdoms and was now stepping up as a major power.

Such a gesture of humility couldn’t help but make the emperor and his officials feel a sense of pride.

“I see. Is your sovereign in good health?”

That’s why even a warmth of tone—something rare—was allowed to show through without much thought.

Ivanna responded with a smile and a nod.

After some casual conversation had passed between them…

“Our United Kingdom has formed an alliance with the lich who has taken over the former royal capital.”

The moment the real topic came out, everyone’s expressions stiffened.

The royal capital of Germis and its surrounding territory—directly administered by the crown—was, for the Empire, like a chicken rib:

Too much effort for too little gain if taken, yet too valuable to simply hand over.

To form an alliance with the lich meant they had allied with a thief who had plundered what belonged to the Empire—and so, the atmosphere in the audience chamber quickly turned grim.


“Did you come to inform us of this alliance out of fear of the Empire’s wrath?”

The Emperor questioned her calmly, in the same tone as before, seeking reason.

“Even knowing that the capital rightfully belongs to the Empire, why did you ally with them?”

“For survival.”

“Survival? Is that lich so terrifying to you?”

“To be honest, Your Majesty, it would be a lie to say we are not afraid. In some ways, he is even more fearsome than the Demon King. But what we fear is not the lich himself, but the one who brought him back.”

“…What did you say?”

“Your Majesty, you may not know this, but even within the Demon King’s army, necromancy and liches were not welcome. When liches were assigned, they were often quietly eliminated.”

“Go on.”

“In other words, no lich dispatched from the Demon World—at least those assigned to the kingdoms—has survived. Yet, a powerful lich, comparable to the Demon King, is alive and has taken control of the capital. This was not mere chance.”

With a voice as beautiful as if she were reciting poetry, Ivanna calmly conveyed the story and the truth of the goddess.

It was a fantastical tale that might’ve been laughed off elsewhere, but here, it carried a strange weight of credibility.

Everyone gathered in the audience hall today was a high-ranking official, each entrusted with a significant duty.

They were aware that the Demon King was not a ruler respected by all demons, and they also knew the truth of his ambiguous origins.

Of course, they also knew that the Hero had defeated the Demon King without much trouble.

So, how had the lich suddenly appeared?

Why had the Hero lost his power so abruptly?

Many lingering questions were answered by this tale—

Though still just plausible, it hadn’t yet reached the point of being universally accepted truth.

Even with the temple’s backing, some officials still saw this as an elaborate deception cooked up by allied nations.

“…So you’re saying this alliance was formed to oppose that evil god?”

“Yes. It is a military and economic alliance, and an agreement to cooperate should another apostle of the evil god appear.”

When Ivanna revealed that the alliance included not only the Kingdom but the Holy Nation and even scattered demon tribes, a palpable sense of crisis spread through the chamber.

While it didn’t appear as though they were trying to surround the Empire, having such a powerful alliance arise in neighboring lands was not a good sign.

If they used the evil god’s apostle as a pretext, they could easily justify an invasion of the Empire.

As everyone began to break into a cold sweat at the thought of the worst-case scenario—

“And we have come to offer the same proposal to the Empire.”

“Hmm?”

“Your Majesty, will you not stand with us against the evil god who toys with humanity?”

The Kingdom extended its hand.
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The Empire, perhaps due to its pride and centuries-long history, did not immediately join the alliance led by the emerging nations.

At first, Ivanna was turned away with polite rejection, but she interpreted it as a sign that the Empire was actually open to joining.

“They’re considering it?”

“If they really had no intention, they would’ve outright dismissed us in a way that would’ve trampled our pride. The fact that they turned us away gently suggests they do have the intention to join.”

“So… if we compare it to dating, they’re playing hard to get?”

“More like they’re creating a justification that their people and pride can accept. That they’re not joining out of fear, but because we pleaded so sincerely—so they’re ‘reluctantly’ accepting. That way, they can save face.”

Not long after, Ivanna went back to the Empire with another envoy, but again, they were rejected and returned to the capital.

However, unlike before, this time she came back with countless gifts.

Seeing her return glittering with dazzling treasures of gold and silver, I finally began to understand what she meant by “playing hard to get.”

On her third visit, Ivanna finally secured a definite answer—the Empire would join the alliance.

With the Empire on board, neighboring countries began to approach, eager to join as well.

Eventually, even a major power that could rival the Empire caught wind of this movement, and not just human nations, but most demon tribes joined the alliance too.

This was largely thanks to Ivanna, but also to the Temple’s endorsement and the influence of Bella’s tribe, who held high status among the demons.

If I had been the only one vouching for this, there’s no way the alliance would have grown so large.

“Congratulations, Master! Now you’re the leader of an alliance that includes nearly every country on the continent!”

“…Right.”

I wanted to deny it, but the outcome spoke for itself—I couldn’t.

In a way, I felt guilty, as if I had used a sacred figure’s reputation for my own gain.

‘Come to think of it… haven’t I just been using it all conveniently up to now?’

Just as I was wondering if I should at least offer a prayer to make up for all that, it happened.

“Elang!!”

With a lively voice, Bella burst into the room and leapt into my arms like a child craving affection.

She always wore a smile, but today it felt especially radiant—something good must have happened.

As I caught her and tried to seat her on my lap, she did so naturally, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

To an onlooker, we probably looked like an overly affectionate couple, and someone nearby even gave a half-smile, amused.

“Why the long face?”

“Me? Was I?”

I glanced at Ivanna, who silently nodded in agreement.

“…Just had a silly thought.”

“A silly thought?”

“Back with the elves and now this—I feel like I’ve been exploiting that guy’s name too easily.”

I started to question how different I really was from her—using others for personal gain.

Even the thought of offering a prayer stemmed from that feeling—a sense of needing to pay something back.

“Elang, sometimes you think the dumbest things! Forget that stuff, let’s drink! I brought something amazing from my family home!”

“Something amazing? What is it?”

“Oh, that’s a secret… Hehe. I’ll show you tonight!”

I didn’t know what it was, but something told me it would yet again challenge my boundaries.

Tonight, I decided, I would not get drunk.

“I’ll prepare the glasses. Master, surely it’s okay to relax for one night?”

Ivanna wasn’t stopping Bella—if anything, she was encouraging her.

Honestly, I didn’t understand what she was thinking.

Sometimes I suspected the two of them were scheming something together.

I know I’m a bit old-fashioned, thinking things like that should only happen after marriage…

But apparently, others didn’t see it that way.

In this castle, I was the minority.

Actually, calling myself a “minority” was generous—I was the only one who thought like this.

Basically an outcast.

‘…Should I just close my eyes and go for it?’

Just as I decided it was time to finally finish this “assignment” I’d kept putting off…

As if some nonexistent goddess had sensed my impure thoughts and decided to punish me, a pitch-black darkness swallowed everything.

A darkness so absolute it seemed to absorb all light—and even the viewer’s presence itself.

Front, back, above, below, left, right—

Everything was consumed by darkness.

Strangely, though, my own body remained visible, as if still under light.

But the warmth of my companions, who were just joking and laughing with me, was gone.

I was alone.

The vast emptiness made me feel like I was the only one left in this world… or even the universe.

From the depths of my heart, a memory stirred—and with it, a long-dormant feeling.

Though this was the complete opposite of that moment, which had been filled with light, the feeling it stirred was surprisingly similar.

Bel Zoma.

The one and only evil god that truly exists in this world.

The emotion I felt when I first met them—an emotion so complex it couldn’t simply be called “fear.”

As if my body was being drained of warmth, I shivered uncontrollably, and cold sweat trickled down for no apparent reason.

My blood raced through my veins, and my once-calm heart now pounded like mad, flooding my head with its thunderous beat.

When all emotions and sensations fade, and it feels almost like my soul has left my body, watching myself from above in a strange illusion.

“…Perhaps I overdid it. If even a near-transcendent human’s heart rate exceeds 160, I may need to reconsider lowering my aura.”

With a flat, businesslike voice—almost emotionless—came a whisper, accompanied by the chill of something ice-cold brushing against my cheek.

Only then did my vision start to return, just enough for me to barely make out the owner of the cold hand resting on my face.

A youthful face, probably around the same age as Pina.

It gave off an impression of beauty, yet seemed like an ordinary child.

But behind that face, there lurked something far beyond what I had sensed from Bell Zoma that day.

As if fascinated that I could see her face, this divine being asked me:

“You can see me? Unlike before, I came in my true form this time, and yet you have a soul stronger than I expected.”

I didn’t have the strength to answer.

And she knew that well, so she simply smiled and said without waiting for a response:

“Don’t worry. I didn’t come to harm you, unlike that one. I came to bring a gift and offer my thanks.”

‘…Thanks?’

I couldn’t make sense of the words.

Not only had I done nothing worthy of gratitude, I couldn’t even imagine I had helped this being in any meaningful way.

As if she had read my thoughts—so naturally that it was eerie—she spoke again:

“Child of man, you’ve already given me so much. You helped me fulfill my dream, saved my children who were trapped in ignorance. And most importantly, I won—thanks to you. Well, I lost the game, but still.”

“……”

“If you weren’t human, I would’ve made you my champion instead of the Demon King… Do you have any thoughts of changing your race through soul conversion, even now—ah, never mind. That’s a story for another time. It’s already in the past.”

Even as I struggled to keep up, the being continued.

“It’s fine if you don’t understand. This is just my one-sided gratitude, my gift to you. My one-sided affection. You don’t even need to be thankful.”

And with the conversation cut short on her end, cracks formed in the surrounding darkness, and I returned to the real world.

It felt like around ten minutes had passed—but in reality, it was as if no time had passed at all, like the blink of an eye.

Nothing around me had changed.

If anything had changed, it was only me.

Seeing me suddenly drenched in sweat as if I’d gone mad, Ivanna and Bella asked with uneasy expressions:

“Elan? What’s wrong all of a sudden?”

“…Master?”

“…….”

Maybe it was shock from meeting that being—I couldn’t speak for a while.

I only managed to talk about what happened in the darkness half a day later.

“…It came?”

“Maybe it was something else…”

Ivanna seemed to suspect a trick by Bell Zoma, but for some reason, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it really was a different entity.

It was about a month later that I understood what the being had meant by “gift.”

Every king within the alliance—and even those outside of it—sent word.

The being had visited their bedchambers.

Darkness.

Not the warm kind, like a mother’s womb—but an endlessly cold, all-consuming darkness.

Even emperors who had declared their separation from fear upon ascending to the heights of power were no more than helpless children before this darkness.

As the suffocating dark squeezed their breath, from within it appeared a divine figure, radiant as the sun—momentarily making them forget their fear, their heart gripped by awe and beauty.

Their hearts were lifted, if only briefly, at the sudden appearance.

But that joy quickly turned to dread when they realized the beautiful figure resembled the image of the evil god Ivanna once described.

“…Would a hundred years be enough? No, maybe I should wait a little longer. That might be more fun.”

What was she talking about?

Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

Unable to grasp what was happening, that terrifying time continued on.

And when the emperor was finally released from what felt like an endless hell,

he returned to his chamber soaked in sweat, as if he had thrown himself into the ocean.

“Haah…!!”

Was it a dream?


He exhaled deeply and thought—

No, it couldn’t have been a dream.

There’s no way it was.

His meager imagination couldn’t possibly have conjured up a being like that, even in fantasy.

On that day, the existence of goddesses and evil gods—once secretly doubted—was etched unmistakably into the hearts of the emperor and the rulers of all nations.
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It was on a sunny day, just a few weeks after that terrifying experience, that I realized the fear I had felt wasn’t mine alone.

The sky boasted its blueness to the ends of the earth, and a gentle breeze softly stroked the cheeks of the flowers blooming in the fields.

On that morning, a noble guest arrived in the kingdom.

“…I saw it.”

The First Prince of the Empire.

The man destined to become the ruler of the Empire after the Emperor—barring any unforeseen variables—visited our country personally, along with his delegation.

It was a rare and honorable event for the heir of a powerful nation to visit a newly emerging country like ours, and we had every reason to be proud.

And yet, we couldn’t simply rejoice.

Because the prince who said he “saw it” without any formal greeting looked far too pale for such a bright, beautiful day.

“…What on earth was that?”

His body trembled uncontrollably, as if thrown into the cold of midwinter.

Every word he spoke was laced with unease.

His eyes wouldn’t stop staring at a single spot, as if it—that presence—were right here in this place.

No, perhaps his fear was entirely justified.

After all, the being he encountered wasn’t some lowly thug, but a divine entity that truly exists.

She does exist, even here.

If she wishes, she can move not only through the real world but also freely enter our hearts and minds.

—Just as she did not long ago.

Though I don’t believe the being I met that day was the evil god herself, the fact that it possessed power equal to hers made that distinction feel trivial.

Something capable of anything is watching us.

That’s the only thing that matters.

“Please, calm down for now.”

I, too, was shocked—but I tried to appear composed as I attempted to calm him down.

The prince, startled like someone gripped by a seizure, showed no hesitation in revealing his vulnerability, even in front of his own country’s officials.

I wanted to calm him and continue the conversation.

That was my intent, but…

“How could I possibly calm down? It spoke to me! To my father! To all my siblings! It said it would wait! Just a hundred years! Exactly one hundred years!”

“…What?”

One hundred years?

I wasn’t the only one stunned into silence by this new piece of information. Ivanna and everyone else stood there, unsure how to respond, simply staring at the prince.

Perhaps interpreting our silence and stares in a different way, his expression grew darker.

And then, something suddenly came to mind—

Not the words of the evil god who promised me a “gift,” but the words of another divine being.

Could this be the gift they spoke of?

Judging by the glance Ivanna gave me, she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

After we managed to calm the prince down, we reconvened in the assembly room late that night.

“…So this is the gift, huh?”

Everyone was in agreement.

It wasn’t the evil god, but another divine being who had appeared and threatened them with a specific, terrifying deadline: one hundred years.

We didn’t know why a different god had suddenly come forward now—but for us, this was a good thing.

This incident would make people realize that the evil god isn’t just the stuff of distant, hard-to-believe legends—but a real danger that could appear to anyone, at any time.

There was just one problem…

“So then, how does Bell Zoma fit into all this?”

“…That, I don’t know.”

Honestly, we had no idea.

Gods are beings that move beyond the realm of our imagination.

Unlike the usual image of a god, Bell Zoma lacked any sense of dignity or honor.

Even if she were to come forward and explain herself, it wouldn’t help at all.

It wasn’t damaged.

No, rather, it would be a relief if that were all—there’s even the possibility it might suddenly erase all of our memories.

“For now, we don’t know how that being will appear. But there’s one thing we can speculate.”

“Speculate?”

“If that being possesses power equal to Bel Zoma, then perhaps we might have peace for at least a hundred years.”

Because it possesses the same power, if it tries anything, we could stop it.

So, the speculation was that it wouldn’t do something reckless like erasing all our memories and turning back time.

“…Then that’s a bit of a relief?”

This situation, whose nature we couldn’t understand, wasn’t necessarily bad for us.

Realizing that, we all felt slightly at ease.

Of course, there was still the worry of what might happen a hundred years later, but no one mentioned it.

We had finally caught a break—no one was tactless enough to stifle that breath of relief.

“Let’s all stay positive. Good things come from good thoughts, right?”

“Yes, that’s right! We have a whole hundred years! Maybe even that evil god will change its mind a little in the meantime!”

Laughter erupted here and there.

It was an absurd thought, but we truly hoped it might happen.

Yes, we don’t know what will come a hundred years from now, but in other words, we have a hundred years to prepare.

Let’s prepare—for that moment that will surely come one day…

“…When’s the evil god coming, anyway?”

About three hundred years after that vow was made,

there was still no sign of Bel Zoma—not even a shadow.

The goddesses’ game for control of the world may have been a fleeting amusement, but at the same time, it was a war over the fate of an entire world.

Just like in real-world wars, war is merely a means to an end, not the end itself—what matters is what comes after.

Victory is just a bonus.

If you can get what you want, losing the war doesn’t matter.

Bel Ara thought the current situation was the perfect example of that.

…This flow is good.

While Bel Zoma still struggled with the former champions who continued to reject her blessing,

Bel Ara looked down on the world, gazing into the distant future.

Though she lost the game, the path this world was taking was exactly what she had hoped for.

Unlike the demon world, a harsh and barren land practically uninhabitable, this world offered fertile lands where demons could safely give birth and raise children— a large migration of demons had begun.

Though there were some conflicts with the natives, over time the hatred was fading, and they would gradually come to realize that mixing blood with demons could be to their benefit.

In the human world, whether in times of peace or chaos, power has always been everything.

There’s no need to explain just how enticing the demon blood’s longevity would be to short-lived humans.

Demons will gradually increase in number and become the new rulers of the continent, while humans will eventually be weeded out and fade into the background of history.

Of course, such a future would take over a thousand years to arrive, but to the gods, that’s nothing more than the blink of an eye.

However, for that future to come to pass…

“I have to do something about this idiot…”

All these assumptions are only valid if Bel Zoma hadn’t caused unnecessary trouble.

She doesn’t wish for this world to be stable.

She believes that the more chaotic and filled with malice the world is, the more the goodness born within it will shine.

Though she is her younger sister, she is undoubtedly a bothersome and troublesome being.

“Should I just beat her up?”

Due to a contract, she can’t interfere directly with the world, but an off-the-record brawl would be totally fair game.

For a moment, she seriously considered beating her up and taking control, but doing so might just bring about the end of the world itself.

If it were her in Bel Zoma’s place, she probably would have destroyed the world in revenge already.

Though she believed Bel Zoma wouldn’t go that far, considering her tendency to avoid harming good people, Bel Ara still couldn’t dismiss the possibility entirely.

“Who knows what that fool will do if she loses her mind. I guess I’ll have to make a move soon.”

She had already prepared a method.

A way to overturn everything in case things came to this.

“Ugh, seriously!! Why is no one doing it?!”

The goddess’s furious scream echoed through the world.

This was the twenty-fifth time.

Bel Zoma, rejected by every mortal she had chosen as a champion in the last game, was both angry and despondent, wondering if she truly lacked all appeal.

Perhaps drawn by that emotion, for the first time in ages, a family member other than her older sister showed up in this space.

“You’re actually doing it again!!”

Bel Zoma could never mistake that voice, which she had heard since before the age of romance.

Beladon.

A god once considered the closest thing to a loser in the old days had arrived.

Bel Zoma tilted her head and asked him:


“Brother? Wh-what are you doing here?”

“I heard the game had started again, so I came! Are you the only one here right now?!”

“No… Ara is here too…”

“That’s great! The more opponents, the better! I’m joining the game too! There are still demons left, right? I like those guys the most!”

“Huh? Wait, huh?”

Just when she thought she had won the game, the one who came closest to winning the previous game appeared out of nowhere.

“The game has restarted?!”

Before she could even be flustered, more gods appeared, and as the number of them continued to increase, she was left speechless.

“Elves! Where are the elves? I’m only using high elves!”

“Halves are fine too, but that one’s too submissive.”

“No dragons?”

“They went extinct last game. Too strong for their own good. That’s why they got ganged up on. Who are you picking?”

“As long as it’s someone who values purity, I don’t care what race they are.”

“…You’re doing that again here too?”

“Shut up. You reek of non-virgin.”

“Hey!!!!”

Before long, even gods of other factions had joined, and the once-organized space turned into a chaotic marketplace.

The divine energy created by all the gathered gods reached even beings that should never have been summoned.
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Just as no human is born by their own will, there exists no god who is born by their own choosing.

Every tree has its roots, and every creature has its parents—so it was only natural that gods, too, had parents.

If even gods have parents and are merely creations of someone else, one question arises:

The first god to be born.

The debate over whether there exists a god who was born into this world of their own will, without anyone’s help, has always existed.

Yet even combining the wisdom of gods, which surpasses human intellect, no answer was ever found.

If you think about it simply, tracing one’s lineage back far enough might eventually lead to the original source of all things.

But how long it would take to reach that point was unknown, and none had the leisure to pursue such a thing endlessly.

Thus, interest in the topic gradually faded.

The subject of the primordial god became no different from how humans typically regard theology.

After all, isn’t the world full of more interesting things than researching or seeking out a possibly nonexistent being?

Some earnestly ruled over humans, while others toyed with them, and in doing so, they slowly forgot their interest in the topic—but one idea remained in their minds:

A being suspected to be primordial—more precisely, a god closer to the origin than any other.

A transcendent being, distinctly more powerful than the rest, certainly existed, and was revered by the other gods as the Sun God or Earth Mother.

The Earth Mother, Bel Gaia.

The mother of gods who birthed countless deities now looked upon the space where gods had gathered, calming the rage that shook the heavens and earth.

That alone caused tremors that seemed enough to collapse the paths connecting countless worlds, warping and at times destroying space itself.

Naturally, the gods noticed this chaos—but noticing it made no difference.

To resist her would be like a child opposing their parent.

Most gave up even trying to flee and simply waited for the judgment to come, gazing beyond the veil of the yet-unopened dimension.

“…You’ve all gathered, even though I didn’t call for you.”

With a gentle voice, the being revealed itself.

Everyone looked at her.

When she raised her delicate hand, slender as a willow branch, all the gods except for two were cast away to the edges of the world.

Gaia, now standing in the center of a space with only three gods remaining, looked at her daughters.

Even Bel Zoma, usually as lively as a child, was speechless in this moment as Gaia spoke:

“I’ve sent the others back. Do you know why?”

“Y-yes?”

“Because unlike you two, they haven’t meddled in that world. Surely, you haven’t forgotten the ban on amusement?”

They were caught.

They had been discovered.

Perhaps out of fear, Bel Zoma blurted out what might have been the worst question of all:

“H-how did you know?”

“…Does that matter? Countless lesser beings have died, yet you’re only worried about your own body.”

“N-no!! That’s not what I—!”

“I know. You didn’t intend to torment those innocent creatures. In a way, that makes it worse, but I know there was no malice.”

As if she meant to offer forgiveness, her words momentarily eased Bel Zoma’s terrified heart.

But then—

“That doesn’t mean it’s a pardon.”

The next words were devastating.

Bel Zoma’s body began to rise into the air.

What she felt next was the helplessness her victims had experienced time and again.

“I’ll speak with you later.”

“W-wait!! M-mom!!”

With a childlike outcry, her physical form vanished into the darkness.

“You’re calmer than I expected. I suppose that’s natural since you orchestrated this situation.”

“I may look composed, but I’m trembling inside. I, too, fear our mother’s wrath.”

“Then why did you do this? Had you not gathered the gods, it wouldn’t have caught my attention.”

It was the goddess of night who had summoned the gods.

Her true intent was to inform their mother of this ‘game’ by drawing in many gods.

“I’ve found someone I like.”

“…So you’re wasting your time on those mere creatures?”

“And you’re punishing your children over those very creatures—yet you ask such a question?”

“……”

“You forbade amusement because you feared we’d become too immersed in it, right?”

“That’s not the reason.”

A transparent lie.

But Ara had no desire to argue with her mother over such a thing and let it slide.

“…Then let’s go with that. If you don’t mind, may I leave a final gift for that child?”

Gaia said nothing.

Interpreting the silence as permission, the Night Goddess dove into the world of amusement—perhaps for the last time.

Before long, Gaia sealed the world at the farthest edge of the dimension, beyond anyone’s reach.

“This is my gift. Farewell, my children.”

The world was truly freed from the hands of the gods.

<Epilogue: Elang>

A king may need pomp and luxury at times, but I am someone who finds such extravagance physiologically disagreeable.

It’s not because I’m as frugal or humble as the public praises me to be, but rather because of my disposition as a magician.

Magic is all about how efficiently one can use the limited resource called mana, so I have lived my whole life for the sake of efficiency.

For someone like me, it was impossible to understand, no matter how much they tried to explain all day, why I would need to hire someone just to take off my shoes.

Over the past century, most of the clashes I had with my retainers were over issues like this.

Even when finances were abundant, I could not bear the sight of waste.

However, there was exactly one luxury I allowed myself without complaint: this cemetery.

This cemetery, where my children and wives would be buried after death, blooms with different flowers each season.

All around the tombstones, golden statues clad in ornate, somewhat exaggerated armor are arranged as if guarding the graves.

In fact, these statues could function as combat dolls when the cemetery was attacked.

It might seem extravagant to lavish so much on a grave, but thinking of it as the final resting place for my loved ones, I didn’t feel the least bit wasteful.

Moreover, although it wasn’t designed with this intention, this cemetery, not too far from the royal palace, became one of the places I visited most often.

So I didn’t even consider it that much of a luxury.

“…Ivanna. It’s been a while.”

Even if it had only been a few days, every time I came here, I said it as if years had passed.

About 20 years had gone by since Ivanna’s death.

She was a baroness who lived three more years after being titled, before passing away by my side.

Unlike my other wives, who were of long-lived races, I had always known Ivanna would be the first to leave me, but when that day actually came, I couldn’t stop crying.

Now, decades later, my visits here were not purely out of mourning.

There was, in fact, a slightly impure motive.

Standing here and lamenting gave me the foolish, impossible hope that Ivanna would suddenly rise and offer me advice.

Of course, that had never once happened.

It hadn’t happened yet, and it probably never would.

Still, I was a foolish man who couldn’t let go of the “maybe,” so here I was again.

And as always, I unburdened myself of a problem far too heavy for me to handle alone.

“Twenty years have passed.”

About twenty years had passed since the deadline set by the gods, but the world remained peaceful.

It was something to be immensely grateful for — but also a source of endless anxiety.

It wasn’t because other kings, like in the days of King Germis, were threatening me out of suspicion.

“It’s been twenty years — why hasn’t the bastard come?”

I had never once wished for the evil god to appear.

But after twenty years of silence, it felt like I was a child, nervously waiting for punishment.

I had lived for a hundred years preparing for this moment, yet instead of the enemy appearing, it was me who ended up searching for them.

I chuckled at the irony.

“You’re here again?”

A calm voice came from behind me, and when I turned, Bella was standing there holding a flower.

The serene aura around her, once unimaginable, now fit her as naturally as clothing.

Awestruck, I found myself momentarily speechless, just staring at her.

“Visiting your dead wife’s grave this often… are you trying to make me jealous?”

“If you’d get jealous, I wouldn’t mind visiting even more often.”

“Oh, you little—! Trying to make your final days miserable?”

Laughing softly, Bella sat down beside me.

We sat silently for a long while, staring at the gravestones, until Bella suddenly spoke.

“…It’s been twenty years.”

“You’ve been keeping track?”

“Of course. Honestly, I was really happy back then — not that I showed it. It was the first time I’d ever seen you so scared.”

Over the century and twenty years that followed, Bella had lived in constant worry, especially after the birth of our child.

But nothing had happened.

At least, not yet.

“But you know what? I’ve decided to just forget about it.”

“Forget?”

“Honestly, what can we even do if it does happen? If it’s going to happen, better to just let go and live in peace.”

“……”

“You should live peacefully too. Come travel with me! They say there’s a new hot spring!
Let’s go together! We can bring, like, thirty thousand royal guards!”


“…You came just to say that, didn’t you?”

“Hehe, caught me?”

“Yeah, caught you.”

Maybe that was the right answer after all.

Rather than living in constant fear of an unimaginable disaster that might never come, maybe it was better to just forget and live.

Maybe I should.

Thinking back, I hadn’t taken a single day off in forever.

I looked at the delicate, maple-leaf-like hand resting lightly on mine and made a decision.

For the first time, I would enjoy a holiday.

“…You said something about a hot spring?”

“Are you really going? Now? What about work?”

“It’s fine. I’m the king.”

“Hehe! Our tyrant king is born!”

Holding Bella’s hand, I rose to my feet.

Yes, it was time to take a break.

There was still so much life left to live.
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<Epilogue: Ivanna>

While working as a maid in the royal palace, Ivanna avoided going outside unless it was for official duties.

Rising food prices, the sudden disappearance of young men from public view—

These were sights that, while unsettling even to ordinary people, revealed far too many truths to Ivanna.

She tried to act, to change the situation even slightly, believing that doing something would help.

But this cruel world allowed no room for change.

No, things did change—but the problem was that the changes were even more wicked and tragic.

Knowledge was both a blessed gift to humanity and its most cursed burden.

To escape this curse, Ivanna shut her eyes and ears, focusing solely on what she truly wanted to achieve.

And now that her efforts had borne fruit, Ivanna found great joy in walking through the streets.

Although still in development, and far from what anyone would call splendid, the streets of the pioneer village held a kind of progress never seen before.

As the village transformed visibly day by day, Ivanna felt a sense of pride, as if she had accomplished it all herself.

The village’s abnormal pace of development was thanks in part to the tireless work of the carpenters, but most of all, to the help of the Treeguards.

Completely armored and stronger than most knights, the Treeguards performed with unmatched efficiency at construction sites.

They also provided excellent safety—there was even a case where a carpenter trapped under a collapsed building returned unharmed thanks to a Treeguard.

“This village is going to grow even more!”

Honestly, at first, she thought it was a poorly chosen location.

Geographically, it was relatively close to the capital and centrally located on the continent, but the mountain beasts made travel difficult.

However, since the arrival of the Demon, the beasts had been actively suppressed, and things had improved.

If development continued at this pace, someday the Elberg Mountains could become the capital of a united kingdom where multiple races coexisted.

Even just imagining that scene filled Ivanna with joy, as if she had been praised a thousand times.

Unable to contain her excitement, she began to hum to herself as she walked.

While walking the streets humming a tune—

“Oh, it’s the maid,”

She happened to cross paths with the knights returning from training.

Ivanna stopped and greeted them politely.

Between a maid and a knight, anyone would say the knight held the higher rank.

But seeing Ivanna bow made the knights look deeply uncomfortable, as if they were the ones in the wrong.

“You don’t need to bow to us, Miss Maid…”

“Don’t joke. I’m just an ordinary maid, you know.”

“An ordinary maid doesn’t handle accounting. Not that it matters at this point. Honestly, our domain isn’t exactly… normal.”

Everyone in the camp knew Ivanna was essentially Elan’s strategist.

Whenever Elan needed an opinion, he always brought Ivanna with him, and consulted her on many matters.

Normally, it would be unthinkable—pathetic, even—for a lord to discuss such things with a mere maid.

But Elan’s domain was far from ordinary.

“You guys go ahead. I’d like to have a word with Miss Maid here.”

“A word?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a few questions.”

After sending off the other knights, Ivanna and David walked down the main road for a while, observing the town.

As the scenery changed more and more each day, something about it seemed to move David as well.

Her expression softened, and her mood seemed to lift.

When they arrived at the site designated for the elf settlement, David suddenly stopped and, watching the elves working diligently a short distance away, began to speak.

“…It’s a bit late to say this now, but I never thought the day would come when we’d live in the same country as the demons.”

“Nobody would have expected it. I certainly didn’t foresee this situation either.”

“The appearance of elves in the mountain range was already an unexpected event for us. Still, it’s not so bad, is it? Surprisingly, those guys can be reasoned with.”

“I’ve become friends with Miss Rina, too. But… what is it you wanted to say?”

“When it came to persuading the elves. You were the one who hinted that if His Excellency was troubled, I should offer advice.”

“Was there a problem with that?”

“No, there’s no problem. It’s just… there was no real reason to say something like that. I thought it might be better if you were the only one advising him.”

“In other words, you’re asking why I didn’t make the Master rely solely on me?”

“…To be blunt, yes.”

“If that’s the case, the answer is simple. I serve the Master — I do not control him.”

But because she knew it might look otherwise from the outside, she intentionally spread the sources of advice to avoid misunderstandings.

Right now, the country was moving in the direction Ivanna believed to be ideal.

If someone were to destroy that flow for petty desires, they would be a worthless person unworthy of life.

“And more than anything, I care deeply for the Master — both as a loyal subject and as a woman. So I don’t want to ruin him.”

“…Yeah. I shouldn’t have asked.”

A few months later.

Ivanna became the Chancellor of the nation, crafting numerous policies and establishing the foundations of the country.

In the end, it was the demon prince who succeeded Elang as king, but the one Elang relied on most was not Bella, but Ivanna.

[Epilogue: Rina]

After everything ended, Rina’s position among the elves became one that others could not easily approach.

Though she stepped down from the role of priestess, she continued to act as Elang’s closest aide, representing the elves’ voices.

Privately, she was also Elang’s student, so no one dared to treat her lightly.

Of course, even without those titles, no ungrateful elf would have dared to harm her.

As she always had been, she remained someone high and distant — not hated, just unreachable.

However, that was only apparent to those who looked upon her — not something she herself could truly understand.

“Am I being hated?”

After a magic lesson, Rina confided her thoughts to Elang, seeming a bit troubled.

After listening for a while, Elang smiled awkwardly and said,

“I don’t think they really hate you.”

“…Why do you think so, Master?”

“When someone truly hates, their actions become more insidious. Regardless of whether the other person is higher in status or not.”

Elang, who was always top of her class at the Magic Tower and received the affection of all the Tower Masters, was used to others’ hatred and jealousy.

From Elang’s perspective, among the elves, it was safe to say that Lina didn’t truly hate anyone.

If anything, it was the opposite.

“Rather than hatred, I think it’s guilt she feels.”

“Because of my mother’s issue?”

“Yes. In the end, it was only you and your clan who had to bear the heavy burden.”

The fear that the other person might hate her had prevented Lina from approaching.

In hindsight, it was a natural reaction — Lina was still one of the most powerful elves, and if she wanted to, she could be quite cruel.

As Elang’s disciple and close aide, Lina was always by her side — if Lina started babbling things that weren’t true…

Even knowing that Lina wasn’t that kind of person, and even knowing that Elang wouldn’t be easily swayed, just the possibility alone was frightening enough.

“If you want to get close, don’t hesitate and try approaching her. Do you really think she’ll shove you away and tell you to scram? It’s not the Magic Tower. It won’t be that gloomy.”

“…What kind of place is the Magic Tower?”

“A terrible place. I learned a lot, but honestly, I never want to go back.”


Watching Elang shudder at the memory, Lina felt fearful just imagining what kind of place the Magic Tower was.

“…So you’re saying I should speak to them first?”

“Just a simple greeting will do.”

If you push too hard from the start, it’ll only overwhelm the other person.

At first, just a light greeting is enough.

Following Elang’s advice, from that day on, Lina started offering light greetings to every elf she met as she moved around.

At first, those receiving her greetings were bewildered and responded awkwardly.

But over time, both sides grew accustomed to it.

Though it would still take time for them to be completely comfortable with one another, fortunately, time was something elves had plenty of.

Slowly but surely, Lina returned to the side of her fellow elves.

And after several decades, the invisible boundary between Lina and the other elves vanished.

After centuries, she and her clan were finally freed from the heavy duty that had bound them.
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<Epilogue: Izarbella>

The marriage between Izarbella and Elang did not simply signify the union of two families.

It was a historic event—the first time on the continent that a human royal and a demon royal were joined in marriage.

Some speculated that this would set a precedent, leading to more instances of demon blood being introduced into royal lineages.

But in truth, the couple themselves had no such intentions at all.

Especially the bride today—she was simply filled with endless anticipation and joy for this day.

“Hmph~!”

A cheerful hum echoed from the bridal waiting room.

Bella, quietly entrusting herself to Tyrant’s brushing, looked for all the world like a daughter being tended to by her mother.

“Are you that happy?”

“I’m happy! I’ve been counting down the days for this!!”

Seeing her pure smile, completely free of ulterior motives, Tyrant would sometimes forget that Bella was a demon.

Even when she was at the Demon King’s castle, and even when she wasn’t, Bella always wore that innocent smile.

Maybe that’s why Tyrant was drawn to her all the more.

Tyrant smiled faintly as she reminisced.

“Well then, I’ll be going now.”

“Why? Just stay a little longer.”

“I’ve got my own preparations to do. And it looks like another guest has arrived.”

“A guest?”

Bella glanced behind her, and a man with a familiar face was waving, a wide grin on his face.

The moment she saw his face, Bella’s brow furrowed.

Holding back the urge to spit at him, she gestured for the man—Delkir—to come in.

“What are you doing here?”

“Is that all you’ve got to say to your one and only older brother?”

“Don’t make me laugh! I’m Elang’s bride now, so show some respect! Speak formally! You know what’ll happen if you don’t?!”

Bella waved her fist as she said this.

“…Some people never grow up, no matter how old they get.”

Letting out a sigh, Delkir sat down beside her, feeling like he’d just handed an enormous burden over to his brother-in-law.

“You’re not being forced into this marriage, right?”

“What kind of nonsense is that?”

“There are people out there spouting things like how you’re sacrificing yourself for your race by marrying an inferior human…”

“I value myself more than my race, okay? No matter how important the race is, why would I marry someone I hate? I’m not stupid.”

“…Don’t say that in front of other demons. Everyone thinks you’re some kind of tragic princess.”

“Princess!”

“That wasn’t a compliment, you idiot. But seriously—come on. You barely knew each other. What, did you fall for him at first sight or something?”

“Huh? No, it wasn’t like that.”

“Then what?”

“At first… honestly, I just felt sorry for him.”

It had been years, but Bella still remembered it clearly, like it had happened just yesterday—probably because of how pitiful Elang’s expression had looked.

“Elang was… how should I put it… like a puppy shivering in the rain.”

“Why are you suddenly acting all emotional?”
 

“Princesses are supposed to be emotional.”


“…What the hell.”

“Elang came to me and Tyrant all by himself, you know. At first, he had this look like, ‘Oh crap.’ Later I found out that the damn hero had left me and Tyrant to Elang and charged in alone.”

“Not because he trusted him or anything. He probably just rushed in without thinking, huh?”

“Probably. Judging by what I’ve heard, he didn’t seem like someone who thought things through.”

It really was a foolish thing to do.

Fortunately, Bella’s group had no intention of fighting from the beginning.

If that hadn’t been the case, Elang might have been caught in a pincer attack from behind.

Delkir clicked his tongue at the foolishness of the hero and urged Bella.

“So?”

“That dog, you know. If you look closely into its eyes as it trembles in the rain, you can see a sort of resignation.”

The kind of resignation that says it knows it has nowhere else to go.

That deep resignation, born from despair at reality and the loss of all hope, was also visible in Elang’s eyes that day.

Why would a hero, who had come from far away to defeat the Demon King, wear such an expression?

At first, it was puzzling, and after hearing his story, Bella’s heart ached with pity for him.

“But when we met again, he smiled so brightly! As if he didn’t even remember the past! That face was just so nice to see, so…”

“So?”

“So… I kind of fell for him?”

“What? That’s it?”

Delkir frowned in confusion, sensing an awkward discontinuity as if the story had been cut off midway.

Stories are supposed to have a beginning, development, climax, and conclusion—but to Delkir, this one had only a beginning and an end.

“He didn’t save your life or anything?”

“Even if someone saves your life, that alone doesn’t make you fall in love. Maybe you’d feel some affection, sure.”

“Then why did you fall for him?”

“I told you. His bright smile was just really nice to see.”

“…I don’t get it.”

“Heh! Like you could ever understand a woman’s delicate heart? A woman’s true feelings are as deep as the sea.”

“Bullshit.”

Delkir scoffed at the word “delicate” coming from his sister, who seemed light-years away from the concept.

“So there’s no problem then?”

“None! Because I’m really happy right now!”

Bella’s smile as she said that was so radiant, even her brother Delkir had to admit it was truly beautiful.

Seeing that satisfied smile, Delkir also smiled quietly to himself and silently walked away.

Among human nobles, it’s common to use children or siblings as political tools, but demons are not like that.

They may sacrifice themselves for their kind, but it’s rare for them to throw their siblings into danger for mere gain.

Delkir had secretly worried that this might become one of those rare cases, and he wanted to confirm Bella’s feelings.

Not that confirming it would change anything.

It might even become a burden he would carry for the rest of his life.

But Delkir still wanted to be sure.

And in the end, he was deeply satisfied with what he found.

***

<Epilogue: Karin>

Over the past few years, the lich had ruled with the intent of being a benevolent king and achieved much in that pursuit.

He acknowledged the immense gap in perception between himself and humans, and to bridge that gap, he hired a large number of human bureaucrats.

At first, these officials harbored considerable hostility and fear toward the idea of an undead ruler, but time resolved that.

Even among different races, understanding could be reached as long as language existed.

And as it became clear that the lich’s desire to save the kingdom was genuine, no one questioned his rule anymore.

However, despite all these efforts, he could not restore the royal capital to its former glory.

With support from Elang and other nations, the kingdom barely held on—but where there is light, there is always shadow.

And in the royal capital, that shadow existed too.

At the very bottom of the city—where most people dared not even look—those who had given up on life outside gathered.

In the lowest slums, where criminals and vagrants congregated, there was Karin.

“Mommy! Mommy!”

A child reached out with its hand, crying for food.

Too young to speak properly, the child had already learned that tears alone would not bring anything from their parents.

The child reached out.

Hoping, just for today, to be given something.

This innocent child was, at long last, about to say farewell to the lifelong agony of starvation.

“Die…!!”

“M-Mommy!!”

The pressure choking the child’s neck grew steadily stronger.

The child, not even given a name, clawed desperately at Karin’s hands, unable to understand why such a thing was happening to them, gasping for air that was completely cut off.

But there was no way a child’s strength could overpower an adult’s, and it took less than five minutes for the child’s breathing to cease.

Even after the child’s limp hands dropped, Karin kept choking them as if to make sure they were dead, eventually collapsing from exhaustion herself.

As she fell to the floor, gasping heavily, her eyes caught sight of the dried blood, now black and hardened.

It wasn’t the child’s blood, of course.

The blood that had splattered everywhere as if from a water fight belonged to the vagrant who had first violated her.

Karin didn’t even know his name, what he liked, or what kind of person he was.

All she knew from the past several years were endless assaults and being lent out like an object at times.

During that time, she had become pregnant several times.

Some ended in miscarriage on their own, others died shortly after being born.


At first, Karin had been too scared to even think of resisting.

But everything becomes a routine eventually.

She waited until the man fell asleep.

Her weapon was a broken liquor bottle.

With it, she stabbed him in the neck in one swift motion.

After all the years of torment, his death felt absurdly easy and meaningless.

“…Let’s go back.”

Having killed both the child and the man who fathered it, Karin slowly walked away from the house.

She didn’t know where she was returning to.

Because of the Hero Coin scandal, her family had long since collapsed, with no sign of recovery.

And she had no one left she could truly call a friend. Karin had nowhere to go.

Even so, she walked.

And, of course, met an entirely predictable end.

When she next opened her eyes, she was in prison.

Naturally.

Even in a city with poor law enforcement, a bloodstained woman muttering incomprehensible things would eventually be reported.

Given her circumstances, her prison life was brutal, and in the end, Karin died behind bars, never stepping foot outside again.

Just before her final breath—

Her body growing colder—Karin stared at the prison ceiling, thinking back on her life.

Where did it all go wrong?

If only… if only she had considered others just a little more…

Or even just refrained from showing malice—could things have been a little different?

Her thoughts, in the end, drifted to Elan.

What was he doing now?

Where, and what…

As if fate itself played one last cruel joke before leaving the world, the day Karin drew her final breath was the day Bella’s eldest son was born.
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