
  
    
  


  [image: Hanashi credits]

  [image: .]

  [image: ]

  [image: ]

  
    Contents:
  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    Chapter 1: Reunion with the Guildmaster
  


  
    Chapter 2: Cordelia and the Kansai Alliance - Part 1
  


  
    Chapter 3: The Beastman’s Daughter
  


  
    Chapter 4: Cordelia and the Kansai Alliance - Part 2
  


  
    Chapter 5: Serial Adventurer Murders
  


  
    Chapter 6: Two Reincarnators
  


  
    Epilogue
  


  [image: ]

  [image: sep-prologue]

   

  Prologue


  

  The Holy Capital.


  Deep within the central cathedral, behind layers of sacred halls and velvet-lined corridors, lay a chamber drenched in opulence. Crimson carpets stretched wall to wall, their plush fibers muffling every step like a vow of silence. Shafts of light filtered through stained-glass windows, painting the room in shimmering hues of sapphire, gold, and rose. High above, angels danced across the ceiling in frescoed reverence, their wings unfurled in eternal flight.


  At the heart of the chamber sat a colossal table, hewn from a single slab of ancient wood, an artifact of age and reverence in its own right. Ten men and women gathered around it, their appearances spanning generations from youthful teens to elders well into their eighties.


  “The matter of that ogre the Northern Hero supposedly defeated…” the oldest among them muttered with a grimace, his tone steeped in disdain. “We can’t simply ignore it.”


  The man seated beside him, broad-shouldered and in the prime of his years, nodded deeply. “Just so, Your Holiness. It seems the Bloody Princess Berserker has finally lost her mind.”


  The Pope, stooped but stern, wrapped in ceremonial robes that shimmered faintly beneath the colored light, exhaled long and hard. “Yes. It appears the Ogre Emperor truly did appear. But now she’s babbling about some ‘Demon God’ appearing too. Utter nonsense.”


  “If, by some terrible chance, her words hold truth,” the middle-aged man added, lowering his voice, “we’ll need to assemble an elite force, A-rank or higher, from every corner of the realm and the Adventurers’ Guild. This isn’t something a lone, unseasoned Hero can handle.”


  The Pope waved a hand, dismissing the paranoia. “Enough of the ravings. What I want is a final report on the Northern Hero, Cordelia Allston, and her achievements in this affair.”


  “Of course, Your Holiness,” the man replied crisply. “Cordelia Allston repelled not one, but two Ogre Emperors entirely on her own. As for the horde led by the Ogre King, they were driven back thanks to the combined efforts of the local knight corps and a group of scholarship students from the Royal Magic Academy, who happened to be staying nearby.”


  A heavy silence settled over the chamber while the Pope pressed his lips together, his eyes darkening. A low, guttural sigh escaped him, bitter and reluctant, tinged with something dangerously close to regret.


  “What a shame. Truly. If only she hadn’t started spouting those delusions…”


  “You speak the truth, Your Holiness.”


  “Two S-rank class monsters, taken down solo… There’s no denying it now. Her growth has far exceeded our projections. That talent for combat is nothing short of divine.” The Pope’s voice grew reverent. “She fights like a war god incarnate.”


  A young man with glasses at the far end of the table tilted his head, speaking in a casual, slightly amused tone. “Even so, isn’t it odd?”


  “What troubles you, Moses?” the Pope asked, arching a brow.


  “Well, as her childhood friend, someone who grew up in the same village and now serves as both a sage and a covert agent under the World Union’s directive, I’ve been tasked with monitoring Cordelia’s activity. And in every report I’ve submitted so far, I’ve never once observed anything to suggest she could defeat an Ogre Emperor on her own.”


  The Pope chuckled dryly, clearly unimpressed.


  “So, you actually believe that nonsense? That a Demon God appeared, and a single Villager managed to take down everything on their own?”


  “A Villager, hm?” Moses let out a soft, knowing laugh. “He smells like me, you know. That one.”


  The Pope narrowed his eyes. “Smells like you? Are you suggesting the so-called Villager mentioned in the report is also a Reincarnator? Like yourself? Impossible. In our church’s domain, we track every Reincarnator. There shouldn’t be anyone unaccounted for.”


  “Your Holiness is absolutely right,” Moses agreed lightly. “Nearly all Reincarnators are born with unique classes. And the moment a child receives their Status Plate, a rite overseen by the Church itself in these lands, they’re usually identified early.”


  “Exactly. Those with unusual professions are scrutinized thoroughly, down to their skill slots. Any anomaly leads to immediate classification.”


  A smirk crept across Moses’s face again. “But tell me, when there’s a crowd of children lined up for their plates, do the clergy really examine every last skill slot of some throwaway Villager class? The moment that plate flashes white, signifying a farmer, a laborer, a nobody, your average priest barely glances before moving on. It’s all just conveyor-belt formality.”


  The room went still, silence rippling out like a held breath.


  “But could a true Villager really…” someone finally muttered. “Then again, if he is a Reincarnator and possessed one of those strange skills…”


  Moses waved a hand with an exaggerated grin, his tone light and disarming. “I’m joking, of course. Just joking. Come now, has there ever been a case where the optimal class for a Reincarnator turned out to be Villager trash? I’m a Sage, and Zero here was blessed with the class of Holy Knight.”


  He glanced to his side at the girl seated beside him, a knight clad in full armor. She looked to be in her late teens, her striking, noble features framed by long silver hair that shimmered under the colored light. Her piercing blue eyes carried the sharp clarity of a blade drawn in silence.


  “So? What exactly do you expect me to do here?” she asked flatly, her tone flavored with a southern lilt. “Places like this, all stiff and formal. I can’t stand ‘em.”


  Moses nodded sympathetically. “Understandable. But in this case, it’s out of our hands. We’ll have to say she’s under your care, Zero. Being a Hero isn’t just about battlefield prowess. They’re symbols, rallying points for the masses. And Cordelia…” He paused, lips curling in a wry grimace. “Let’s just say she’s picked up a bit too much bad press to be a suitable figurehead. This is about as far as she can go.”


  Zero clicked her tongue. “So basically, you want my knight order to take her in, yeah?”


  At that, six of the ten gathered figures, everyone except the Pope, Moses, and Zero, visibly paled.


  A refined blonde woman in her forties leaned forward, her voice edged with alarm. “Your Holiness? Are you truly suggesting we entrust the Hero to the Church’s unofficial unit, the dark arm of the Holy Order?”


  The Pope gave a slow, deliberate nod. “That is what this implies.”


  “With all due respect,” the noblewoman pressed, “that region, often called the Abandoned Lands, is overrun with armed heretic factions. They’ve burned border villages, slaughtered merchant caravans. Their crimes are countless.”


  Zero gave a laugh that was all teeth and venom.


  “Well, can you blame ‘em? It’s how they make a living. A bunch of martyr-wannabes pretending to wage holy war while they rob and kill for profit. It’s comedy gold! And the best part? They actually believe they’re the good guys.”


  “I wasn’t addressing you,” the woman snapped, turning back to the Pope. “Your Holiness, I’ve heard… troubling rumors. That during your operations in the Abandoned Lands, your knights are not bound by any military code. That looting and—” Her voice faltered. “—even atrocities against civilians are not explicitly forbidden. Are you truly entrusting the Hero to such… mercenaries?”


  Zero waved a hand, dismissive. “Nah, nah.”


  “You deny it?”


  “You’ve got it all wrong,” Zero said with a toothy grin, waving off the accusation like a passing breeze. “We don’t call it pillaging or rape or any of that. In the Unofficial Holy Order of the Church: Kansai Alliance, we wrap all our battlefield actions into one neat little package. We call it Destroy and Genocide.”


  “Destroy and Genocide?” the noblewoman repeated, aghast.


  “Yep! Our motto is really simple: do everything with a smile, full enthusiasm, and maximum pleasure. That’s how we do things back home, so you’d best keep that in mind!” She punctuated her declaration with a wink and a confident thumbs-up.


  “Anyway,” Zero continued breezily, “the goal here’s to help level up the girl, right? Doesn’t matter how we get there. And I’d say we’re the best fit for the job. Heretic scum pop up like weeds out there, so there’s no shortage of XP to grind.”


  The blonde noblewoman ignored her entirely and turned once more to the Pope, her tone sharpening.


  “Your Holiness. Are you truly entrusting the Hero to these people? It’s said that after they were dispatched to that region, the population dropped by over a third in just a few years.”


  Zero laughed. “Over a third? Don’t be modest. We brought it below half. We went all out and slaughtered them by the tens of thousands.”


  The noblewoman’s face twisted in disgust as she shot Zero a look one might reserve for something rotting.


  “These savages burn entire villages to the ground, civilians and all, just to flush out a handful of armed extremists. They steal. They violate. They kill. They leave nothing behind but ash and corpses.”


  Zero shrugged. “Well, hey. The Pope said we could handle things however we wanted, didn’t he? Most of the original squad assigned to me were pardoned war criminals, cutthroats, marauders, scum from every corner of the Church’s prisons. Then we get deployed to that hellhole, where the locals keep breeding militant cultists like maggots in a wound. And what do you expect happens when you drop a bunch of psychos into a place like that with no oversight?”


  Zero leaned back in her seat, voice dropping into a slow, sardonic drawl.


  “Honestly? I always figured Destroy and Genocide was part of the plan, a warning to the other heretic groups. Hell, one could argue we were implicitly ordered to wipe out every last soul in that godforsaken region.”


  She turned her head and locked eyes with the Pope, the smile on her lips far too sharp.


  The Pope remained silent, his expression revealing an unreadable mix of regret and resignation.


  “In any case,” the Pope resumed, his voice echoing through the stained-glass glow, “the matter before us is whether or not to assign the Hero to that region’s permanent military force. Or rather, to the volunteer peacekeeping corps, as they’re officially known. You understand, of course, the nature of the camp clusters formed by refugees in the lawless borderlands.”


  Zero scoffed, arms crossed beneath her cloak of armor. “So basically, this Cordelia girl’s gone boom in the head, right? And now there’s no way in hell we can put her in front of the people. No public speeches, no ceremonial appearances, none of the stuff that pulls in those sweet, sweet donations and taxes.”


  “A harsh way to put it,” the Pope said with a wry smile, “but not inaccurate. Still, the name Bloody Princess Berserker isn’t just for show. She may be useless as a divine figurehead, but as a fighter… Well, we’ll take all the power we can get.”


  “Restoring human territory from the grip of monsters isn’t just the Church’s mission. It’s the world’s,” Zero added, unusually serious.


  The Pope nodded deeply. “Indeed. This generation has seen an unprecedented influx of Reincarnators. Heroes are no longer the supreme force on the battlefield. The world has changed, and for monsters, it’s as if humanity itself has become a walking cataclysm.”


  He drew in a breath, eyes alight with ambition.


  “The Holy Church shall lead this global charge. We will push into the monster-infested wilderness and reclaim the world with fire and faith. And when we do, my name as Pope shall be etched into history as the one who redrew the very borders of civilization.”


  Just then, the cathedral bell rang out, its twelve deep chimes announcing the arrival of noon.


  “Hmm? Already?” The Pope smiled, rising to his feet. “Then this is a good place to adjourn. Our agenda is complete. Now go, each of you, and strive toward the day to come!”


  One by one, the remaining officials stood, bowed, and quietly exited the chamber.


  ※※※


  


  After the meeting, Moses and Zero strolled side by side down one of the cathedral’s long marble corridors, footsteps echoing softly beneath stained glass and vaulted arches.


  “Hey, hey, Moses niiyan?”


  “What is it now? And may I remind you, I’m sixteen, and you’re nineteen.”


  “Don’t sweat the details,” Zero said, waving it off with a grin. “If you count our previous lives too, you’re way older than me, niiyan.”


  “Well, I suppose that’s true,” Moses admitted, adjusting his glasses with a resigned sigh.


  “Right, let’s skip to the real reason I brought this up.” Zero leaned in slightly, her tone sharpening. “The Church’s official count of Reincarnators. Truth is, it only covers about half, doesn’t it?”


  Moses tilted his head, feigning innocence. “As I said earlier, there shouldn’t be any oversights within this jurisdiction.”


  Zero chuckled, low and knowing. “See, I’ve got big ears, and they catch all sorts of whispers. And those whispers say you guys have been doing all kinds of sneaky things behind the scenes, hmm?”


  “You know personal contact between Reincarnators is strictly forbidden,” Moses replied flatly. “We’re each a walking national weapon. Too dangerous to mingle. In formal situations like today, it’s one thing, but outside that? Absolutely not.”


  Zero burst into giggles. “Oh, but I’m curious about what you’re all up to, niiyan. I mean, if you really wanted to, and teamed up with the right people, you wouldn’t even need to be part of the World Union, would you?”


  “I’ll repeat myself. Private interaction between Reincarnators is a serious offense.”


  “My, my. You’re just full of secrets, aren’t you?”


  “On that note,” Moses said suddenly, a sly smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth, “Cordelia is now officially under your care. Or rather, I made sure things turned out that way. Let’s just say the report was heavily embellished. And the officials in charge of the assignment? They’ve been… generously compensated.”


  Zero blinked. “Say what now?”


  “That girl will never reach her potential under the Church’s lukewarm training program. At this rate, she’d be swallowed whole by the coming chaos and dead before the world even realizes what it lost.”


  A flicker of recognition sparked in Zero’s eyes. “Oh yeah. Cordelia, the Bloody Princess Berserker. She’s your precious little darling, ain’t she?”


  “Exactly. Which is why, sometime soon, I’ll be dropping by your outpost to check in on her.” He adjusted his glasses again, deliberately. “Of course, it won’t be an authorized visit.”


  Zero’s jaw dropped open. She looked like someone had just slapped her with a holy relic.


  “Isn’t personal contact with other Reincarnators a serious crime?” Zero asked, narrowing her eyes.


  Moses threw both arms wide and burst into laughter.


  “Ha! Hahaha! What a foolish question! I mean, yes, of course it’s a serious offense! But listen here, my dear Zero. This isn’t just anyone we’re talking about. It’s Cordelia. Not Cordie. Not Delia. Cordelia!”


  His eyes gleamed with fevered light, his voice rising with every syllable. “You want me to spell it out? C-O-R-D-E-L-I-A! And if I were to scream it from the depths of my soul, then it would be CORDELIA!”


  Moses’s face twisted in blissful ecstasy as he shouted, spittle flying with every breath, his voice ringing through the cathedral corridor like a holy proclamation. His glasses slid slightly down his nose, unnoticed, as his dilated pupils revealed just how completely lost he was.


  Naturally, Zero had already edged a good half meter away from him, her expression caught somewhere between concern and mild horror.


  “In short,” he declared, catching his breath, “any matter involving Cordelia takes absolute priority over everything else in my life.”


  “I… I’ve got nothing. Just speechless.”


  “But don’t misunderstand,” Moses added, suddenly serious.


  “Oh? There’s room left for misunderstanding?”


  “I am, after all, nothing more than a humble Reincarnator under the command of a global multinational alliance. That’s all.”


  Zero shrugged, laughing under her breath. “You really are a piece of work.”


  Just then, they reached the end of the long marble corridor.


  “Which means,” Zero said, stepping toward the door, “once we’re outside, we can’t even talk to each other. That’s the rule.”


  “Indeed. The moment we step out, any communication becomes a personal interaction, and thus, a crime.”


  “Well then, see ya!”


  With that, she threw open the door and darted off at a light jog, her armor clinking softly with each stride.


  Moses followed a few paces behind, stepping into the midday light. He looked up at the sky, voice lowering into a growl.


  “Goblins, Amanta, even the Demon God. All of them were native lifeforms. I’m sure it was fun, wasn’t it, Ryuto? Slaughtering weaklings must’ve felt like being a god. And I, fool that I was, didn’t see it. Not until now.” His lips twisted into a cruel sneer. Then he spat on the ground with a venomous hiss. “But this time, your opponent is another Reincarnator. And that means…”


  He stared into the horizon, eyes burning.


  “This is your dead end.”


  His voice dropped to a whisper of pure loathing.


  “A worthless little Villager like you dares to get close to Cordelia? Know your place.”
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  Chapter 1: Reunion with the Guildmaster


  

  Several days had passed since the commendation ceremony for the ogre incident.


  Considering I’d earned honors from the king himself, you’d think they’d treat me with a bit more respect. Instead, they debated whether to expel me. Yeah. Expel. That was the kind of bottom-tier treatment I was getting.


  In the end, though, they settled on a compromise. Saegusa and I were granted special permission to transfer out of the bottom-feeder class at Altena Magic Academy and into a standard course track.


  As for how Cordelia and the others were handled after the ogre hunt, here’s the official breakdown:


  
    	Cordelia: Appointed Silver Knight, second-highest in the knightly ranks. Technically outranks a bunch of lesser nobles.



    	Lilith: Promoted to Pre-Adept, the fourth tier in the mage hierarchy. Where junior court magicians usually started. Top of the line for a student.



    	Saegusa: Granted quasi-royal status, a diplomatic title putting her just shy of actual royalty, due to her position as an international student from a noble house.


  


  And me? I got knight-level privileges, eighth tier. Practically, the peasant rank of the knighthood.


  Yeah, I was getting seriously snubbed just for being a “Villager.”


  Cordelia already had a heroic track record and was ranked fourth in the knight hierarchy even before this. Lilith was a scholarship student with absurd magical ability. Saegusa might have fallen from grace, but she was still nobility from abroad.


  Their promotions made sense, more or less.


  But me? I slayed a Demon God, and all I got was a handshake and a lousy title.


  That was when it hit me. This is bad. Real bad.


  “If that’s how it is, I’ll just go out and casually hit A-rank or so.”


  It was early morning at the front gate of Altena Magic Academy. Lilith stood beside me in travel gear, while Cordelia and Saegusa were there to see us off.


  “Casually hit A-rank, huh?” Cordelia muttered, squinting at me through half-lidded eyes.


  Saegusa crossed her arms, sighing. “You really just say the most outrageous things like it’s nothing.”


  “Hmm?”


  “No, I mean it. You actually do say insane things with a straight face. And what’s worse is you probably will pull it off, which makes it all the more annoying.”


  Truth be told, I was already strong enough. At this point, I could afford to stand out a little. I was strong enough now that most problems could be handled by force. Let them sneer and scoff at me for being a Villager. That didn’t bother me. What did matter was whether that scorn ever got in the way of supporting Cordelia. If I couldn’t be by her side when it counted, if I was barred from joining a high-level monster suppression unit because of my status, then I’d have already failed.


  So what could I do? The answer was obvious. I’d reach A-rank, quickly and decisively. Once I had the title, no one would be able to dismiss me. Rank would do the talking. That was my conclusion.


  “I can’t say exactly when I’ll be back,” I said, tightening the straps on my travel gear as I stood by the front gates of Altena Magic Academy. “But I’ll make sure I’m around enough not to repeat the year. See you all then.”


  “I see,” Cordelia replied with a faint, bittersweet smile. It didn’t quite reach her eyes, but she wore it bravely all the same.


  “You’d better come back soon!” she added, puffing up slightly, trying to sound firm and cheerful.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just get assigned to the Holy Church’s top-tier knight division?”


  “As part of their training program, yeah,” she said. “Being a Hero means I get dragged to all sorts of official events, too. I’ll probably only be in school for half the year.”


  “Well then,” I replied with a grin, “you’re the one who’d better hurry back.”


  Cordelia nodded with a soft chuckle. “I’ll do my best.”


  Then I reached into my cloak and pulled out a pendant, the deep green gem glinting faintly in the morning sun. I’d found it in the polar frontier’s ashen ruins, a place most people never came back from. It enhanced resistance to all kinds of status effects, and if I had to put a price on it, it wouldn’t go for less than a hundred gold coins. But that wasn’t the real reason I’d chosen it. The pendant had another feature, something special. That was the real reason I’d saved it for her.


  “What’s this?” Cordelia asked, brow furrowing slightly.


  “A gift,” I said. “If things ever get rough, this’ll help. I promise.”


  “A gift?” she murmured, blinking as her fingers brushed the gem.


  Her cheeks tinged pink as she took the pendant from me, holding it delicately before clasping it around her neck. Then she turned to Koharu, her voice a little lighter, a little more playful than before.


  “Hey, Koharu, what do you think? Does it suit me?”


  Koharu tilted her head thoughtfully. “Emerald, right? It’s beautiful. Looks great on you.”


  Cordelia let out a soft laugh, smiling with quiet joy. It was the kind of expression she only let slip when she wasn’t thinking too hard, utterly unguarded and glowing.


  “Thanks, Ryuto. I’ll treat you to lunch in the cafeteria next time.”


  “You do realize that pendant’s worth way more than some meal, right? It’s not even close to an even trade.”


  I mean, in Japanese yen, that thing would easily go for over a hundred million.


  Cordelia huffed and crossed her arms. “Just getting an invitation from me should be considered an honor, don’t you think?”


  I rolled my eyes, grinning as she ran her mouth. Then I turned to Lilith. She barely glanced at Cordelia and Saegusa, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else.


  “Well, see you,” she said curtly.


  Still as aloof as ever. I let out a wry chuckle.


  “Catch you later!”


  ※※※


  


  Once Ryuto and Lilith had vanished down the road, Saegusa turned toward Cordelia with a curious tilt of her head.


  “Hey, are you really okay with this, Cordelia?”


  Cordelia blinked. “Huh? Okay with what?”


  There was a pause. Saegusa hesitated, biting her lip before continuing.


  “You like him, don’t you? Ryuto.”


  A silence settled between them.


  Cordelia’s brows slowly knit together. Her temple twitched. Then her gaze dropped to the ground as her fists clenched at her sides, trembling slightly.


  Finally, face flushed crimson, she mumbled through gritted teeth, voice quivering—


  “Who’s to say?”
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  Saegusa nearly burst into laughter but quickly pressed her hand to her mouth, holding it back.


  “Hehe… You really are a terrible liar, Cordelia.”


  Cordelia didn’t respond. She simply shrugged, the barest motion of her shoulders, as if in agreement with the assessment.


  But Saegusa wasn’t finished. She tilted her head and pressed on, voice light but tinged with mischief. “So, you’re really okay with this? Letting them go off like that? Just the two of them, Ryuto and Lilith, on a journey together? A boy and a girl, alone?”


  Cordelia fell silent, eyes lifting toward the sky. The blue stretched endlessly above them, not a single cloud in sight.


  “I’ve already given up on trying to manage him,” she said softly.


  “Given up?” Saegusa echoed, her brow furrowing.


  Letting out a long sigh, Cordelia raised both hands in a dramatic surrender. “Yeah. No matter what I say, he never listens. He does whatever he wants. And the worst part? He always follows through. Every time. So I’ve just stopped trying to stop him.”


  She paused, then added with a gentle shake of her head, “But that’s fine. Because you know what?”


  Saegusa leaned in slightly. “What?”


  Cordelia turned back toward her, a slow, bright smile spreading across her face. It was the kind of smile that shone like summer itself, open and pure, as clear as the sky above.


  “He said it to me, you know? ‘From now on, I’ll walk the same path as you.’ And when he says something like that… he means it. He doesn’t say things he doesn’t intend to do. That’s just who he is.”


  She straightened her shoulders, her gaze still warm with conviction.


  “So yeah. I’m fine with this. I trust him.”


  And so, Cordelia and Saegusa stood together, side by side at the gates. The sunlight danced on the stones beneath their feet as they waved and waved, hands raised high, until Ryuto and Lilith’s distant forms vanished over the horizon.


  ※※※


  


  Lilith and I walked in silence on the way to the Adventurers’ Guild. Or rather, she was silent and visibly irritated. She’d been clicking her tongue nonstop, easily forty times a minute, and jabbing her staff into the ground with every step like she was trying to dig her way to the underworld. If she kept that up, the road was going to give out beneath her.


  Without a word, she pulled a small doll from her coat pocket. I squinted at it. Long hair, twin tails, familiar posture… Yeah, that definitely looked a lot like Cordelia. No way that was a coincidence. But I told myself it had to be. Lilith held the doll in her left hand and began smacking it repeatedly with her right, thumping it like it had insulted her ancestors.


  Whack. Whack. Whack.


  She didn’t even break stride. I had to admire the coordination.


  “What’s wrong, Lilith?” I asked, glancing over.


  She ignored me, her face locked in a grim pout.


  “C’mon, talk to me. What’s eating you?”


  Still no answer. Her cheeks puffed out in frustration, and then she finally muttered, “I want a gift too.”


  I let out a groan. “You’re seriously such a pain in the ass.”


  I never thought I’d hear myself say something like that. It felt like I’d stepped into a scene from a bad light novel, the kind where the poor protagonist accidentally attracted the attention of a jealous yandere. Unbelievable. I never asked for this.


  “It’s not fair,” she added, quieter this time.


  “It’s not supposed to be fair,” I grumbled, rubbing my temples. “That wasn’t even a real gift. I gave it to her because it was necessary. That thing… Well, that’s not something you give lightly.”


  Lilith stopped smacking the doll and tapped a finger to her chin, expression thoughtful. “Ah, so that’s what it was. Makes sense now.”


  “Exactly. Honestly, if I had any other choice, I wouldn’t have given it to Cordelia at all,” I muttered. “It’s not just some trinket. I couldn’t even tell her what it really does. It’s… that kind of thing.”


  “Even so,” Lilith muttered, eyes lowered, “I still want one. Even something like that… If it’s from you, Ryuto, that would be enough for me.”


  I groaned again. “You’re seriously a damn masochist. You know that? Like, on a ‘textbook deviant’ level.”


  Lilith let out a quiet snort and smirked through her nose. “Says the guy who gave that to a teenage girl. Who’s the real deviant here?”


  “Grr…” I couldn’t argue with her. Not when I considered what that pendant actually did. That only made her jab sting worse and piss me off more.


  “But still,” she added, her voice softening as her steps slowed. “This is fine. I think this is how it should be.”


  I frowned. “How do you mean?”


  “Ryuto’s a pervert. I’m a pervert. We’re birds of a feather. A pervert couple destined for each other. I can say with complete confidence… our nights together will be nothing short of violently unhinged.”


  I didn’t hesitate. I brought my fist down on her head without a word.


  “Oww,” she mumbled, clutching her scalp with a pout. But then she glanced up at me with half-lidded eyes, her lips curling faintly. “That pain? I like it.”


  Her face melted into a dreamy, almost blissful smile. No, not dreamy. Ecstatic.


  Honestly? She terrified me.


  And with that unsettling image still burned into my brain, we finally arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild.


  ※※※


  


  The receptionist greeted us with the kind of smug elegance only an elven woman could pull off. She folded her hands primly over the counter and spoke in a sing-song voice, the words dripping with condescension.


  “This may be a rural branch, but it still holds to a certain standard, you know? After all, the guildmaster here is a former A-rank adventurer.”


  She leaned forward ever so slightly, lips curling.


  “In other words, this isn’t exactly the kind of place a student like you ought to be walking into.”


  I met her gaze flatly. “You got a point, or are you just enjoying the sound of your own voice?”


  Her expression brightened with malicious delight.


  “Why, of course. My point is, come back yesterday, darling.”


  Lilith furrowed her brows, her expression tightening into a glare as she locked eyes with the elf receptionist.


  “Status check?”


  The receptionist scoffed through her nose, flipping her hair over one shoulder.


  “Did you not hear what I just said? I told you to come back yesterday, didn’t I?”


  That did it. Even I was starting to get annoyed.


  “What the hell is this about?” I asked, voice clipped.


  She gave an exaggerated sigh, folding her arms with theatrical disdain. “What it looks like is a bunch of broke magic academy kids, barely in their teens, crawling to the guild for pocket change. And guess what? I’m the one stuck dealing with the paperwork when their corpses come rolling in.”


  Her tone turned sharp, uncomfortably sharp. “Do you have any idea how unpleasant that is during the summer?”


  Okay. She clearly had feelings about corpse cleanup.


  Lilith and I exchanged a look but said nothing. Her silence was frigid.


  Then, slowly, she turned back toward the receptionist and narrowed her eyes.


  “If we really are just reckless students, are you prepared to be fired for how you’re treating us? Not even bothering with a status check? Guild regulations do require a preliminary reading, don’t they?”


  The receptionist let out a clipped, haughty little laugh. “Fired? Why would I be fired? If anything, I should be thanked for saving your ungrateful little lives. Honestly, someone should give me a medal.”


  Lilith leaned closer and whispered in my ear, her voice low and flat.


  “Let’s go.”


  Then she straightened up and smiled, a chilling, razor-edged smile that could freeze blood.


  “We’ll go for now. But later, we’ll speak to the appropriate people. And then, we’ll make sure she really is fired.”


  I shook my head, groaning under my breath. “No, Lilith. We can’t just go nuclear over this.”


  Stepping forward, I bowed my head to the receptionist, hands raised in appeasement.


  “Look, I’m not trying to cause trouble. Just… could you at least run the status check? That’s all I’m asking.”


  “‘Could you at least run the status check?’” the elf receptionist repeated, lips curling in disdain. “Honestly, your phrasing is atrocious. It’s ‘Would you please run the status check?’ That’s basic manners. And really, the two of you have been acting far too high and mighty from the start.”


  Her tone turned mocking as she tilted her head, a cruel smirk forming across her face. “Well, whatever. Normally, I wouldn’t waste time on nobodies like you. If we had any real adventurers here today, I’d ignore you completely. But, lucky for you, the guild’s dead quiet. So, I suppose I’ll entertain you. I’ll give you all the data you want, up to the point where your spirits are completely crushed.”


  That was… a lot. Even I felt a twitch of irritation at that. She had no idea what she was walking into. The second she printed our data, she’d realize just how badly she’d messed up. I wasn’t just strong. I was way past the S-rank threshold. And Lilith? She was comfortably seated at the very top of A-rank. Honestly, both of us could wipe the floor with this guild’s own master.


  “So,” I asked, voice calm but pointed, “are we doing the status check or what?”


  The receptionist gestured toward a pair of crystal spheres set in the corner of the counter. Then, with a practiced flick of her wrist, she pulled a sleek silver plate from beneath the desk.


  “Yes, yes. Just touch the orb. It’ll begin scanning the moment you do, and the results will be displayed here.” She held up the plate like it was some kind of divine scepter, then chuckled under her breath. “Seriously, this is going to be a riot. You two aren’t cut out for the Adventurers’ Guild. Try the Labor Guild. That’s more your speed. Do you have any idea how many overconfident little students like you I’ve seen die?”


  Lilith didn’t bother responding. She moved without a word, crossing the room in a few steady strides. Her boots made no more than the faintest sound on the wooden floor, her presence cold and focused. She stepped up to the orb, stared down the elf from across the room, and pressed her hand against the crystal.


  The elf, meanwhile, sipped from her dainty porcelain coffee cup, still smug as ever.


  “Like this?” Lilith asked quietly.


  It shimmered at her touch, a soft glow beginning to pulse beneath her fingers, while the silver plate in the receptionist’s hand flickered to life. For a moment, the data began to scroll. Then it surged, line after line of impossibly high stats flooding the display. The receptionist’s smirk faltered. Her eyes widened slightly. Her fingers trembled around her delicate porcelain cup. Then—


  “PFFFT!!!”


  The coffee sprayed from her mouth in a perfect arc, splattering all over the counter as she choked, gagged, and doubled over, her whole body wracked with spasms as if her lungs were trying to eject themselves from her chest.


  “Gah— Khak! Koff! KOFF! KOFF KOFF!” she wheezed, wiping her mouth as she struggling to catch her breath.


  What just happened to the elf receptionist was nothing so mild as a simple cough; it was more akin to a full-blown respiratory crisis. Judging by the way she was clawing at the counter, it seemed the coffee had gone down the wrong pipe, or maybe even up into her sinuses. Her once-composed demeanor had completely collapsed, and now she was bent over and gasping as if her life depended on it.


  “Gahk! G-Gehh—! Ghh… Zhh… Hhh… hhh… fffhh—hhh—hh—fuuu… hhh—hhh…”


  Just moments ago, she’d been the picture of cool elegance, all polished wit and smug grace. Now? She looked utterly wrecked: eyes wild, face pale, nose running, her breath coming in ragged intervals like she was trying to give birth through her lungs. Watching her struggle to regain composure with a sloppy version of the Lamaze method was tragic, honestly.


  Whether the coffee had gone into her windpipe or into her sinuses, no one could say for sure. But whatever it was, it was brutal. She clutched at the desk, heaving for breath, her narrow shoulders rising and falling as she finally began to stabilize.


  When she at last recovered enough to speak, her face was ghost-pale, and her voice broke into a shrill cry.


  “T-That… That was clearly a misreading! Yes, a misreading! There’s no way this result is valid!”


  She stared at the status plate in front of her with wide, disbelieving eyes, as if sheer denial could change the numbers glowing on its surface. Lilith tilted her head, genuinely puzzled.


  “A misreading?”


  “Yes! That’s right!” The receptionist snapped her fingers triumphantly, clinging to her own theory like a drowning woman to driftwood. “It’s a machine error! That’s the only explanation!”


  Clearly, she had processed the situation at an angle several galaxies off-course and decided to sprint straight into delusion. Her temples twitched, a bluish vein bulging visibly as she leaned forward and jabbed a manic finger at Lilith.


  “I don’t know what kind of trick you used,” she hissed, “but falsifying status information during official or semi-official assessments, such as those done by guilds or public institutions, is a serious crime!”


  She pointed with dramatic flair, face twisting into what she probably thought was a righteous glare, clearly convinced she had caught Lilith red-handed. There wasn’t even a flicker of doubt on her face. Just the self-satisfaction of someone who had fully convinced themselves that they were right.


  Then her gaze shifted, snapping toward me. “You there.”


  I blinked. “Me?”


  “Yes. Go on, put your hand on the orb. Let’s see what your little illusion looks like.”


  To be fair, guild receptionists were bound by a whole web of confidentiality rules. Apparently, there were enchantments involved. Some said breaking protocol would trigger a curse that killed them instantly. Others claimed it just wiped their memories. Either way, the restrictions were real and serious. No receptionist would risk faking or leaking someone’s stats. So if she saw my numbers too, there’d be no wriggling out of it this time.


  Truth be told, I’d never once heard of a receptionist leaking someone’s personal data. Whether it was the rumor about instant-death curses or memory-wiping enchantments, something clearly kept their lips sealed. Whatever the truth was, it meant we could reveal our stats without a second thought.


  “Go on,” the elf receptionist said, tapping her fingers against the desk with visible impatience. “Put your hand on the crystal already.”


  I stepped forward with a sigh and pressed my palm against the cool surface of the orb. It began to glow softly, the light intensifying with each passing second as my mana synced with the crystal. The silver plate in her hand shimmered to life, displaying the readout.


  Then she looked at it and immediately burst out laughing.


  “Hahaha! Hah… Hahaha! Ahahahahahaha!”


  I frowned. “What’s so funny?”


  She nearly doubled over, wheezing as she clutched her stomach, tears starting to bead at the corners of her eyes. “Pffft! Hahaha! Oh no! My stomach… Hahhahahaha!”


  My voice came sharper this time. “Seriously. What is it?”


  Still breathless, she waved a hand at me, trying and failing to stifle another peal of laughter. “This is just… I mean, if you’re going to falsify your data—pfft!—At least try to make it believable! Hahaha! What kind of idiot—hah!—fakes numbers this high?! Gods, my sides!”


  She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief, still snickering, then beckoned me forward with a smug little smirk. “Come here,” she said, dropping her voice. “Even though it’s obviously fake, your personal data still falls under guild confidentiality. So I’ll whisper it to you directly.”


  I leaned across the counter with a sigh, and she leaned in to whisper into my ear, her voice thick with mockery.


  “There isn’t a single S-rank adventurer in the entire continent with numbers like this,” she whispered. “Your little fantasy? It’s laughable. Absolutely absurd.”


  Of course, what she didn’t know was that I’d blown past S-rank thresholds ages ago. So from where I stood, the absurdity was entirely hers.


  Then she snapped upright, that insufferable grin still plastered on her face. She extended her arm dramatically and jabbed a finger in our direction.


  “You two are criminals!” she declared, as if pronouncing a royal verdict.


  Lilith and I shared a glance. I raised an eyebrow; she shrugged with a smirk. No words were needed. Yeah. This one’s a lost cause.


  Still basking in her own delusions, the receptionist turned on her heel, cupped her hands around her mouth, and shouted into the open hall behind her.


  A shrill voice cut through the guild hall like a blade.


  “Everyone! These two are criminals! You’re free to rough them up a little, just make sure to subdue them! We can’t offer any monetary reward, but this is a perfect opportunity to prove your loyalty to the guild! Think of the contribution points. Your evaluation might go up!”


  The elf’s voice echoed across the marble floor, loud enough to rattle the chandeliers. Every head in the hall turned. And just like that, the eyes of the surrounding adventurers gleamed with predatory glee. In a heartbeat, Lilith and I were surrounded.


  “So,” Lilith said softly, lips twitching into a half-smile, “what do you want to do?”


  She looked amused, but her eyes were ice. No trace of humor in them, just the thin, simmering line of a fuse already lit. I let out a slow breath.


  Ah, she’s really snapped this time.


  Honestly, her smile was scarier than any killing intent I’d ever felt.


  “Do?” I muttered, rubbing my temple. “What the hell can we do?”


  We could take them, no question. A dozen low- to mid-level adventurers meant nothing to the two of us. But if we went all out in front of this many witnesses, we’d be drawing way too much attention. Still, letting ourselves get arrested? Yeah, no. Not happening.


  I was just weighing our options when a new presence stepped forward from behind the reception counter. A man emerged from the staff room, a barrel-chested middle-aged brute of a guy, with a square jaw covered in stubble and the kind of physique that made him look like a red dragon in human form.


  His voice boomed. “What the hell is all this ruckus?! I heard someone say something about criminals. Would anyone care to explain what’s going on?”


  “Oh-ho,” the elf receptionist cooed from her chair, swirling her coffee like a villainess in an opera. “Hehe… it’s over now. You’re finished. The Guildmaster has arrived, a former A-rank adventurer, no less. There’s no escape now! Hahahahaha… Hahahahahaha!”


  I turned toward the man and locked eyes with him.


  His expression froze, and then, slowly, he began to twitch. His jaw dropped, his mouth opening and closing several times like a goldfish struggling for air, until finally, with a strangled wheeze, he managed to get something out.


  “Ah… Ah… Ah… A-Are you… Is that… Is that you, R-R-Ryuto-san?!”


  Right. I remembered him now. Back during my training days, I’d done some freelance adventuring for side cash. This guy must’ve been one of the guildmasters I bumped into back then.


  Figures. If I remember correctly, the first time I met this guy was… When was it again? Must’ve been shortly after the fight with that damned Evil Dragon, Amanta. I was only just hitting the S-rank threshold back then. He was still an active adventurer, and his whole party had gotten wrecked during a dungeon dive. I stepped in and bailed them out before they got wiped.


  Actually, now that I thought about it, a good chunk of the monsters this guy supposedly defeated, enough to push him from B-rank to A, were ones I had taken down. He just happened to be in the right place to take credit.


  “Hey. Been a while, old man.”


  His expression twitched. “W-W-What brings you here today, sir?” he stammered, bowing so fast and low he nearly smacked his forehead on the counter.


  Yeah. That sounded about right. The guy had always been ridiculously humble.


  “I figured I’d register with your guild,” I said casually. “Thinking about going the adventurer route properly this time.”


  His eyes lit up. “Y-You mean you’re actually going to register?! With us?!”


  “Yeah, just want to bump my guild rank up a bit. That’s all.”


  “I-I’m honored! Truly honored!” he blurted out, practically vibrating with gratitude.


  “Uh. What’s with the sudden thanks?”


  “Ryuto-san, you don’t understand! Having someone of your caliber registered under our guild is a huge boost. Just your name alone will raise our status across the entire region! Not to mention the commission fees from high-level quests. Honestly, this might save us for the next five years!”


  “Yeah, and now you’re making a scene,” I said, lowering my voice. “Let’s not announce that to the whole damn building, all right?”


  “Ah, right, right,” he muttered, and nodded quickly. He leaned in and spoke in a more subdued tone. “You always hated attention, even back then. I remember.”


  “Exactly,” I said under my breath. “Don’t start treating me like some damn celebrity.”


  He grinned and stuck out his hand. I took it, and we shook, firm and solid.


  “But still,” he said, clearly struggling to keep the excitement out of his voice, “having you with us is more than I could’ve hoped for.”


  “Yeah, well.” I let my shoulders sag with a sigh. “There’s just one little problem.”


  His brows knitted in confusion. “Problem?”


  “I already got turned away from registering.”


  That made him blink. Hard. “Huh?”


  He tilted his head, clearly baffled, and waited for me to explain.


  “Turned away?” The guildmaster blinked again, his brow furrowing as he tried to process the words. “Well, sure, you look young, Ryuto-san. I could see someone underestimating you at a glance. But here in this guild, we require a full status disclosure during registration. I’ve never seen your stats myself, but I can guess they’re well beyond anything I could imagine. And even then, after seeing that, they still denied you? That makes no sense at all.”


  “Right?” I sighed. “They didn’t just turn me away. They called me a criminal.”


  The man recoiled, eyes going wide. “A criminal? You? Ryuto-san? Unthinkable! If someone working under me actually had the gall to say that, then as guildmaster, I can’t let it slide. This demands proper punishment. Please, tell me exactly what happened.”


  I didn’t have to. I simply turned my head toward the elven receptionist, just in time to see her spew another mouthful of coffee like a pressurized geyser.


  “G-Goh! Goh! Gohgohgoh!”


  A coughing fit overtook her completely, her breath catching in wet, violent spasms. She sounded like she was dying. Again.


  “Gehoh! Gehoh! Gehoh! Gehih…! Zeh…! Hih…! Hiiih…! Fuuuh…! Hiiih…! Hiiih…! Fuuuuh…!”


  The same elegant, aloof elf who had been sipping coffee with smug superiority only moments earlier had now fully devolved into a sniffling, retching mess. Her once-pristine face was a disaster of tears, spit, and what I hoped was just nasal drip.


  Maybe the coffee had hit her windpipe. Or maybe it shot straight through her sinuses. Either way, she looked like someone desperately trying to give birth through her lungs.


  Breathing heavily, shoulders rising and falling in frantic waves, she finally recovered enough to stand. And then, without a word, she bolted from behind the counter, rounded the desk in a flurry of footsteps, and skidded to a halt in the middle of the lobby.


  There, she dropped to her knees and bowed so hard her forehead slammed the tile with an audible smack.


  “I-I-I-I’m so sorryyy!!!” she wailed, her voice ringing through the hall like a church bell in hell. “I-I had no idea you were connected to the Guildmaster, or that you were a real, actual high-level adventurer!! I-I was terribly rude and disrespectful, and-and-and-and I humbly, deeply, sincerely, tearfully, beg for your forgiveness!”


  The entire lobby froze.


  The adventurers who’d been ready to pounce just moments earlier had already scattered, their expressions twisted with a cocktail of confusion, embarrassment, and very cautious curiosity. From a safe distance, they now watched the scene unfold like kids peeking into the teacher’s lounge after a screaming match.


  Seriously…


  I let out a sigh, rubbing my temples like I could knead the headache away. I’d already accepted that standing out to some degree was inevitable. It came with the territory. But this kind of spotlight? This was exactly the kind of unnecessary attention I wanted to avoid. The whole “nail that sticks out gets hammered” proverb existed for a reason, and this world, like the last one, was full of people who lived to drag others down.


  And right now? I was sticking out like a sore thumb with a neon sign.


  I nearly slumped to the floor in defeat when the guildmaster decided to drive the nail in deeper.


  “Ryuto-san,” he said, stroking his beard thoughtfully, “how should we handle the punishment of this receptionist?”


  Are you kidding me?!


  I almost shouted it out loud, but instead, I screamed internally at full volume. Don’t ask me! What the hell, old man?! You’re the one in charge here, not me! You’re the goddamn Guildmaster! Make the call yourself!


  I’d specifically said I didn’t want to stand out, and here he was, setting me up like some grand judge descending from on high. At this rate, everyone and their dog would know who I was by sundown.


  Then again… I paused mid-rant and squinted at the guy. If I remembered right, he’d been a frontliner, one of those tanky types who let their muscles do the thinking for them. The kind who believed a good bicep curl solved most problems.


  Okay. Maybe the real idiot here was me, for expecting subtlety from him.


  “You’re the guildmaster,” I muttered, trying to keep my tone measured. “Disciplinary action is your responsibility, not mine. I can’t interfere.”


  Even as I said it, a creeping sense of dread prickled at my spine. I turned and glanced around the room, just in time to see all the adventurers, one by one, drop to their knees.


  No.


  And then, like a bizarre chorus, they slammed their foreheads to the floor in unison.


  “We’re really sorry, sir!” one of them howled, practically sobbing. “We didn’t mean any disrespect! W-We just didn’t know you were that Ryuto! We were gonna try and arrest you and everything, but we didn’t mean it, swear it! We’re really sorryyy!”


  The whole lobby rang with contrition.


  Oh, come on, I groaned internally. Only minutes ago, these guys had been ready to pounce, licking their lips at the chance to beat down a “criminal” for guild clout. Now they were prostrating like I was royalty.


  Yeah, no mistaking it. Adventurers were nothing if not opportunists, cold-blooded calculators who could pivot from bloodlust to bootlicking the moment the scales tipped.


  And gods, was it exhausting.


  I dragged a hand down my face. “Okay. Okay, just get up. Seriously. Enough with the dogeza already.”


  The moment I muttered the words, everyone snapped to their feet as if yanked by puppet strings, receptionist and adventurers alike. Backs straight, hands stiff at their sides, all lined up like conscripts facing inspection.


  I barely had time to process the absurdity before the guildmaster strode forward, planting himself squarely in front of the elf receptionist with the presence of a thundercloud.


  “Ryuto-san,” he asked solemnly, turning his head just enough to glance back at me, “is it truly acceptable for me to determine this woman’s punishment?”


  I groaned, rubbing at my temples again. “I already told you, don’t ask me. You’re the one in charge here, remember? It’s your call.”


  Even so, the man gave a single, grim nod before turning his glare full force on the receptionist.


  “I assume you understand the situation,” he said coldly. “You’re fired.”


  Wait, that fast?!


  My eyes widened. That had to be some kind of speed record. What kind of hyper-efficient CEO was this guy? I could practically hear the imaginary thoom of a specialized red mobile suit rocketing past, moving at three times the speed of reason.


  This place was feeling less like a guild and more like a black company by the second.


  The elf’s face went white. “N-No… please!” she cried, clutching at the edge of the counter as though it might save her from drowning. “Guildmaster! I beg of you! Some leniency, just a little! My mother… She’s sick! If I lose this job, I won’t be able to send her any money!”


  Tears welled up in her eyes as she pleaded, voice cracking.


  But the guildmaster was unmoved. “My decision is final,” he said flatly. “This is my ruling as Guildmaster. No matter who says what, that judgment will not be reversed.”


  Gods, this is such a pain in the ass…


  I hadn’t wanted her fired. That had never been the point. But now the old man had backed himself into a corner by throwing his title behind the decision. This wasn’t just some grumpy man’s personal opinion anymore; he’d declared it as Guildmaster policy. At this point, even if he wanted to backtrack, doing so would undermine his authority.


  If he’d just made the call as a person, I could’ve twisted his arm a little. But now?


  Still. I couldn’t just let it end like this. For all her rudeness and idiocy, firing her outright over a single misunderstanding felt excessive. She’d jumped to conclusions, sure, but she hadn’t actually hurt anyone. And if she really did have a sick mother…


  I sighed. Guess I had to at least try.


  “Hey, old man,” I said, stepping forward. “Can’t you let her off this once? Don’t fire her over this.”


  “Yes! Of course! I’ll rescind the termination at once! Consider it revoked immediately! Everything will proceed according to Ryuto-san’s wishes!”


  That was fast.


  He’d just said, “No matter who says what, my decision will not be reversed,” literally seconds ago! Now he was backpedaling with the desperation of a drowning man. I could already imagine the gossip spreading through the adventurer grapevine, complete with ridiculous exaggerations and rumors I’d never live down. All thanks to this muscle-brained old man.


  Beside me, Lilith let out a weary sigh and folded her arms in theatrical disappointment. “Honestly, Ryuto’s far too soft on pretty faces. I’m sure it was that ‘sick mother’ line that broke him. Though frankly, I’d say there’s a good chance that story’s nothing more than a convenient fantasy.”


  She wasn’t wrong. I was being too soft. But not just because the receptionist was good-looking; I wasn’t blind, after all. Still, I couldn’t pretend her desperation hadn’t hit a nerve.


  “Guildmaster?”


  The old man perked up at Lilith’s voice. “Oh, if it ain’t the little miss! Been a while, hasn’t it? Still short as ever, but maybe you’ve sprouted a bit since last time?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh under my breath. The sudden shift in tone was jarring, but classic. When they’d first met, the old man had definitely been the stronger one, but that dynamic had probably flipped by now. Still, he played it off as if nothing had changed, probably because doing otherwise would have felt just as strange given their long-standing relationship.


  Lilith, however, wasn’t in the mood for banter. She gave a chilly exhale and narrowed her eyes.


  “I’m still not satisfied with the receptionist’s punishment,” she said coolly. “Ryuto said she didn’t need to be fired, and I’ll respect that. But…” Her voice dipped a note lower, tighter.


  “But?”


  “I don’t want to see her behind that counter again. Just having her in my line of sight is unpleasant. Move her to a back office. Stick her in a corner somewhere. Hell, reassign her to broom duty for all I care, but get her out of my face.”


  Oof. So she was still pissed. Not surprising, really. I wasn’t about to interrupt either, since I’d been equally irritated, just less willing to act on it.


  The guildmaster gave a thoughtful hum, rubbing his chin. “I’ll take that into serious consideration, miss. Truth be told, you’re not wrong. Calling someone a criminal without even checking their status? Yeah, I’d say she’s proven herself unfit for the front desk.”


  With that, things finally began to settle down. We completed our status measurements, filled out the paperwork, and finished our registration without further incident.


  And just like that, we officially became F-rank adventurers.
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  Chapter 2: Cordelia and the Kansai Alliance - Part 1


  

  “This is… absolutely disgraceful.”


  The moment I stepped into the Kansai Alliance’s knight corps garrison, I was hit by a suffocating wave of alcohol fumes. It reeked so heavily of booze that it made my temples throb.


  This wasn’t some post-war victory banquet, so what was going on?


  As I made my way toward the commander’s office, the headache only worsened. For one thing, it made no sense for a fully operational tavern to be right in the middle of a military facility. And worse—far worse—were the men inside. Even from a distance, it was obvious many of them were knights still in uniform, and on duty. Yet there they were, day-drinking like common street drunks.


  And then I saw it. I froze in place, then blinked hard and looked again.


  No, I hadn’t imagined it.


  Through the window, I caught a glimpse of what could only be described as a working girl, clearly not a soldier, seated on the lap of what looked like a ranking officer, all smiles as he drank from a tankard and fondled her openly.


  I could maybe overlook the booze. Sure, if they’d just returned from some grueling monster-suppression campaign or decisive battle, a little celebration might be understandable. Cut loose a bit, unwind. That much I’d allow.


  But this? Women? Those kinds of women? Here?


  This wasn’t a brothel. It was supposed to be a disciplined, active military installation under the direct authority of the Holy Church.


  No, wait. That was exactly what it had become.


  Because the moment I turned the next corner, I nearly fainted on the spot.


  Right there, in full view of the courtyard, was a brothel. A real, actual, fully functioning brothel with signage and customers coming and going like it was the most natural thing in the world.


  My brain stuttered at the cultural whiplash. It was like being slapped across the face by another dimension.


  Now, I was not exactly naive. I understood that people who fought, killed, and died on the front lines had needs. I wouldn’t condemn them for it. In fact, I believed some form of release was necessary. But this… This wasn’t discreet. This wasn’t the usual practice of slipping into a nearby town for the night.


  This was official. This was endorsed.


  In every legitimate military structure I’d ever been part of, even the most indulgent events were limited to small, quiet drinking gatherings in the mess hall. Nothing public. Nothing sanctioned. Nothing like this.


  And to make matters worse, this wasn’t just any knight corps.


  It was a Holy Knight Order.


  An organization that, by definition, was supposed to uphold stricter discipline than a regular military unit. If they failed to maintain moral conduct, what kind of example would that set for the faithful?


  I gritted my teeth and forced myself to keep walking… until I saw it.


  And then my legs gave out.


  “What… is this…?”


  The nausea hit so suddenly it felt like a physical blow. I dropped to one knee, vision swimming, my stomach lurching as I tried to make sense of the scene before me.


  Just beside the brothel, in the shadow of its painted doorway, a row of half-naked girls sat trembling on straw mats. They were chained together at the ankle, slumped beneath a weathered sign marked PUBLIC LATRINE.


  The bile rose to my throat.


  Their skin tones were different from our own. Foreign. Girls from outside our theocratic territories. There was no question what they were: sex slaves. And if the state of their “housing” was anything to go by, the conditions they were being kept in were utterly inhumane.


  I didn’t want to imagine it, but the truth was unavoidable.


  That acrid stench hanging in the air wasn’t just booze and sweat. There was something else, something rank and cloying, like spoiled milk mixed with rotting fruit. It was the smell of bodily fluids soaked into the wood and cloth beneath them. Discarded girls, discarded dignity.


  “This is… Did they really… force captured combatants… No. No, even they wouldn’t… That has to be illegal.”


  Technically, under certain treaty clauses, it was possible to enslave citizens of a defeated enemy nation, whether as indentured farmhands or even sex workers. Harsh, but not unheard of in the more brutal corners of war diplomacy. It had happened before. No one liked it, but history had set a precedent.


  But this?


  Even under wartime law, there were rules. Minimum standards of treatment. Some semblance of structure. And here they were, shackled to the ground like livestock. On display, no less.


  “What kind of barbarians are you people? Don’t insult the word ‘military.’ This… This isn’t a knight order. This is filth.”


  “Oh, now that’s a mighty harsh thing to say, sugar.”


  A woman’s voice came from just above me.


  Still on one knee, I glanced up and found a hand being offered to me. The knight offering it couldn’t have been much older than me, maybe two or three years at most, but she had the air of someone more seasoned. Her face was undeniably attractive, her bearing casual, even cheerful.


  She wasn’t twenty yet. That much I could tell. But her poise suggested she’d been in this environment long enough to grow numb to it.


  I took her hand, murmuring my thanks. “I appreciate it. I just… felt a little faint.”


  “Mmm. Guess that’s understandable, seein’ what ya just saw. But still…” She tilted her head, looking at me with lazy amusement. “You really got a mean way with words, y’know that?”


  Before I could answer, her fingers slipped away, and she let go of my hand. My balance gave out instantly, and I dropped like a puppet with its strings cut, collapsing unceremoniously to the ground.


  “There ain’t a single real rule around here,” the woman said, her voice light but laced with steel. “If I had to name one, I’d say it’s this: freedom above all else. And when trouble comes knockin’? Well, I become the law. Me, and me alone.”


  “And you are?”


  “Unofficial Heretic Suppression Unit under the Holy Church, Holy Knight Order of the Kansai Alliance. I’m its commander. That’d make you Cordelia Allston, wouldn’t it?”


  Commander?


  I stared up at her, momentarily stunned. This was the person responsible for the chaos I’d just witnessed? This young woman? This walking contradiction of beauty, power, and casual tyranny?


  “Yes. You can just call me Cordelia. I don’t mind. May I ask your name?”


  She gave a half-smile, but her eyes didn’t soften.


  “My birth name? I tossed that out about eighteen years ago. Don’t use it, don’t need it. But callin’ someone ‘no-name’ tends to confuse, so folks just call me Zero. Works fine.”


  “Zero?” I repeated, a little uncertain.


  She didn’t offer to clarify further. Instead, she tilted her head and gave me a sly glance.


  “So… you got a rough idea what kind of unit we run here?”


  “I’ve heard rumors,” I replied slowly. “But…”


  But now that I’d seen it with my own eyes, I could say one thing for sure.


  Most rumors tend to be exaggerated. Not these. When it came to the Kansai Alliance, the stories were dead-on. If anything, they understated the truth.


  Never in my worst imagining had I thought I’d walk into a Holy Knight stronghold and find war prisoners turned into public entertainment.


  “Yeah, the gossip’s probably not far off,” Zero said, casually confirming the worst. “Still, every one of my people is ranked at least B-class. Quite a few S-ranks too. We’re one of the strongest forces under the Holy Church. Make no mistake.”


  “But because of the sheer lack of discipline, the Church officially pretends you don’t exist.”


  Zero grinned. “Bingo.”


  Then she gestured with a lazy flick of her hand toward a nearby building. “Anyway, Cordelia, my office’s that way. Guess it’s time for your initiation interview.”


  I sighed, glancing in the direction she pointed.


  So, this is my new assignment, huh?


  Wonderful. Just wonderful. Things are going to be more complicated than I thought.


  The moment I stepped into the office, I froze, and a small, startled cry slipped from my throat.


  The room was an utter disaster. Towers of paper teetered atop stacks of ancient books, and wedged among the chaos was a man, or at least, what was left of one.


  “Oh, right,” Zero said casually from behind me, clearly unbothered. “Should’ve warned ya. Bit of a shock the first time. That’s Darts.”


  I blinked. “Darts?”


  “Used to be a top-tier A-rank adventurer,” she added, brushing past me like we were simply touring the place.


  I stared at the man again. “That’s… impressive. But why is he like this?”


  His body was grotesquely painted, circular targets layered across his bare skin like some sick joke. His arms hung limply in shackles modeled after the infamous Golgotha restraints, and his skin was covered in pinprick scars, hundreds of them. No, thousands. Some were still fresh, others faded into pale grooves. He looked like someone who’d been used for training darts more than for actual battle.


  Zero smirked. “Why? Because he’s a criminal.”


  My brow furrowed. “A criminal?”


  “Yup. Know how he got to A-rank? Took him three years from the first time he picked up a sword. Three. Years.”


  “That fast? The only way that’s possible is constant near-death fights. He must’ve been throwing himself against monsters way above his level.”


  Zero shook her head with a dry chuckle. “Nah. That’d be the normal assumption. You, though, you climbed your way up slow and smart, yeah? Always made sure to fight down-ranked beasts, kept the risk low?”


  “Six years,” I said. “And that got me to upper A-rank, more or less.”


  “Still faster than most, but yeah.” Her eyes slid back to the man bound in the corner. “Darts here beat that, sure. But not through grit or talent.”


  She picked up a dart from the desk without warning and tossed it underhand toward the man’s thigh.


  “Eek!”


  The shriek that tore from him was sharp, high-pitched, somewhere between a dog’s yelp and a human cry. He writhed, chains rattling as his body convulsed from the hit.


  Zero laughed. It was an ugly, gleeful sound.


  “Cute voice, ain’t it?” she said with a twisted smile. “At night, he’s really popular with the squad. Especially at the tavern. Can’t get enough of that scream.”


  “How incredibly tasteless,” I said coolly, my voice edged with contempt.


  Zero chuckled at the bluntness. “You really don’t hold back, do you? Right, we were talking about how this guy leveled up so fast, weren’t we?” She tilted her head mockingly. “Tell me, Cordelia. Have you ever heard of the term adventurer hunting?”


  I exhaled. That explains it.


  The puzzle pieces finally fell into place. So that was why this man was kept in such inhumane conditions and why he’d risen to power so unnaturally fast.


  “He stalked high-ranking adventurer parties,” I said flatly, piecing it together aloud. “Waited until they were exhausted from battle, then struck when they were too weak to defend themselves.”


  “Exactly.” Zero nodded with something between amusement and disdain. “See, people give way more EXP than monsters, especially if they’re ranked higher. And if they’re bleeding and half-dead already? Easy pickings.”


  It was an unspeakably vile tactic, and if discovered, the punishment could be brutal. Dismemberment. Public execution. Total social annihilation. Instead, this man had been sentenced to a living death, stripped of dignity and turned into a disposable plaything for this brutal knight order.


  “The funniest bit?” Zero went on, snorting. “He was on a wanted poster in some heretic enclave we raided. We dragged him back here ourselves. Call it poetic justice.”


  I frowned. “So, he’s a prisoner of war?”


  “That he is,” Zero confirmed without a trace of shame. “And we’re just giving him what he deserves.”


  My expression darkened. “But personal punishment like this, turning someone into a toy… That’s a crime in itself. You’re obligated to turn a convicted criminal over to either a guild or the proper judicial authority.”


  “Didn’t I already tell you?” Zero’s voice dropped into a deadly calm. “Around here, I am the law. If I say white is black, then it’s black. If I say black is white, so be it. That’s the authority I’ve been given.”


  I opened my mouth to object, then froze.


  “And those girls you saw chained up outside?” Zero added, eyes narrowing slightly. “They weren’t prisoners. Just ordinary civilians we snatched off the street.”


  My blood ran cold.


  “You what?” I whispered.


  Zero grinned.


  “Civilians. Not even combatants. Just your average folk. We picked ‘em up like stray dogs.”


  Breath caught in my throat as the realization hit like a hammer to the chest. This isn’t a rogue battalion. It’s a criminal syndicate. A state-sanctioned gang of warlords playing at being knights.


  “Well, now. Sounds like the rumors that reached you were the watered-down kind,” Zero said with a crooked grin as she turned her back on the wrecked man lying on the floor. “What we do here is so twisted that people assume the truth must be a lie. Usually, rumors grow wild and get exaggerated, but in our case? Everyone downplays them. They’re too scared to believe them.”


  As she spoke, she strolled toward the naked man and drew her sword without hesitation. In one smooth, lightning-quick motion, she slashed through the iron shackles on his wrists, and the Golgotha restraints fell to the floor with a sharp clang.


  Then she grabbed him by the scruff like a sack of garbage, marched to the nearest window, and hurled him through it.


  “What are you—!” I cried out, but it was too late.


  Glass shattered in a thunderous crash as the man crashed through the pane and tumbled out into the courtyard below. The sound of his body hitting the stone rang out a beat later, followed by a low groan of pain. Blood smeared across the courtyard stones as he rolled to a stop, leaving him cut, bruised, and stunned.


  Still expressionless, Zero followed to the window and casually tossed the sword after him. It clattered to the ground beside his twitching hand.


  “You know,” she said, leaning on the sill, “there’s a bunch of conditions for a kill to count as combat in this world. At the bare minimum, you gotta arm the bastard. Otherwise, it doesn’t register. No weapon, no threat. No threat, no XP. Funny how game-like this world can be, huh?”


  “Isn’t that just how things work?” The words came out flat, but my hands were clenched at my sides.


  “Sure, for you, maybe. You grew up here, so it’s second nature. But from a different angle, it’s damn weird if you think about it.”


  “I don’t care how weird it is,” I snapped. “What the hell are you planning to do with him?”


  Zero turned to face me, that lazy, maddening smile never leaving her face. “That’s not the question, sugar. The real question is, what are you gonna do with him?”


  Down in the courtyard, the man had already scrambled to his feet, bloodied and panting, but alive. And now armed. His eyes burned with desperate rage as he let out a guttural roar and raised the sword high above his head.


  “An A-rank criminal, freshly unshackled and holding a weapon,” Zero continued, her tone almost cheerful. “No doubt he’s gonna make a break for it. Only problem is, this place is full of obstacles. Knights, trainee soldiers, even the pleasure girls. They’re everywhere. He’ll cut through anyone in his path. A real bloodbath.”


  “You set this whole thing in motion,” I growled. “Don’t act like this is fate. This is your mess.”


  Zero shrugged, utterly unconcerned. “My job’s to keep the troops entertained. And around here? Entertainment means action. Power rules. That’s the only law. So come on, rookie. Think of it as your entrance exam. Let’s see if you can cut him down before he butchers someone.”


  My fist tightened. All I wanted was to punch this lunatic in the face, but the man below was already moving, sprinting full tilt toward the courtyard gate, sword raised, blood spraying in his wake.


  Zero’s voice rang through the shattered window.


  “Better hurry. Tick-tock.”


  “Goddammit…”


  Grinding my teeth, I vaulted through the broken window. Boots hit the stone with a thud as I hit the ground running, chasing after the crazed man before innocent blood could be spilled.


  It took me about a minute to catch up with the man.


  In that time, he’d already cut down ten people simply for standing in his path. Nine of them were unarmed brothel workers, women who’d had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The tenth had been a knight, also unarmed, probably someone who hadn’t even realized what was happening before he was gutted. Just collateral damage in the mad rush of a desperate, cornered animal.


  The man stopped running once he realized I was on his heels. He spun around to face me, panting, blood-streaked, sword twitching in his grip like a live wire. He’d figured out he couldn’t escape. Now he meant to fight.


  “Your stance is a mess,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing.


  It was the kind of posture you saw in those who had never been taught properly, defined by an off-balance, poorly distributed weight, a blade raised too high with no plan behind it. Sloppy. Predictable. Ugly. But considering how fast he’d clawed his way up the ranks, it fit. His power hadn’t come from discipline or talent. It came from butchery.


  He sneered, sizing me up. “You, on the other hand… Let me guess. The perfect little knight. Raised on the sword. Trained by the book.”


  I didn’t answer. There was no point.


  He lunged before the words had even left his mouth, swinging a heavy overhead slash meant to cleave me in two. I let his blade whistle past with a sidestep, brushing it aside in a fluid deflection as I stepped back and opened the gap between us again. The air trembled. My palms tingled from the impact. Wild as his strike was, the power behind it couldn’t be denied. He hit like a freight train, fast and furious. Just not smart.


  Fine. I wasn’t here to toy with him anyway.


  I centered my breath and summoned the skill. Berserker Mode. Engage.


  A low hum spread through my core as my body surged with awakened strength. The ogre incident had forced my level higher than I’d expected. Even without this, I could probably bring him down. But dragging this out would serve no one.


  And clearly, the spectators had been waiting for just this moment.


  A ripple of noise rolled through the crowd gathering in the plaza’s shadow. Laughter. Cheers. Shouting. Gambling.


  “Heh! Over a minute! That’s five silver coins, isn’t it?”


  “Goddammit! Couldn’t you wait a bit longer, you little brat?! Don’t finish him yet!”


  “Yeah! I put twenty silvers on the under-thirty-second kill! Hurry it up already!”


  Are they actually betting on this? Corpses lay scattered across the ground, yet these men shouted with glee as if at some tavern game. It was one thing to be numb to the dead prostitutes, but hadn’t one of their own just been killed? And still they laughed.


  The stench hit me next. Not just alcohol. Something heavier. Pungent smoke hung in the air. Weed. Drugs, inside the garrison? My thoughts spun. What the hell is going on here? Nothing makes sense anymore.


  A shout snapped me back. The man across from me charged, closing the distance in a feral sprint. He took advantage of my momentary distraction, but I wasn’t so careless. A feint, a sidestep, and my blade cut through the space between us. The steel sang, then found flesh.


  The naked man collapsed, clutching his throat, blood pouring between his fingers. Cheers and groans erupted all around us.


  “Damn it! Lost thirty silvers!”


  “Hell yeah! Drinks on me tonight. I hit the long shot!”


  “Knock her out and pass her around, the little bitch!”


  I ignored them. From my pocket, I pulled a scrap of cloth and wiped the blood from my blade. Without sparing the crowd a glance, I started toward Zero’s room.


  A bottle flew from behind, courtesy of some sore loser’s throw. My sword flicked once, and the glass shattered in midair. I turned a glare on them, but instead of flinching, one of them sneered. “That angry look’s doin’ it for me. How about five silver for a night, sweetheart?”


  My head throbbed. What the hell is this place? The pain behind my eyes sharpened. No. I won’t accept it. I refuse to acknowledge this cesspit or these degenerates as anything resembling a military.


  When I pushed open the door to Zero’s room, a soft clapping greeted me. She leaned back in his chair, smiling as though I’d just put on a show for her.


  “Well, well. That was something. For a sheltered lady, you’ve got more grit than I figured. Color me impressed.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean? Aren’t there plenty of people here stronger than me?”


  Zero waved a hand lazily. “Nah, nah. Don’t get me wrong. I ain’t surprised by your skill, Cordelia. What got me was how you cut a man down without the slightest hesitation.”


  I tilted my head. “Well, I have been in a few shootouts before, with armed bandit gangs and the like.”


  Zero nodded, pleased. “Uh-huh. That’s about right. So, reckon I’ll keep having you run through training menus just like this from now on.”


  I frowned. “Just like this?”


  She chuckled. “You really are slow on the uptake, ain’t ya? You’re here as part of the training program, girl. And the quickest way to rack up experience is by killing people. Simple as that.”


  A chill prickled down my spine, my skin crawling as if from an icy hand. “So what you’re saying is, what I’ll be forced to do here is…”


  Zero’s grin widened, bright and merciless. “Huntin’ people, of course.”


  “Hunting people?” I echoed.


  “Well, maybe that didn’t sound so nice. Call it heretic hunting, then. Our job is to wipe out heretics in conflict zones where religious strife has turned everything into a bloodbath. That’s the mission.”


  I could only stare, lips pressed tight.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked with a mock tilt of the head.


  I drew in a steadying breath. “Not heretics, but followers of other faiths. In the World Union as it stands now, open discrimination and slurs based on religion or race are not encouraged.”


  That made her laugh. The corners of her mouth curled upward in delight. “Oh, so you’ve got a mouth on you after all. The rumors were right. You really are a little firebrand.”


  “Then let me say this while I have the chance.” My voice hardened. “I cannot see this place, or this band of so-called knights, as a proper training ground for the Hero Training Program.”


  Zero’s eyes gleamed. “Is that so? And what makes you say that, Cordelia?”


  “Because a Hero is not only power. To the rulers of the world, a Hero is also a symbol, a justification, a figurehead. If I attach my name to this organization, my record will be irreparably tainted. The fact that this place was chosen for the program must be some kind of mistake. So before I agree to serve under your command, I intend to confirm matters with the central administration.” I straightened, resolute. “Until then, I’ll be taking my leave.”


  Honestly, I didn’t want to spend another second in a place this crude and barbaric. I offered only the barest courtesy and turned on my heel. “Then, if you’ll excuse me,” I said, already making for the door.


  “Hold up a sec.” Zero’s voice stopped me cold. “You’re right. This ain’t the right place for training a Hero. But for turning somebody into a fighting machine? Couldn’t be more perfect. You catch my drift?”


  I paused and looked back over my shoulder. “What exactly do you mean?”


  She tilted his head, as though amused by my ignorance.


  “You know what folks call you behind your back?” When I didn’t answer, she supplied it herself, her grin widening. “The Bloody Princess Berserker.”


  The words landed heavily.


  “That’s right,” Zero went on, savoring my silence. “The higher-ups have already cut off the value of Cordelia the Hero, the symbol to calm the people and justify their wartime taxes. That idol version of you? Worthless. They’ve thrown her away.”


  A hollow laugh almost escaped me, but I swallowed it. “So, I’ve finally been abandoned.” The thought didn’t surprise me as much as it should have. Deep down, I’d always known this day would come. What shook me was that it had come so soon.


  Zero leaned forward in her chair, voice dropping lower, almost intimate. “Now you’re catching on. I don’t like beating around the bush, so here it is straight. To the bigwigs up top, you’re worth something only as the Bloody Princess Berserker. They see you purely as a weapon with room to grow.”


  “I understand,” I admitted quietly.


  He nodded, satisfied. “Good. Their order’s simple. Don’t matter if you get a little dirty along the way, just whip you into shape as fast as possible. That’s the job they handed me. And I gotta say, it sure makes things easier that you don’t flinch at killin’. If you’d tripped over that step, it’d have been a real pain.”


  I lifted a hand to my chin, weighing my options. No matter how hard I thought, no answer came. In the end, I could arrive at only one grim conclusion. However unwillingly, for now, I had no choice but to remain with this so-called order of knights.
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  Chapter 3: The Beastman’s Daughter


  

  Lilith and I were shown into the guildmaster’s office as quietly as possible, doing our best not to attract attention. The room was large, about twenty tatami mats by my estimate, and the furnishings were of surprisingly fine quality. Paintings hung along the walls, and even a statue of a half-naked goddess occupied one corner. Put bluntly, the old man was living comfortably.


  He settled into his chair and gave me a keen look. “So, Mr. Ryuto. What exactly is your aim?”


  I answered without hesitation. “To reach A-rank adventurer status as quickly as possible, and to do it without drawing notice.”


  The guildmaster nodded with confidence, as though he had already solved the problem. “In that case, I’ll make an inquiry with the guild headquarters in the imperial capital.”


  That smug expression on his face immediately set me on edge. A-rank warriors, after all, were the very definition of meatheads. They were the first to get confused, the first to fall to charm magic, utterly incapable of surviving on their own. Any party that took them in had to calculate around their complete lack of resistance to status ailments. They were, in short, a constant headache.


  And yet, for all that, they were also indispensable. As shields, they absorbed every blow, every flame, every arrow meant for their companions. They were loyal bulwarks, just stupid ones. Which was precisely why seeing this guildmaster grinning with such self-satisfaction made my stomach sink. Asking me not to feel uneasy would have been impossible. What else was I supposed to feel? With a sigh, I braced myself for the nonsense to come.


  “Inquiry?” I asked, my voice flat. “Inquiry about what, exactly?”


  “Why, about whether there are any A- to S-rank extermination requests in the area,” he said proudly. “Take on a few of those, and before long, Mr. Ryuto, you’ll be A-rank yourself.”


  I shook my head sharply before he could go on. “That’s exactly what I don’t want. It would draw far too much attention.”


  The old man blinked, clearly not following. “Too much attention? And what do you mean by that?”


  I pinched the bridge of my nose, exhausted already. “You really don’t get it, do you?” At this point, explaining further was more trouble than it was worth. If the guildmaster himself was this oblivious, I could only imagine the hell his second-in-command went through on a daily basis.


  The truth was, the guildmaster was so mind-numbingly dim that last time I’d just used him as cover, slipping in a substitution technique and letting him take the credit. He’d basked in the glory, pocketed the official reward, and never once realized I’d done all the work. In the end, it turned into a neat little win–win arrangement. Though honestly, “I shoved the credit onto him” would be more accurate. He hadn’t even noticed. Instead, he started worshiping me like some kind of role model.


  Which was why, once again, I had to shut him down. “That’s exactly what I mean. It’s too flashy.”


  I reached into my jacket and pulled out one of the notices I’d taken from the board in the guild’s lobby earlier. The parchment crackled softly in my hand. “B-rank job. Officially, it’s a request to hunt down a group of kidnappers. In practice, it’s an illegal band of slavers masquerading as a bandit crew.”


  The guildmaster raised an eyebrow. “And you’re planning to accept this request, Mr. Ryuto?”


  “Not exactly.” I shook my head. “The slaver gang itself, sure. I’ll wipe them out. The bastards make my skin crawl. But that’s not the job I intend to take.”


  I slid another parchment free, setting it beside the first. “This one’s the lower-ranked request tied to the same case: rescuing the captured women before they’re sold off. Normally, it means sneaking in, helping them escape, or negotiating with the bandits to buy their freedom. That’s the job on paper.”


  The guildmaster only shrugged, shoulders rising as though I’d started speaking another language. “So you’d take the rescue, not the extermination?”


  “That’s right.”


  My gaze shifted to Lilith, who was savoring the herbal tea the guildmaster’s secretary had brewed. She clearly hadn’t expected me to drag her into this. Her eyes went wide with surprise when she realized I was addressing her.


  “Lilith,” I said evenly, “I’ll be taking this job alone. But there’s something I need you to do.”


  She lowered her cup slowly, suspicion in her stare. “What?”


  “The scenario goes like this,” I explained.


  Her brows knit. “Scenario?”


  “Yeah. I’m out searching for someone, keeping a distant eye on the bandit hideout. Then, by chance, I stumble across a mysterious mage absolutely tearing the place apart. That mage,” I said, locking eyes with her, “just so happens to be you.”


  Lilith considered this in silence for a moment before asking, “Do I need a mask?”


  I allowed myself a small smirk. “No need for disguises. Just don’t go throwing your name around, understood?”


  Lilith gave a small nod of agreement, the motion crisp and certain.


  The guildmaster, still frowning in confusion, leaned forward. “And what exactly do you mean by that?”


  Suppressing a weary sigh, I spelled it out for him. “The thieves in question angered a high-ranking adventurer. But for reasons that can’t be made public, that adventurer can’t step forward to claim the kill. So the thieves are left with cages of captives, piles of corpses, and no one officially responsible. Then I happen to show up, out of nowhere, like good fortune dropping from the sky. And suddenly the credit falls into my lap. Sure, I’m already on the radar, but if I openly and directly wipe out a B-rank bandit crew, that’s too much attention.”


  “I see.” The old man finally gave a slow nod, as if the logic had just clicked into place. “At least that way it’s something you can explain to the others.”


  “Exactly. A little attention I can tolerate, but this is about the limit of what I’d call acceptable.”


  The truth was, if I wanted, I could do as the guildmaster suggested and take on extermination requests at the S-rank level, threats meant for national forces to handle. Nothing in this world could really stop me. Bringing Lilith along did carry some risk, but honestly, even in human territory, I doubted she’d run into much she couldn’t handle. It would even serve as decent leveling for her.


  But overtaking Cordelia completely, leaving her hopelessly behind? That didn’t sit right with me.


  And then there are the other Reincarnators, the unpredictable factor I can’t account for.


  Still, that aside, it was clear Cordelia herself had already shifted from the version of history I knew. In the battle against Amanta, she had been weaker than I remembered. That weakness had been my fault. Yet in response, stung by inferiority, she had awakened her Berserker mode. Because of that, she was actually stronger now than in the future I’d seen.


  So perhaps the result balanced out. But regardless, I didn’t want to interfere too much with the world’s natural flow. If the worst happened, Cordelia might start to depend on me, and that kind of reliance would hollow her out, leaving her a shadow of what she should be.


  Raised properly, a Hero was meant to cut through the battlefield, untouchable and unrelenting. If she walked her own path, she would not fall so easily.


  If nothing else, Cordelia could at least buy herself time until I arrived. That much she was capable of. I was the joker card in reserve, but humanity’s true ace was still Cordelia. Which meant my place was firmly behind the curtain, working in the shadows where no one could see me.


  “That aside, Ryuto.”


  I glanced over. “Hm? What’s on your mind?”


  Lilith’s eyes were steady, her voice quieter than usual. “I want you to teach me how to use a sword…”


  For a moment, I only tilted my head, unsure if I’d heard her right. “That’s a sudden request. Why?”


  She hesitated, searching for the right words. “Cordelia Alston. I’ve never seen anyone like her. A muscle-headed brute, yes, but blessed with frightening talent. And beyond that…”


  “Mm.” I gave a short nod, already knowing where she was going. “She never rests on that talent. She doesn’t grow arrogant. Day after day, she throws herself into training, stubbornly pushing to get stronger.”


  Lilith inclined her head, reluctant but honest. “Exactly. I don’t want to admit it, but when it comes to talent, she’s far above me.”


  I allowed myself a wry smile. “Don’t worry. You’re plenty abnormal in your own right.”


  Her lips curved faintly, though her tone remained cool. “If I’m to serve as your attendant, then being supernatural isn’t a luxury. It’s the bare minimum.”


  “Fair point.” I leaned back a little, studying her. “But let’s set that aside for now. Tell me straight, between you and Cordelia, who do you think is stronger?”


  Lilith thought for a long moment, eyes drifting upward toward the ceiling as if weighing the answer there. “If I unleashed draconic sorcery… No, if I lifted every last restriction you’ve placed on me, then I’d be far stronger. The gap wouldn’t even be close.”


  “I figured as much.” I nodded immediately, no hesitation at all.


  Her gaze returned to me, steady once more. “But she’ll surpass me someday. That much I’m certain of. And it won’t take long.”


  “Agreed.” Again, I didn’t hesitate. My answer came at once.


  Lilith’s expression tightened slightly. “Besides, I’m built for long-range magic. If she ever caught me up close, it would be over right then and there.”


  I arched a brow. “And?”


  “That’s exactly why I want you to teach me how to use a sword,” Lilith said evenly. “I don’t need to overpower her up close. I only need enough skill to break away, enough to regain distance when it’s lost.”


  “Yeah, sure. I don’t mind,” I replied.


  She raised three slim fingers. “Three hours. That’s all I need. Just teach me only the most basic fundamentals, and I’ll train in real combat afterward.”


  I couldn’t help myself and barked out a laugh. It came more from exasperation than amusement. Of course, I understood immediately what she was planning. “Wait. Don’t tell me…”


  Her brows arched slightly. “What?”


  “You’re seriously going to try to annihilate a bandit crew that’s been terrifying the countryside, armed with nothing but three hours of sword training?”


  Lilith nodded without hesitation, her expression calm, almost serene. “That’s right… But I am cautious by nature. I’ll make use of at least some rare equipment: a mithril sword and a set of adamantite light armor.”


  At that, the guildmaster burst into booming laughter, shaking his head. “Hah! You’re insane, girl. That’s not just some ordinary B-rank extermination request. We’re talkin’ more than twenty of ’em. D- through lower B-rank, all fightin’ as one pack. Together, they’re ranked at the very top of B. Not the kinda target you take lightly.”


  I held up a hand, cutting him off. “No, old man, you don’t get it. What I’m saying is, she’ll stand out too much. Worst-case, if she relies mainly on magic, she can cover herself. She already holds the title of Pre-Adept, so even if word gets out, she can pass it off as an achievement within her league. And besides…” I glanced at Lilith. “She’s leveled up far beyond what you remember. With her divine blessing, even though she’s a mage, her physical stats rival those of front-line fighters. Which means…”


  The guildmaster leaned forward, squinting. “Which means?”


  I spread my hands. “Which means, if you outfit her with decent rare gear, she could probably go one-on-one with a lower B-rank swordsman. And not just hold her own. She’d win.”


  ※※※


  


  She was, after all, a strikingly delicate girl.


  Her limbs were slender, her hair the color of pale water. Her waist looked so narrow I half-wondered if it might snap under the pressure of an embrace. Her skin was porcelain white, translucent enough to seem almost fragile, like she might break apart at a touch.


  By every measure, she looked more the part of a sorceress than a swordswoman. And yet, at her hip gleamed a mithril blade, and across her body was light armor forged of adamantite.
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  There was no denying it. The equipment was extraordinary, the kind of rare treasure only A-rank adventurers could reasonably expect to possess. Few in the world could afford, let alone carry, such gear.


  It had been only minutes earlier that she appeared with her attendant, storming into the bandit hideout where I’d been employed, a cave cut deep into the cliffs, shadows coiling along the walls like smoke.


  “Two enemies!” a lookout’s voice echoed through the dark cavern. “A woman and a man! And the woman’s a hell of a prize!”


  The shout rippled through the den. In the great chamber of the hideout, it was as though someone had struck a hornet’s nest.


  “Kill them!”


  “Take the woman alive! Kill the man!”


  “Kill ’em! Kill ’em both!”


  “No, wait. Don’t kill the man! I’ve got a taste for men too!”


  The mob poured forward, a dozen roughnecks brandishing steel, boots pounding against stone as they rushed for the entrance.


  “You’re not going?” the gang’s chief asked, his lip curling in exasperation.


  I shot him the same look right back. “You sure about that? By adventurers’ standards, I’m a B-rank mercenary. You want me to treat this as an official job from you? Because you know I don’t come cheap.”


  The man snorted and shook his head, spreading his arms in a theatrical shrug. “You’re insurance, nothing more. If some famous bounty hunter comes sniffin’ around, then you’ll earn your keep.”


  I gave a dry nod. “Fair enough. I’ll work for the coin I’ve already taken.”


  The chief leaned back with a laugh that grated against the cavern walls. “Still, ain’t it something? A man who swept through every local sword tournament, who got himself taken in by the empire, promoted from commoner all the way to the emperor’s personal guard. And here you are, wallowing in the mud with the likes of us.”


  I placed a hand quietly on the hilt at my side, gaze cold. “You’re my employer. If I don’t like you, I’ll cut you down where you stand. Just as you’re free to dismiss me if you’ve got no use for me.”


  He held up both hands quickly, cracking a laugh. “Easy, easy! Don’t get all heated. I was only joking.”


  Court service was suffocating.


  I had wanted to quit long before this. The endless strain of human relationships wore me down until I couldn’t breathe in the court any longer. But when I submitted my resignation, my superior refused to accept it. The imperial guard, he reminded me, was composed only of rare and exceptional talent. Until a replacement could be found, I was not to leave.


  So I waited. Half a year.


  And still he would not sign the paper. My chest grew tighter with every passing day, suffocated by duty and ceremony. At last, when I could endure no more, I cut him down and fled.


  Since then, within the empire’s borders, I was branded a criminal of the highest order. Life had grown inconvenient. So I took to killing for a living. Yet even dealing with thugs like these bandits was beginning to wear me thin.


  Maybe it’s time to work solo. Hunt monsters instead.


  If I brought carcasses back to the guild, they’d buy them as materials. No one would ask questions about my identity. The trouble was obvious, though. My swordsmanship was a school built for fighting men, my skills honed against human opponents. And I had no gift for sociability; no party would tolerate me for long.


  That meant I’d be forced to hunt monsters far weaker than my true ability, which would cut my income to the bone. Even so, I thought, maybe that would be fine. I wasn’t a spendthrift; I needed only enough to live. My strength was real. With my blade alone, I could manage almost anything. It had always been that way, and always would be. That was a fact. That was the truth.


  It was then that I noticed something strange.


  “That’s odd.”


  The gang’s chief turned toward me, frowning. “What is it?”


  I tilted my head, listening. “There aren’t any screams.”


  The men who rushed out earlier should have met the intruders by now, out in the vast cavern that opened a short walk from here. I could hear the shouts, angry voices carrying through the tunnels. But not a single cry of pain. Not from my side. Not from theirs.


  In a place where blades clashed and blood spilled, the absence of screams was grotesque, an anomaly that set my nerves on edge.


  The chief hefted his great axe in one hand while I rested mine on the hilt of my beloved weapon, the cursed Bloody Blade. Together, we stepped into the vast cavern.


  What we found there was a strange tableau. A small swordswoman with hair the color of clear water, clad head to toe in rare equipment, stood back-to-back with a boy who seemed to be her attendant. Around them circled more than ten armed cutthroats. And scattered across the cavern floor lay just as many corpses.


  The chief’s voice cracked. “What the hell is with all these bodies?! What’s goin’ on here?!”


  I ignored his panic and gave a quiet nod. “So that’s why there were no screams.”


  Every corpse bore a single, immaculate wound. No thrashing, no drawn-out suffering. Each man had been felled by a clean strike to a vital point, killed in an instant before fear or pain could even reach them.


  Our arrival seemed to lift the bandits’ courage. Their eyes lit with desperate hope.


  “The boss and Raxel are here! Now we can win!”


  “Don’t get cocky just ‘cause you’re a little strong, you brat!”


  “Don’t show weakness in front of the boss! Enough watchin’, move in all at once! Kill her!”


  With that, the last ten men charged the girl.


  “Oh,” I breathed, unable to hold back a sigh of admiration.


  What followed was not a brawl. It was a dance.


  Her body moved like a butterfly through the air, each attack sliding past her with nothing but the whisper of displaced air. With every step, her mithril sword flickered, stabbing into a throat, a chest, an exposed joint. There was no wasted motion, no flourish. Each dodge flowed into a strike; each strike bent into a dodge.


  Every movement carried meaning. Every gesture was the perfect solution to the equation of battle. It was no fight at all. It was a performance.


  This, I thought, watching her cut through men like paper, is what people call the sword dance.


  In the controlled world of exhibitions and demonstrations, the choreographed form was called the blade dance. But to see one of this purity, this beauty, in the chaos of real battle? Such a sight was almost unheard of.


  It was impossible not to sigh. A girl so delicate, so breathtakingly beautiful it seemed she’d stepped out of another world entirely. Yet, she carved through men like wheat. The contrast forced a sound of admiration from my chest.


  In the blink of an eye, the last of the roughnecks lay strewn across the floor, corpses piled beside their fallen blades. The chief gawked, eyes darting wildly, unable to process what had just happened.


  I stepped forward. “Hey, you there, girl.”


  She turned toward me, wiping her blade clean with a scrap of cloth. Her reply came slow, weary, as if even answering me were a chore. “What?”


  “Your physical ability is something else. In speed alone, you’re comparable to an A-rank.”


  She said nothing.


  “But you’re weak. Strength-wise, that’s your flaw. Though I’ll admit, with a weapon like that, you’ve managed to cover it well.”


  Again, no answer.


  “There’s one fatal problem, though.”


  Her eyes narrowed faintly. “Fatal?”


  “Anyone with an eye for swordplay can see it. You’ve got no depth of experience. None. Your sword has no history behind it.”


  Silence stretched between us.


  “A shame,” I said at last.


  “A shame?” she echoed, voice flat.


  “I don’t know how you forged your body to such heights, but raw ability alone isn’t enough to cut it against the real thing. If you had a few more years, if you’d truly devoted yourself to the sword, then maybe, just maybe, you could’ve stood a chance against someone like me. That’s why it’s a shame. As a fellow warrior, I can honestly say it pains me.”


  With that, I slid the Bloody Blade free of its sheath. The crimson sheen glimmered in the dim cavern light.


  “Sorry, but this is business.”


  Her expression didn’t change.


  A smile tugged at my lips as I raised my sword into guard. “Now then. Come at me. I’ll play with you.”


  The pale-haired girl didn’t flinch. Without so much as a shift in her face, she sprang forward. Her blade descended in a textbook overhead strike.


  I didn’t even bother to parry. With a light sidestep, I let the strike whistle harmlessly past.


  The girl recovered instantly, twisting her hips and slashing low in a horizontal arc aimed at my torso.


  Clang!


  The ring of clashing steel cracked through the cavern. Our blades locked in a bind, sparks spraying between us.


  But there was no contest. Her rare blade might have compensated for her lack of strength, and her natural quickness gave her frightening speed, yet in raw muscle and stat growth, she was nowhere near my league. She knew it, too. The instant the clash began, she abandoned the contest, springing back to create space.


  That was when I slipped. I thought she meant only to reset. My guard dipped, and fire streaked across my cheek.


  No, not fire. Heat gave way to wetness. Blood. A cut, clean and familiar, one I had felt too many times in battle.


  “A throwing knife, huh?” I muttered, tasting iron. “Clever little trick.”


  She had shifted her grip in that instant, sliding the sword into her left hand, freeing her right to flick a dagger from her cloak. A parting gift on her retreat.


  “Naturally,” she said flatly, “it’s coated with poison.”


  How thorough.


  Not that it mattered. I’d long since prepared for solo work, hoarding skills and items that warded off every kind of ailment. Out in the forests and mountains, poison-bearing beasts were everywhere. If you couldn’t handle them alone, you wouldn’t last long. Healers were rare, supportive casters even rarer. Solo meant standing on your own or dying where you fell.


  “Bad luck for you,” I said with a thin smile.


  Her eyes narrowed. “Bad luck?”


  “Poison doesn’t work on me.”


  I chuckled, but the sound cut short. The girl’s form wavered, doubling, blurring.


  “What…?”


  My vision dropped like a stone, the world tilting as though my knees had given out.


  Apparently, I was already down on one knee.


  “Ex-mandragora,” the girl said coolly. “Strong enough to drop a whale. Taken orally, it only takes a trace to make you instantly drunk. And you think you could stay sober after a direct injection straight to the brain?”


  Wait… What the hell did she just say?


  Mandragora was already an A-rank material to harvest. But ex-mandragora? That was supposed to be the pinnacle. S-class difficulty at the very least. Some even whispered it was beyond that, more myth than substance.


  My voice rasped out, thick with disbelief. “What do you mean? Why the hell would you have something like that?”


  She blinked once, as if my question itself were incomprehensible. “What do you mean, why?”


  Answering a question with a question. That wasn’t good. My skull throbbed, every heartbeat pounding against the inside of my head. My vision spun wildly, the cavern lurching in circles. My inner ear was shot to pieces.


  “How could you possibly have it? No, doesn’t matter where you found it. Even if you did, that poison alone is worth more than anything our bandit crew could ever pay out.”


  At that, she gave a faint nod, as though she’d finally understood my confusion. “This time we’re not concerned with profit.”


  “Not… concerned?”


  “We have money. Or rather, items with value. Exchangeable. As many as we could ever want.”


  Behind her, the boy who trailed at her side grimaced, muttering under his breath, “C’mon, you didn’t have to say it like that. I mean, yeah, we do have it, but still…”


  My head lolled. “What?”


  The girl’s tone never wavered. “Which means you were chosen as my test subject. Time to understand your place, you piece of trash.”


  “Piece of… trash?”


  My vision rocked, the cavern swaying around me, but fury seared through the haze. She might have caught me off guard, dragged me into this poisoned stupor, but still.


  She had used ex-mandragora.


  It was a rarest-of-the-rare kind of item, no doubt, high rank and worth a fortune. But as a poison for a throwing knife, it was the wrong tool for the job. Call it youth, inexperience, or simply ignorance, but the girl had made a fatal mistake. She would never have another chance like that to finish me.


  From inside my cloak, I pulled a small vial, thumbed the stopper loose, and downed the contents in one swallow.


  The sharp tang of fruit mixed with the faint warmth of distilled spirits slid down my throat. By the time the liquid passed my gullet, my vision was already clearing. The dizziness fell away in an instant; balance returned to my ears. I rose to my feet in one smooth motion.


  “Too bad for you. Mandragora isn’t primarily a poison. It’s used as an anesthetic, or sometimes as a narcotic.”


  I let the empty vial dangle from my fingers, holding it up for her to see.


  Her gaze flickered. “What’s that?”


  “The highest-grade potion there is. Some call it the Blessing of the Archangel. Normally, a B-rank mercenary like me shouldn’t be carrying one, but…” I let a thin smile play at my lips. “I’ve been lucky.”


  She said nothing.


  “And since mandragora isn’t meant as a true battle toxin, of course, this item counters it.”


  Still, she remained silent, expression unreadable.


  “And when it comes to swordplay, you can’t match me.”


  The girl studied me for a beat, then gave a small nod. “I see. Now I understand.”


  Yes, there was something deeply suspicious about her. Such crude swordsmanship paired with inhuman physical prowess, absurdly rare gear, and legendary items didn’t add up. In knowledge, experience, and technique, I surpassed her easily. In a straightforward fight, my victory was certain.


  And yet, one slip, one careless moment, and I could still be undone.


  That was why I would no longer hold back.


  I gathered will into my palm. With my right hand, I leveled my longsword. With my left, I thrust my open palm toward her, and then I surged forward.


  An explosion bloomed at the girl’s head the very next instant.


  It was Flare, a high-tier fire spell.


  Fire, Fireball, Flare, Shining Flare.


  With each step up, the radius of the explosion grew wider.


  The precise size of a fireball depended in part on the caster’s mana, but in my case, Flare meant detonations roughly half a meter across. Enough to incinerate flesh within arm’s reach.


  I laughed as the flames bloomed. “Hahaha! Surprised? I’m a magic swordsman!”


  With a triumphant roar, I pushed harder, accelerating even more. As I’d expected, the girl evaded my Flare with speed to spare. That much I had counted on.


  Because the fire was never meant to kill her, the spell was bait. The true strike was always the sword.


  It was my signature pattern, the one that had carried me through countless battles. Time and again, enemies had fallen to it with a single stroke.


  The tactic worked for two reasons. First, the sheer pressure of a two-part assault: spell and blade striking in relentless sequence. Second, the surprise: lulling the enemy into thinking me a mere swordsman, then revealing a mage’s blade at the last possible instant.


  And now, like so many before her, the girl staggered as she twisted away from the burst of fire, her stance broken just long enough for my strike to fall.


  “Dieee!”


  I raised my sword high overhead, bringing it down in a killing arc. She seemed to realize she couldn’t dodge. For an instant, her lips curved, almost amused.


  “I see. So this is how magic is used in close combat. I’ll remember it.”


  Then she raised her palm toward me.


  Every nerve in my body shrieked at once. My skin prickled, hair standing on end. I aborted my swing and hurled myself backward with everything I had.


  The cavern shook with a thunderclap. An explosion bloomed exactly where I’d stood, fire flaring out in a half-meter sphere.


  I landed hard, teeth clenched. “That was… Fireball? No… Flare?”


  The shock ran deeper than the burns that might have taken me. The girl was a magic swordsman too.


  She saw my expression and shook her head slowly, water-blue hair shifting with the motion. “ That wasn’t Flare. It wasn’t Fireball either.”


  “What?”


  “That was just Fire.”


  For a moment, I couldn’t even process what she was saying. Fire was the most basic spell, its explosions barely a flicker compared to the advanced tiers. To unleash a detonation of that scale with something so low-tier was impossible for any magic swordsman.


  “That can’t have been Fire…” But even as I denied it aloud, the truth gnawed at me. From the beginning, everything about this girl had been wrong. “Only a true mage… an A-rank adventurer at least… No, S-rank, could pull off something like that…”


  And I had known. Deep down, I had known. The signs were there, and I had chosen to look away, to shove the possibility into the back of my mind. Because to face it meant one thing only: we had crossed the path of death itself.


  She tilted her head slightly, voice cold as stone. “Only realizing now? Since this is the end, I’ll tell you. I thought you were just a swordsman. That’s why I planned to fight you with nothing but sword technique to hone my own. But then you cast magic. That was outside my plan. A brawl beyond the rules.”


  She extended her hand again, face as unreadable as carved marble, her tone devoid of even disdain. It was the voice one used for a pebble in the road, nothing more.


  “So I’ll use magic too. And this… is the true Flare.”


  The world vanished in fire. A sphere of searing flame roared outward, devouring the cavern in an inferno that stretched meters across, turning stone, steel, and flesh alike to molten ruin.


  “Goodbye.”


  That was the last word I ever heard.


  ※※※


  


  Back in the Adventurers’ Guild hall, the elf receptionist, whose fate had been left undecided by the guildmaster’s ruling, shot me and Lilith a sour glare, her lips tight with barely disguised irritation.


  “So, do you actually plan on restraining yourselves?”


  Her bluntness left me at a loss. Shifting uneasily under her gaze, I managed only a halting reply.


  “Well, I tried. More or less.”


  An awkward silence settled over the guild counter, thick enough to choke on.


  “…”


  “…”


  “…”


  “…”


  At last, the elf receptionist broke it, her eyes narrowing with professional suspicion. “So. A mysterious master swordsman wipes out a B-rank bandit crew. By sheer luck, you just happen to stumble across the mountain of corpses. And then, you alone walk away with all the credit. That’s the story, yes?”


  “That’s the story,” I agreed without hesitation. “The noble girl I was officially hired to rescue is alive and safe. On top of that, I freed ten others, women and children who were bound for the slave markets.”


  Her lips pressed tight.


  “…”


  “…”


  “…”


  I leaned casually on the counter. “By guild standards, that qualifies as a top-ranked completion, doesn’t it?”


  Again, the silence.


  “…”


  “…”


  “…”


  The stalemate dragged on until she finally let out a long, weary sigh. “Very well. Outwardly, there are no grounds for complaint. As of today, you are officially recognized as an E-rank adventurer.”


  With a small gesture, she slid several silver coins across the counter. The weight of them clinked against the wood, three times the standard fee. By quick conversion, about two hundred thousand yen.


  “Here, your payment.”


  “Much obliged,” I said with a grin, scooping the coins into my cloak.


  And with that, Lilith and I turned on our heels and stepped out of the Adventurers’ Guild, leaving the air of reluctant acceptance and lingering suspicion behind us.


  The stone-paved boulevard was alive with the smoke and chatter of food stalls, the scent of skewered meat curling through the night air and gnawing faintly at my stomach. Lilith walked beside me without a word until, on a whim, she slipped away, coins glinting in her pale fingers. She bought a single skewer, returned, and pressed it toward me.


  “Hungry?” I asked.


  She shook her head slowly, eyes never leaving mine. “The one who’s hungry is you, Ryuto.”


  I accepted it with a crooked smile. “Tell me something. Can you actually read my mind?”


  Her head tilted, a whisper of amusement in her eyes as she shook it once more. “We’re just on the same page.”


  I raised a brow. “On the same page?”


  “Yeah. Two people so in tune, they don’t even need words,” she murmured, her lips curling faintly. “Like husband and wife.”


  I groaned and rapped her on the crown with my fist. “The hell we are, idiot!”


  “Ow.” She rubbed her head, but the shimmer of tears in her eyes only sharpened the strange little smile that played at her mouth. She looked almost pleased.


  We walked a little further, silence clinging to the space between us, until I noticed the way she was staring at me, her eyes wide and shimmering with something halfway between longing and mischief.


  “What now?” I asked.


  “More,” she whispered.


  “More?”


  “Yes. More.”


  My brows knit. “The hell is that supposed to mean?”


  Her cheeks bloomed with color as she shifted her hips in a slow, provocative sway. She tilted her head just enough to catch me with her eyes, lashes lowered, lips parted as though she were sharing a secret. “I mean… you can hit me harder if you want. I’d like it.”


  I blinked at her, skewer still in hand. “You’re seriously messed up, you know that?”


  I lashed out with a kick, more exasperated than serious, catching Lilith square on the rear.


  “Hehe…” Her shoulders trembled with strange delight. “Ryuto’s kick… so heavy with love… and it hurts. Hehe… Hehehe… Ryuto has never kicked Cordelia Alston… Hehe… Hehehe… That means I’m one step ahead.”


  So much for correcting her. It had the exact opposite effect.


  “Yeah, no. You’re seriously creeping me out,” I muttered.


  Unbelievable. Even in my own head, I couldn’t stop groaning. Lilith was way too dependent on me. By nature, she was supposed to be the domineering, sadistic type, but with me, for whatever reason, she slipped right into a dyed-in-the-wool masochist. I’d noticed it before, but lately it was impossible to ignore.


  There were a dozen things I could worry about, but before I could start sorting them out, we turned the corner.


  “I would rather not use this road,” Lilith murmured.


  The sour stench of ammonia hit us like a slap. The inn we were staying at had good food—that was the only reason I’d picked it—but the location left a lot to be desired. The neighborhood wasn’t exactly respectable. A slum, really, where hygiene and law alike had long since given up.


  “Not much choice,” I said. “There isn’t another road.”


  “Understood.”


  The street was filthy, strewn with garbage and buzzing with flies. Homeless men lay sprawled on mats along the roadside, their eyes narrowing with lecherous hunger as Lilith walked past. Some didn’t even bother hiding it; a few gawked openly at her face, then, as if unable to hold back, groped themselves right there on the ground.


  Even I felt disgust rising in my throat, and Lilith’s expression twisted in visible revulsion. Her right hand slipped toward me, hesitant but desperate, as though reaching for an anchor.


  I caught it gently, squeezing her fingers.


  “We’re stuck with it tonight, but we’ll be in this city for a while,” I said. “Should we change inns?”


  Lilith considered, her eyes narrowing slightly before she spoke.


  “No. It’s fine,” she said quietly.


  I frowned. “Fine? What do you mean, fine—”


  She cut me off, her eyes steady. “You like the food at that inn. I understand there’s no other road. If that’s the case, then I can endure a little discomfort.”


  I was about to answer when something caught our eyes and stopped us both cold.


  There, half-collapsed against the filthy mats that lined the street, lay a child. Ten years old, maybe younger. Boy or girl, it was impossible to tell. Thin rags hung from the emaciated body, skin blotched with lesions, raw patches, and what looked disturbingly like mold creeping across the flesh. Severe malnutrition had left the child limp, barely clinging to life.


  In a place like this, with law and dignity both rotted away, the child’s body should already have been taken and broken into a plaything. That it wasn’t, I realized grimly, was probably because even the predators here feared infection.


  I felt Lilith tense beside me.


  “Don’t, Ryuto,” she whispered. “Don’t look. You’ve always had a habit of picking up strays. Just like when you picked me up.”


  Harsh words, but not untrue. I almost laughed at the irony. If not for that same habit, Lilith herself wouldn’t be here now, standing as an adventurer with A-rank strength, someone who could unleash a spell like Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide.


  But that was beside the point.


  The Japanese in me, the stubborn reflex not to ignore suffering when it was shoved right in front of my face, wouldn’t let me walk past. I stepped forward, toward the child.


  Lilith’s sigh drifted behind me, weary and resigned, but I paid it no mind.


  Closer now, I saw the truth. Beneath the filth and grime, the faint outline of features too delicate to belong to a boy. And there, peeking through the tangled hair, slender, pointed ears.


  An elf girl.


  “Ryuto?”


  “What?”


  “I really think you should leave her be.”


  “That’s not your decision,” I said, sharper than I intended. My voice carried just enough edge to let her know I wasn’t in the mood to argue.


  Lilith’s shoulders sagged, her expression falling into something small and subdued. She nodded meekly. “All right.”


  I kept my tone firm. “What I’m about to do, I’ll do on my own strength and by my own will. That means you have no right to interfere, and I’ve got no right to force you into anything either.”


  “I understand,” she said after a pause, quieter this time.


  I crouched beside the girl sprawled on the mat. Her skin was clammy beneath the grime as I took her wrist, feeling for a pulse. Then I pried open her eyelids to check her pupils.


  “Lilith?” I asked over my shoulder.


  When I turned, she only gave me a long-suffering shrug. “You don’t need to say it. All diagnostic readings run through me. I see what you see.” Her voice turned flat with irritation. “This is a curse. A nasty one. The sort that eats away until the victim dies of sheer wasting.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “A wasting curse. The kind they used on Koharu. That one was clingy as hell, too.”


  Thoughts spun. “Makes sense, though. Koharu’s case was the fallout of a noble family feud in an eastern kingdom. When palace intrigue is involved, they’ve got the time and the manpower to craft curses like this.”


  Lilith shook her head firmly. “Don’t. Don’t heal her. And for the gods’ sake, don’t take her in. You’d be inviting nothing but trouble.”


  I looked down at the frail little elf, lips tugging into a dry smile. “Be that as it may, how can I walk away? She’s ten years old, if that. And yet here she is, dumped in the gutter under a high-level killing curse. Whatever the reason, that’s not something I can ignore.”


  Without waiting for Lilith’s rebuttal, I pressed my palm to the girl’s brow. “Lord of Gluttony: Beelzebub.”


  The demon inside me stirred. A hungry, devouring presence uncoiled, and in an instant, the oily strands of curse clinging to her body were ripped apart and swallowed whole.


  “Lilith,” I said, keeping my hand steady. “Fetch the Noble Ether from your Item Box, the one I left in your care.”


  A heavy sigh slipped from her lips. She looked at me as if I were the one being unreasonable. “That won’t be necessary. The curse is already gone, thanks to Beelzebub. There’s no need to waste a rare item on what’s left of her condition. All you need to do, Ryuto…” She met my eyes, her voice dropping into a husky, almost submissive murmur. “… is give the order. Command me to cast the healing spell. That’s all it would take.”


  “Got it. Help this girl, Lilith,” I said at last.


  “As you command,” she murmured, inclining her head.


  At her words, the girl’s frail body was enveloped in a gentle glow of blue and green light. Healing magic was never Lilith’s specialty, but she was more than capable of alleviating weakness and staving off death, at least for a while. As the light faded, the child stirred, her lashes trembling before she cracked her eyes open.


  Her lips parted, voice rasping in a dry whisper as she rolled her head weakly from side to side. Then, the instant her gaze landed on Lilith, her eyes went wide.


  “H-H-Himizu… onee-chan? Oh, thank goodness… Finally… finally, I’ve found you…”


  I exchanged a quick glance with Lilith.


  “Her mind’s scrambled,” I muttered.


  Lilith gave a small, resigned nod. “Let’s go, Ryuto.” She tipped her chin sharply, urging me to move on.


  But behind us, the girl’s voice quavered again.


  “Himizu… onee-chan…”


  Lilith sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose before answering in a flat tone.


  “I am not your sister.” Then she turned back to me, her eyes narrowing, her voice cold as ever. “This one’s going to be nothing but trouble. Let’s leave before it sticks to us.”


  Before I could argue, she seized my arm and began tugging me down the filthy street, half-dragging me along.


  “Hey, hey, Lilith? Isn’t it a bit cruel to just patch her up and walk away?”


  “I want no dealings with troublesome children,” she said flatly. “I saved her life. That’s enough.”


  “But come on. This is the slums. No law, no order. Leaving a kid like that to fend for herself…”


  “Not my concern,” she cut me off, her tone sharp and final.


  That was when a frail, broken little voice called after us.


  “Papa… Mama… don’t fight…”


  Lilith froze mid-step.


  “Her head’s really messed up,” I said under my breath. The girl had likely hovered at death’s door for far too long, her mind trapped in the fog between delirium and reality. Lilith’s healing had brought her body back from the brink, but her thoughts… Her thoughts were still wandering somewhere in the haze of dreams.


  Lilith strode briskly back to the filthy mat where the girl still lay, planting herself squarely in front of her.


  “Mama,” the child whispered, her cracked lips trembling.


  Lilith slowly lifted one slender finger, pointing at me. Her tone was calm, almost testing. “And what about him?”


  The girl turned her frail face toward me, eyes glassy but certain. “Papa.”


  Lilith sank down onto her knees, and for once, her lips curved into a smile that was both serene and oddly triumphant.


  “Well, well. What a remarkably perceptive child.”


  From the folds of her cloak, she drew a handkerchief and a small flask. Dabbing gently, she began to wipe the grime and dried sweat from the girl’s face. “Yes, perceptive indeed. You’ve already divined the exact nature of our future relationship, down to the very letter. And as I clean away this filth, I see an even clearer truth. You’re quite beautiful. Such a lovely face. How old are you?”


  “Eight…” the girl whispered, her voice as faint as moth wings.


  “This is no place for an eight-year-old girl,” Lilith murmured, her expression tightening with genuine disapproval.


  The conversation was veering into dangerous absurdity, but I chose not to interrupt.


  “Ryuto,” Lilith said, her voice low but brimming with conviction. “I cannot abandon such a clever, beautiful child to this squalor. We’ll take her with us.”


  Without waiting for my reply, she pressed the flask gently to the girl’s lips. The child drank greedily, water dribbling down her chin as she whispered, “Thank you, Himizu onee-chan.”


  Lilith tucked her down again on the mat, smoothing the girl’s tangled hair before rising to her feet. Her smile was gone now, replaced by her usual coolness.


  “On second thought, no. Better not. I am not your sister,” she said flatly.


  “Huh?!” The cry tore itself from my throat before I could stop it. I couldn’t begin to mask the shock flooding through me at the whiplash turn the exchange had taken.


  Lilith seized my arm once more and strode forward, dragging me along the alley as though she could simply pull me clear of the entire mess by sheer force of will.


  “What the hell is this, Lilith?!” I snapped, half-stumbling in her wake.


  Her answer was calm, almost cold. “I told you. I don’t willingly involve myself in trouble.”


  “You were about to take her in just a moment ago!”


  “A lapse in judgment,” she replied without looking at me. “Such things happen to anyone.”


  Before I could push the point further, a thin, trembling voice drifted from behind us.


  “Papa… Mama… please don’t fight.”


  Lilith froze mid-step. Slowly, she turned her head just enough to call back, her voice low. “And I am?”


  “Mama,” came the child’s weak reply.


  “And this man?”


  “Papa.”


  Lilith nodded once, as if the matter had been settled by divine decree. She faced me with the gravity of a judge delivering a final verdict. “Then we have no choice but to take her with us.”


  “I knew you were gonna say that!” My frustration boiled over, and my fist came down sharply on her head. The crack echoed through the narrow alley, punctuating my exasperation. “Fine, do whatever you want! Honestly, what are you?!”


  Lilith lifted her gaze to mine, crimson eyes gleaming with a heat far too inappropriate for the situation. A faint blush touched her cheeks, and her lips curved into something dangerously close to a smile. “You can hit me again if you’d like.”


  “Oh, for god’s sake…” The fight drained out of me at once, and I crouched in the alley with a groan, burying my head in my hands.


  Meanwhile, Lilith clenched her fist in a little victorious pump, eyes glittering with a wicked delight. “We’ve had a child before we’re even married. What a sweet, intoxicating thought… That puts me three steps ahead of Cordelia Allston.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered, but she had already dropped the playful act. Straightening her back, she smoothed her expression into something cool and serious, as though the mischievous imp from a moment ago had never existed.


  Lilith’s teasing smirk faded into something more solemn as she brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “Jokes aside.”


  “Jokes?” I arched a brow.


  “Yes. A joke,” she admitted, voice flat but her eyes serious. “You couldn’t leave her lying there. It was written all over your face. That’s why we’re bringing her back.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re not wrong.” I let out a long sigh, then crouched beside the frail child. Extending my hand toward her, I spoke gently. “Hey, kid. What’s your name?”


  The girl blinked up at me, her lips trembling before she whispered, “Liz. Liz Ainsworth.”


  The name barely passed her lips before her body went slack, collapsing limply to the ground. Even with Lilith’s healing, the poor thing had burned through the last of her strength.


  ※※※


  


  By the time we returned to the inn, I had Liz slung across my back like a bundle of rags. The sight alone was enough to make the inn’s receptionist purse her lips and narrow her eyes in naked distaste.


  “Sir,” she said, her tone clipped.


  “What is it?” I asked, already weary of what was coming.


  “My understanding was that you booked two rooms, one each for you and your companion. Correct?”


  “That’s right,” I replied evenly.


  “Then that girl will require an additional fee.” Her gaze dropped to Liz, curled against my shoulder, and her expression soured further as if she were looking at refuse dumped in her lobby.


  Before my temper flared, Lilith wordlessly produced a silver coin and set it on the counter with deliberate grace. “This should suffice, should it not?”


  The receptionist’s sigh carried more disdain than resignation. “Her filth is beyond ordinary. If she disturbs the other patrons, I’ll be forced to intervene.”


  “I see,” I said, giving a short nod. At least now I understood her angle. “Then allow me to rent the bathhouse. My companion will see the girl’s condition. Naturally, we’ll pay for two.”


  The receptionist shook her head firmly, her lips pressed tight. “With filth like that, if you let her into the bathhouse, she’ll disturb the other patrons.”


  Troublesome woman, I thought with a grimace, but before I could open my mouth, Lilith slipped three large silver coins from her purse and set them delicately on the counter. The metal gleamed under the lantern light. In local currency, it was the equivalent of nearly three hundred thousand yen.


  “Would that be enough to make tonight a private booking?” she asked coolly.


  The receptionist’s eyes went wide. “W-What…?”


  Before she could recover, I reached into my pouch and dropped a single gold coin beside Lilith’s offering. The sound it made as it struck the wood was sharp. Together, it was the equivalent of over a million yen in plain view.


  “That should silence any complaints,” I said. “Take a cut of it, tell the other guests there was some trouble in the baths, and send them to the public house for the night. Everyone walks away happy.”


  The receptionist swallowed hard and nodded frantically, bobbing her head up and down until it looked like it might roll off.


  “One more thing,” I added, my tone sharpening. “This girl is half-dead and barely conscious. She won’t be seeing the bath for a few hours yet. We’ll let her rest in the room first. Add whatever cleaning fees you like. So long as that’s understood, we won’t have a problem. Agreed?”


  Again, she nodded and nodded, as though her life depended on it.


  At my side, Lilith let out a soft laugh and leaned close enough that her breath tickled my ear. “Tell me, Ryuto, do you actually plan to restrain yourself, even a little?”


  I smirked. “Maybe. But standing out a little isn’t the end of the world, is it?”


  “‘A little,’ he says,” she murmured, shaking her head with a helpless smile.


  ※※※


  


  Later that evening, Lilith entered the inn’s dining hall, her hand resting lightly on the shoulder of the small elf girl who now walked beside her. Liz had woken just in time for supper. Cleaned and dressed in fresh clothes, she hardly resembled the ragged child from the slums.


  “She really was filthy,” Lilith remarked quietly as she guided Liz to a seat. “If we hadn’t bought out the bathhouse, the other guests would have rioted.”


  I could’ve eaten ahead without them. No one would’ve blamed me. But it felt like a waste, somehow, so I lingered in the dining hall, waiting for the two of them to finish bathing.


  By the time they arrived, the table was already laid out in full.


  Soft white bread, still warm to the touch. A thick-cut sirloin steak, its surface glistening with juices, plated alongside creamy, mashed potatoes and neatly arranged broccoli. And to round it off, a bowl of rich, velvety potage soup, its gentle aroma curling through the air.


  And that steak in particular wasn’t just any cut.


  The raw beef had come straight out of Lilith’s Item Box, preserved in perfect condition by its time-stopping effect. We’d handed it off to the innkeeper to prepare, turning it into a dish that easily qualified as top-tier by any standard. Around here, most of the meat circulating in the markets was subpar at best. In that sense, Lilith’s storage ability was absurdly useful.


  Which meant, naturally, that the food sitting on our table, especially that steak, was far beyond the reach of ordinary people or even your average adventurer.


  Well, we could afford it. That was the difference.


  A quiet sigh slipped out before I could stop it. Back when I was still in training, I’d been desperate enough to eat monster meat raw without a second thought.


  Once you got used to good food, though, there was no going back.


  “Um…”


  A small voice pulled me from my thoughts.


  Liz, the eight-year-old elf girl with golden hair, had just taken her seat. The moment she looked at the meal before her, her eyes went wide, darting back and forth in stunned disbelief.


  “Am I really allowed to eat this?”


  She asked the question hesitantly, but her gaze never left the steak. It clung to it, drawn in by a hunger she couldn’t hide, revealing a raw, aching, and painfully honest need.


  Of course, she’d react that way. Just a short while ago, she’d been abandoned in the slums. Faced with a meal like this, there was no way she wouldn’t.


  But Lilith cut her off without hesitation.


  “Of course not. That meal is for Ryuto and me.”


  The words fell like a blade, clean and absolute, leaving no room for argument.


  “I see…”


  Liz’s shoulders drooped at once, her expression crumpling into quiet defeat. It was the kind of sorrow that looked almost too heavy for such a small body to carry. It was like the end of her world had come all over again. Her gaze sank to the floor, and in that downward glance, her long lashes cast delicate shadows across her cheeks.


  She really was absurdly beautiful…


  A straight, refined nose. Wide, clear eyes. Golden hair and sapphire irises, framed by the long, elegant ears unique to elves. Honestly, if some creep with questionable tastes saw her like this, they’d probably start drooling.


  Give it a few more years, and she’d easily grow into the same league as Cordelia or Lilith.


  “We’ve prepared a special menu for you.”


  At Lilith’s words, I snapped my fingers.


  Right on cue, the innkeeper approached, carefully carrying a clay pot that still steamed faintly from the heat within.


  “This is a special porridge,” I explained, glancing at Liz. “Chicken broth base, made with seven herbs and egg. You haven’t eaten properly in days, right? If you suddenly go for solid food, your stomach’s gonna freak out. This has been cooked down until it’s just about falling apart. Should be easy to digest.”


  Liz blinked rapidly, her eyes going wide all over again.


  “Eggs? Aren’t those incredibly rare?”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  Well, technically, it wasn’t just any egg.


  The broth had been drawn from phoenix bones, and the egg stirred into it came from a phoenix as well. The “seven herbs” were packed with medicinal plants, stuff that would make any alchemist or apothecary faint on the spot if they knew what they were looking at.


  The nutritional value was absurd. Honestly, it was probably potent enough to get a bedridden old man running a marathon the next day.


  Still, I couldn’t exactly let her stay weak forever. So this time, I’d gone a little overboard.


  The innkeeper had given me a curious look when I handed over the ingredients, but there was no way she could identify them. Which meant we were in the clear.


  I ladled the porridge into a bowl and handed it to Liz.


  She took the spoon hesitantly, as if afraid the moment might vanish if she moved too quickly. Then, carefully, almost reverently, she brought it to her lips.


  “Ah… It’s… really good…”


  Yeah. Of course it was. This was the kind of dish you couldn’t even put a price on.


  Phoenix wasn’t just unmatched in restorative properties; it was, quite simply, an incredible ingredient. Even without proper seasonings or modern tools, with broth like that, a guy like me, who’d only ever worked part-time at an izakaya and a ramen shop, could probably hold his own against a line-out-the-door ramen joint.


  “No… this… It’s really… so good…”


  Her voice trembled as she spoke, but her hands didn’t stop. Bite after bite, Liz kept bringing the spoon to her mouth, as if afraid that stopping, even for a second, might take it all away from her.
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  She didn’t just eat, she devoured.


  “Fast” didn’t even begin to cover it. Liz shoveled the porridge into her mouth with a force that bordered on violent, like a pack of high school rugby players in the middle of an all-you-can-eat barbecue. The sheer momentum of it was almost mechanical, like watching heavy machinery at work.


  “Hey, hey, slow down. Chew your food properly,” I cut in, half-amused, half-concerned.


  But even as I said it, I found myself exchanging a glance with Lilith. The two of us couldn’t help the wry smiles that followed.


  In the end, we barely touched on Liz’s past that night.


  An eight-year-old girl abandoned in the slums in that condition wasn’t normal. There had to be something behind it. Something painful enough that even remembering it might hurt.


  No, more than that.


  After seeing what we’d seen when she came out of the bath, there was no way she didn’t have a story.


  That was exactly why we chose not to press her. At least not yet. Not until she’d regained her strength.


  Lilith and I had originally taken separate rooms, but I suggested we stay together until Liz fell asleep. And that was how things ended up like this.


  The room lay in darkness.


  I rested on the sofa, a blanket draped over me, my eyes half-open in quiet vigilance. Across the room, Liz slept soundly on the bed, cradled gently in Lilith’s arms, her breathing soft and steady.


  Forty-five minutes passed after her breathing settled into the deep rhythm of sleep.


  Then, lightly, I tapped the floor.


  A soft knock, knock echoed in response… from the wall.


  It was the signal.


  Lilith had followed up with a faint sleep spell, just enough to ensure Liz wouldn’t wake.


  Without a word, without a sound, we both rose.


  Carefully, we opened the door, taking every precaution not to let it creak.


  And then, like shadows slipping through the dark, we moved into the other room.


  While I lit the lamp, Lilith worked in silence beside me, heating the water in the kettle with magic before steeping a blend of herbs. Neither of us spoke. The quiet between us wasn’t uncomfortable; it was intentional.


  A few minutes later, with a cup of strongly scented herbal tea warming my hands, I finally broke the silence.


  “Hey, Lilith.”


  “What?”


  “It’s about that girl.”


  Her eyes lifted slightly, but she said nothing.


  “Looks like I’m the one who picked her up,” I went on, watching the steam curl from my cup. “But really, you were the one who wanted to, weren’t you?”


  “Mm.”


  A faint, almost reluctant acknowledgment.


  Lilith had once been a slave herself. And while she could be ruthlessly pragmatic, there were rare moments when that past surfaced, especially when it came to powerless children.


  “So, we brought her back. What now?”


  She lowered her gaze, her voice quieter this time.


  “Once she recovered, I was planning to place her in an orphanage. With a recommendation from Cordelia Allston, or even the guildmaster, we could’ve found a proper one.”


  I let out a slow breath.


  “But something’s changed.”


  “Yes. Honestly, I don’t know what to do anymore.”


  Of course, she didn’t.


  Because when Liz came out of the bath, we’d learned something we couldn’t ignore.


  That was why we’d immediately told her to keep her head covered. And tomorrow, we’d need to get her a proper hooded robe, something that wouldn’t draw attention.


  “Yeah…” I muttered. “No kidding. An elf and beastkin hybrid? That’s not exactly normal.”


  Liz had beast ears.


  Her appearance, at first glance, was unmistakably elven, delicate to the point of fragility. Golden hair, clear blue eyes, skin so pale and smooth it almost looked unreal. She gave the impression of something finely crafted, something that might shatter if handled too roughly.


  But those long, elegant elf ears?


  They weren’t real. They were attachments.


  She kept her true beast ears out of sight, concealing them high on her head beneath her hair where no one would notice them at a glance.


  Liz had clearly gone to great lengths to hide it, but in the bath, there had been no way to keep the truth concealed.


  “Historically, elves and beastkin have never exactly gotten along,” I said quietly.


  And that was putting it mildly.


  Even if you lumped humans in with them under the broad label of demi-humans, the reality didn’t change. Conflict was the norm, not the exception. Trade happened, sure, when it was mutually beneficial. But anything beyond the bare minimum? That depended entirely on how deep the bad blood ran between the races involved.


  Elves, with their magic-centered civilization, prided themselves on knowledge, often to the point of arrogance. Aloof. Condescending.


  Beastkin, on the other hand, lived by their physical strength. Their societies were more primal, but they carried an unshakable pride as warriors.


  They were both forest-dwelling peoples.


  And yet, everything else about them—their values, their ways of life, even their appearance—stood in stark opposition.


  It didn’t take much.


  Even in my old world, trivial differences like skin color had been enough to spark wars. Enough to spill rivers of blood. Enough to leave behind tragedies no one could laugh off.


  “And the curse placed on Liz wasn’t something cheap or simple,” I continued, my voice lowering. “It would’ve taken money, time, manpower. A lot of it. Around here, if we’re talking beastkin nations, that’d be Mackinley. For elves, Forestreim.”


  “Mm.”


  Lilith gave a small nod.


  “That makes this political,” I said. “Most likely, Liz is… connected. Either to one side, or worst case, both. Noble blood, maybe even royalty. And even if she’s not, she’s important enough to warrant that level of investment.”


  Because who in their right mind would spend that kind of money—millions, if you converted it—just to curse a random street orphan?


  Lilith seemed to have reached the same conclusion. She nodded again, slower this time.


  “I’m sorry.”


  I frowned. “For what?”


  “We need to raise our guild rank as quickly as possible. And yet, I’ve brought something troublesome into our hands.” Her voice tightened slightly. “To be honest, if we leave her at an ordinary orphanage, it would be no different than abandoning her to die.”


  “Yeah.”


  That was the truth.


  The fact that someone had gone out of their way to engineer her slow death, whether by exhaustion, starvation, or something worse, meant there were complications. Layers to this we hadn’t even begun to see.


  Kids like her, left in the slums like that, didn’t get saved.


  Not usually.


  In that sense, whoever had cornered Liz had made the right call.


  People like us, meddling do-gooders who’d stick our noses into something like this, were the exception, not the rule.


  “Yeah, they’re probably going to try every trick in the book to kill her,” I muttered.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Lilith’s voice came again, softer this time.


  I shook my head. “Nah. Don’t worry about it.”


  “…?”


  “Come on. The moment you saw her, you’d already decided to pick her up, right?” I let out a small breath. “Forget the whole ‘mom, dad, big sister’ act you were putting on.”


  “Mm.”


  A quiet admission.


  “You chose her. And I agreed with that choice.” I met her gaze, steady and certain. “So that means we protect her. At least for now.”


  For a moment, Lilith said nothing. Then, slowly, she nodded and turned toward the door.


  “For now, I’ll sleep with her. No, I need to sleep with her immediately.”


  I blinked. “Why?”


  Without missing a beat, she raised her thumb with absolute conviction.


  “Because she has beast ears.”


  Right…


  Now that she mentioned it, she had insisted on sleeping beside Liz when putting her to bed. And come to think of it, the hood on Lilith’s outfit had those cat-like ears on it too…


  Ah, I see.


  So that’s her thing.


  ※※※


  


  The next morning, I sat alone in the inn’s dining hall, eating breakfast.


  Today, I’d paid a little extra for the good stuff, consisting of soft, fluffy white bread with butter. Alongside it was a simple soup of smoked meat and vegetables, a quartered orange on the side. Nothing extravagant, but solid.


  “Man, I really used to scrape by back then,” I muttered to myself, tearing into the bread as memories surfaced of the days right after I’d left the Dragon’s Domain, back when “traveling” meant barely getting by.


  Back then, I didn’t even bother stopping by towns. I just kept moving, through forests, over mountains, into ancient ruins and deep, lightless dungeons, hunting down high-level monsters wherever I could find them.


  Now, I left most things to Lilith. But in those days, I was traveling alone, with no Item Box and no way to carry materials back with me. Not that I had the luxury to think about that in the first place. I’d butcher whatever I killed, build a fire from scratch like some primitive survivalist, roast the meat, and choke it down. If I found wild herbs, I ate those too. And whenever I had even a sliver of time, I’d spend it tracking, hunting, and killing monsters. There was never enough time. Back then, as long as I could eat, that was enough.


  Now, I’d grown strong enough to be brushing up against my level cap, and I finally had breathing room. Somewhere along the journey, I’d met Lilith. With her Item Box, we could stockpile materials without worry, and while helping her level up, we’d crossed paths with the guildmaster here, too. And just like that, everything changed. Money started coming in, our meals improved, and life got comfortable.


  I stared down at the piece of white bread in my hand, turning it over slowly, and let out a quiet, almost wistful sigh.


  “Man, I want ramen.”


  The words slipped out before I could stop them.


  Honestly, though, the bread here was good. This wasn’t something commoners could afford; it was the kind of soft, fluffy, slightly sweet bread you’d get at a decent hotel breakfast back in Japan. And the meat? We had high-grade aged cuts stocked in Lilith’s Item Box. Better than anything you’d casually find at a supermarket.


  Still, you start craving it. That cheap, addictive, junky flavor, loaded with artificial seasoning. And more than anything, I wanted my mom’s curry so badly it hurt.


  But yeah. No point in going down that road. You could complain about what you didn’t have forever.


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, the door creaked open. Lilith stepped out, still half-asleep, her eyes heavy with lingering drowsiness, Liz in her arms, looking just as out of it.


  “Morning, Ryuto.”


  Something about the scene made me hesitate just slightly as I answered her.


  “Morning. So, why are you carrying Liz around like she’s a stuffed toy?”


  “Hm?”


  Lilith paused, tilting her head slightly as she considered the question.


  “Because her beast ears are cute?”


  That wasn’t exactly an answer.


  “More importantly, Lilith, her beast ears are showing.”


  She froze, then sharply sucked in a breath.


  Elves and beastkin. Two races known for being at each other’s throats. And Liz, with her elven features and exposed beast ears, anyone could tell at a glance she was a hybrid. She stood out far too much.


  Flustered, Lilith hurriedly pulled up the hood attached to Liz’s pajamas, covering her ears.


  “Can I eat the white bread?”


  Liz’s voice came, small and hesitant.


  I answered her with a faint smile, and the moment she took that as permission, she bit straight into the bread, devouring it with startling enthusiasm.


  “You’re really going at it. Slow down and chew properly, alright?”


  Still, it wasn’t surprising. She’d been starving for days. From the looks of it, yesterday’s herbal porridge had done its job. Her strength had mostly returned, and her stomach didn’t seem to be rejecting solid food.


  “So, what’s the plan?” I asked, glancing at Lilith. “We’ve got a monster subjugation request from the guild today. Should we leave her here at the inn for now?”


  Lilith shook her head.


  “She’s coming with us.”


  “Figured as much. Liz’s background reeks of trouble. On top of that, someone’s clearly after her life. And it looks like we’re dealing with state-level players here. If they get serious, there’s no way this inn could handle it.”


  “But we could—”


  I cut her off with a raised hand.


  Maybe we could handle it, even against that kind of power. But saying something like that out loud, here in the dining hall, would only draw attention.


  Just then, I felt a light tap on my shoulder from behind.


  “Hm? Who the hell are you?”


  The man standing behind me was a slightly overweight, middle-aged figure, his face stretched into a disturbingly gentle smile.


  “I saw it, you know.”


  “Saw what?”


  He pointed at Liz, his smile deepening.


  “That child. She’s a hybrid, isn’t she? And just now, you hurried to cover her up with that hood. That tells me this isn’t exactly something you can afford to make public, does it?”


  There was something in his expression now, something crude, unpleasant, seeping into that smile.


  “And?”


  “Well, you see, I have a bit of a preference.”


  “A preference? For what?”


  “And I don’t like beating around the bush,” he went on, almost cheerfully. “So I’d rather get straight to the point. But the explanation leading up to it is, unfortunately, a bit complicated.”


  “What are you getting at?”


  At that, the man tilted his head back slightly, his gaze drifting up toward the ceiling as if reminiscing.


  “You see, I was born and raised in a poor little village. Nothing worth mentioning. These days, though, I’m a C-rank adventurer. Living fairly well for myself.”


  “Right.”


  “There was this girl. I guess you could call her a childhood friend. She lived nearby and was three years older than me.”


  Cordelia and I were the same age, but close enough.


  “And well, I’d been in love with her since we were kids. Completely taken with her.”


  “And then?”


  “But when she turned eleven, the local lord took a liking to her.” His tone didn’t change. “They handed over some preparation money, and just like that, she was taken to his estate. Became his concubine.”


  It was a little extreme, borderline pedophilic, but not exactly rare.


  In cases like that, they were treated little better than sex slaves at first, and once the novelty wore off, they’d be worked like servants.


  A story you could find just about anywhere.


  “You see, I really did love that girl. When we’d go play by the river, she was just… beautiful.”


  “So she was that pretty, huh?”


  At that, the man blinked, a puzzled look crossing his face.


  “Well, if we’re talking about whether she was ugly or pretty, I suppose she was considered attractive. After all, the lord chose her. But personally? She wasn’t my type.”


  “What are you talking about? You just said she was beauti—”


  “No, no,” he cut in, almost fondly. “It was her toes. Especially her big toe. They were beautiful.”


  Right.


  This conversation had taken a hard turn somewhere it absolutely shouldn’t have.


  I rested my hand against my chin, trying to process it.


  “So what you’re saying is… you like big toes?”


  “Exactly. And not just any toes. Those of little girls, about the same age she was back then.”


  “And?”


  That was when his smile twisted, something ugly and obscene surfacing fully at last.


  “I’ll keep quiet about her little secret,” he said, nodding toward Liz. “In exchange, how about you let me suck on her toes?”


  “What?”


  For a moment, I couldn’t even form a response.


  He kept going.


  “I’ll just take her to my room for thirty minutes. That’s all. Don’t worry, I won’t touch anything but her big toe.”


  That was as far as he got.


  “—ghk?!”


  Lilith was already on her feet, her fist connecting with the bridge of his nose without a moment’s hesitation.


  Crunch.


  The sound was sickening.


  Blood burst from his nose as his body went limp, collapsing onto the floor in a twitching heap, foam bubbling at his lips.


  Well, at a glance, he’d live.


  “Hey, Ryuto?”


  Lilith looked at me, exasperation plain on her face.


  I raised my thumb in response.


  “I wasn’t planning on drawing attention,” I said evenly. “But in a situation like that, I think it counts as unavoidable. Honestly, what a pain.”


  ※※※


  


  Several hours later, a massive crater scarred the grasslands just outside the city.


  It was the aftermath of Lilith’s attack, an overwhelming display of force wrought by the draconic incantation called Divine Slayer: Lance of Longinus. A purely physical bombardment, delivered without restraint.


  “P-Please… h-help me…”


  The man who had introduced himself as a C-rank adventurer and made that revolting request in the inn’s dining hall stood there, face drained of all color, trembling as the words barely left his lips.


  What had just unfolded before him could only be described as divine.


  A thunderous roar had split the air, followed by an explosion that shook the earth itself. Dirt and debris had been hurled skyward, and when the dust finally cleared, a crater remained.


  For someone of his level, it might as well have been the work of a god.


  “Ryuto told me not to take your life.” Lilith’s voice was calm as she looked down at him. “That is why Divine Slayer: Lance of Longinus was limited to a demonstration of power.”


  Her gaze sharpened, cutting.


  “People like you—no, creatures like you, with minds closer to animals than thinking beings—never listen unless they are shown strength. It’s tiresome.”


  Then she drew in a breath and spoke in a single, unbroken stream.


  “If you speak of that child’s secret, I will kill you. If you speak of us, I will kill you.”


  She raised her hand, five fingers extended.


  “If you do not gather your belongings and leave this city within five hours, I will kill you.”


  Without pause, she drew out her staff, turning toward the west. As she poured magic into it, she raised it high.


  “Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide.”


  A torrent of blinding light erupted outward.


  It swallowed everything.


  For any ordinary adventurer, it wasn’t just overwhelming; it was absolute. A violent radiance so intense, they wouldn’t even be able to open their eyes beneath it.


  The grassland stretching out before Lilith had been carved away in a wide fan, nearly five hundred meters across. Grass, boulders, scattered trees, even the very surface of the soil had all been blown clean away, exposing nothing but raw, red earth beneath.


  “For the record,” Lilith said coldly, “the man I travel with possesses power several times… no, dozens of times greater than mine. You’ve already touched our wrath.”


  “P-Please… h-help… p-please…”


  “If I see you anywhere within a two-hundred-kilometer radius of this city, I will kill you. That’s all.”


  With that, she turned and left him behind.


  ※※※


  


  Standing in front of the Adventurers’ Guild entrance, I shivered.


  “I’m going to deal with that piece of trash. You take Liz and kill some time. Be at the guild before noon.”


  That’s what she’d said before dragging the guy off somewhere.


  That idiot. To threaten a C-rank adventurer, she actually fired off Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide.


  Sure, there was that saying, “even a lion goes all out to hunt a rabbit,” but come on. That was overkill.


  “Seriously, that idiot has zero intention of holding back.”


  I let out a sigh.


  Right beside me, Liz popped the last bite of her skewered pork lunch into her mouth, bringing her total to twenty-five.


  “Good?”


  She nodded over and over, cheeks puffed as she chewed.


  This kid can eat…


  She’d already taken more than half of Lilith’s breakfast earlier, and now this. Where was it all even going in that tiny body?


  “Um.”


  “What?”


  Liz pointed toward a nearby food stall.


  “The sandwiches they’re selling there… I’d like to try one too.”


  I couldn’t help but let out a wry smile.


  “That skewered meat was supposed to be lunch for both of us. You ate it all by yourself and still want more?”


  I let out a wry smile as I reached into my pocket for my wallet, and then—


  “S-S-Sorry… I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Please don’t be mad at me! Please don’t punish me!”


  Liz’s face had gone deathly pale. She bowed over and over, her voice trembling as she apologized in a panic.


  What?


  I paused, then lightly smacked my palm as it clicked. Ah. I see.


  She thought I was upset because she’d eaten my share and then, without reading the mood, asked for more.


  Don’t punish me, huh? No doubt about it. She’d lived through something pretty heavy.


  Without a word, I turned and walked over to the food stall, bought a sandwich wrapped in a paper bag, then came back and held it out to her.


  “For now, just eat.”


  “Huh? Um… I’m… sorry…”


  “At the very least, you’ve got no reason to apologize to me right now.”


  Liz blinked up at me, stunned. I gently tapped her head twice with my palm.


  Though thinking about it, Lilith’s call to keep Liz with us instead of leaving her at the inn had turned out to be spot on.


  There were three of them tailing us, all around upper C-rank from the feel of it. Probably thieves, assassins, maybe even ninja, specialists in stealth, and experienced ones at that. Normally, there’d be no way to detect them.


  But they’d picked the wrong targets. And there was no way they realized we’d already noticed them.


  Which meant we had the advantage.


  We could let them trail us a bit longer, pull more information out of them, or just grab them outright and make them talk. Either way, the fact that we’d caught on first made all the difference.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  Just then, Lilith arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild entrance.


  I leaned in slightly and said under my breath, “We’re being followed. Act natural.”


  Lilith frowned, as if insulted.


  “I’m aware. I have one on me as well. No, more precisely, I had one.”


  “Had?”


  “They were annoying, so I blew them away along with everything else using Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide. That’s why it’s past tense.”


  You’ve got to be kidding me…


  I immediately reached out with my senses again, scanning the area.


  Damn it. They’re gone.


  When the one tailing Lilith failed to return, the others must’ve pulled an emergency retreat.


  “Hey, Lilith?”


  “What?”


  “You’re not like Cordelia. You’re not some thoughtless idiot, right? You knew this would happen if you took them out, didn’t you?”


  “And if it did, what’s the problem?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “If they want to skulk around in the shadows, then we just meet them head-on. No tricks. No hiding.” Her gaze was steady. “And they’re just a small country. It’s a fight we’ll win anyway.”


  Well, she wasn’t wrong.


  Still.


  With a quiet sense of resignation, I placed a hand on Liz’s head.


  “For now, we need to hear your story. Who are you, and what exactly did you do?”


  “Huh? I… don’t know what you mean…”


  Liz’s eyes darted as she answered.


  Playing dumb, huh.


  Yeah. Not happening.


  “If you look like an elf but have beast ears, anyone’s going to assume something is going on.”


  Liz fell silent and lowered her gaze, long lashes falling like a curtain.


  “I’m sorry. I can’t… tell you.”


  “And why’s that?”


  “If you knew my secret, you would definitely be put in danger. The situation surrounding me is probably far more troublesome than you imagine, Ryuto…”


  “I see. Fair enough.” I gave a small nod. “That said, we can’t just leave you on your own like this. So, for the time being, you’re coming with us.”


  Liz blinked, caught completely off guard.


  “Huh? You’re not going to ask anything else?”


  “Nope. You don’t want to talk about it, right? Then wait until you do.”


  “But if you stay with me, you really will be in danger.”


  I let out a quiet chuckle and pointed at Lilith.


  “Seems like you’ve caught this lady’s attention. If I abandoned you, she’d bite my head off later.”


  “I’d do more than that. I’d tear it off.”


  Come to think of it, taken the wrong way, that sounded pretty questionable, but Liz, being a kid, didn’t seem to pick up on it at all. She just stared, wide-eyed.


  Well, give it a week or so, and she’ll probably start opening up on her own.


  After all, whatever situation she was wrapped up in might be troublesome for us, sure, but it wasn’t going to be anything we couldn’t handle.


  “You really intend to keep me with you?”


  “We’re already in this together.”


  At that, Lilith cut in.


  “There are three conditions.”


  “Conditions?”


  She nodded once.


  “You will call me Lilith onee-chan. And at night, you will sleep with me. Always.”


  Wow…


  I recoiled slightly.


  Meanwhile, Liz just blinked in confusion, clearly not understanding what she was being told.


  “And one final condition.”


  “One more?”


  Lilith nodded.


  “You will call Ryuto ‘onii-chan.’”


  “Hey, hold on a second.”


  Bonk. I smacked the top of her head with my palm.


  “And why exactly am I getting dragged into this?”


  “If I am your big sister, then Ryuto naturally becomes your big brother.”


  “Yeah, that makes zero sense.”


  “To explain more clearly, if Liz is my little sister, then Ryuto becomes her older brother by default.”


  “Cut it out already!”


  Bonk. I tapped her head again.


  “Mm.”


  Lilith fell silent, her cheeks faintly flushed as she let out a slow, almost sultry breath.


  Her breathing gradually grew heavier, the warmth in it unmistakable.


  Right. I’d almost forgotten. When it came to me, she had a tendency to slip straight into full-blown masochist mode. Any more of that, and I’d just be rewarding her, so I stopped there.


  “Um… is this… How I’m supposed to say it?” Liz looked up at me, hesitant, almost frightened, as she gathered her courage. “Um… well… uh… this is… kind of embarrassing… but… um… Ryuto… onii-chan?”


  She tilted her head slightly as she spoke, peering up at me with those wide blue eyes, like something straight out of a classical Western painting.


  Yeah, that had some serious impact.


  Honestly, it wasn’t bad.


  No, thinking that way was just human nature. Cute was cute.


  And just like that, we ended up traveling together with Liz for a while, taking on jobs from the Adventurers’ Guild.
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  Chapter 4: Cordelia and the Kansai Alliance - Part 2


  

  Zero and I were on horseback, with thirty elite knights trailing behind us.


  We had ridden east from the garrison for several hours, about twenty kilometers, perhaps, when we cleared the forest and reached a mountainous region where bare rock stood out starkly. There, Zero reined in her horse.


  She pointed ahead. A small settlement lay in the distance.


  The buildings belonged to a different cultural sphere from ours, appearing as white structures resembling improved tents. There were forty, maybe fifty of them.


  “Heretic scum’s hidden village,” Zero said.


  “This area has long been a conflict zone between the Holy Church and the polytheistic faiths of the East.”


  “Exactly. The religious war was mostly settled over two hundred years ago. But those heretics are persistent.”


  “The coalition army of the great powers, led by the Holy Church, destroyed the pagan nations. They then enforced assimilation centered on conversion. However…”


  “The more devout heretics turned to guerrilla warfare, waging it by town, by village, even at the individual level.”


  “And when volunteer forces joined in, powerful individuals from Eastern guilds who followed those same faiths, the situation devolved completely into a quagmire.”


  Zero gave a firm nod. “As a result, it turned into a haven for the more violent types. This land was abandoned by states from both religious spheres. You could say it’s a buffer zone between the West and the East.”


  “And also a refuge for bandits who prey on western caravans along the trade routes, and on frontier villages of the Western nations.”


  “Eastern heretics tend to be zealous. Not just A-rank fighters, sometimes even S-rank monsters hide out in settlements like that. And for the record, there aren’t just ten or twenty of these villages.”


  I thought for a moment, then let out a sigh.


  “So they’re a small, elite force that avoids conventional military action, choosing instead to harass Western nations through large-scale criminal acts. And they keep moving, living in tents like nomads. There’s no way ordinary methods would be enough to deal with that.”


  Zero gave a firm nod.


  “That’s if they were a normal army.”


  “Which is precisely why you’re the ones being sent. I see.”


  “Exactly. Our motto is Destroy and Genocide. We chase them down relentlessly and wipe them out. Not a single blade of grass left behind. We carve fear into them. There’s no other way to discipline those heretics.”


  “Is there no possibility of negotiation?”


  Zero let out a sharp, amused laugh.


  “Negotiation? The moment they’re taken prisoner, they try to take you down with them using self-detonation magic. What exactly are you supposed to talk about with lunatics like that?”


  “But even so…”


  Ignoring me, Zero raised her hand high toward the group waiting behind us.


  Looking over, I saw them preparing for the charge, supplementing themselves with narcotics through mandragora cigarettes.


  “What are they doing?”


  “Killing’s more fun when you’re high.”


  The worst possible answer came back.


  Apparently, cannabis-type substances and alcohol were unsuitable for combat due to their intoxicating effects.


  That was why they used mandragora instead. It seemed they had at least that minimal sense of discernment.


  No, if they had that kind of discernment, they shouldn’t be using drugs in the first place.


  “According to prior intel, three at A-rank adventurer level! Five at B-rank! They’ve already wiped out three frontier villages! Sounds like there are plenty of women and children among them, too, but don’t hold back! They’re nothing but meat bags of experience, valuables, and the women are, as always, first come, first served!”


  At those words, the knights all snorted in unison, their breathing turning heavy.


  “Do whatever you like, same as always! Even the Holy Church can’t easily interfere with me. I’m not bound by anyone. And you lot under my rule, so you’d better live just as freely!”


  This knight order was the dark underbelly of the Holy Church.


  Many of its members were the kind who would never be accepted into other holy knight orders, those with deeply flawed personalities, or outright criminals who had been granted pardons in recognition of their strength and sent here in place of prison terms.


  It was, without exception, a collection of thoroughly unsalvageable people.


  And yet, their strength was unquestionable. At a minimum, each of them was at the lower end of B-rank. Around eight possessed A-rank power, and two had even stepped into the S-rank domain.


  Against a small nation, these thirty alone could seal victory without exaggeration.


  “Just make sure you keep it classy, yeah? Classy and absolutely thorough. No half measures. If you kill, then kill. If you violate, then violate. If you take, then take! Let’s party tonight!”


  At Zero’s words, the men raised a unified battle cry and surged forward.


  ※※※


  


  It was a grotesque display, more than a hundred human bodies impaled on spears, driven from the anus up through the crown of the head like meat skewered on spits.


  With flames raging behind them, they were lined up across the burned-out village square, leaving barely any space between.


  In the end, the raid on the settlement lasted fifteen minutes.


  As for Zero, it seemed she was carrying out the Holy Church headquarters’ order to train me, more or less faithfully.


  That was because, among the resisting heretics, instructions had been given for me to deal with those believed to be higher-ranked adventurers first.


  One B-rank and two lower-tier A-rank.


  Thanks to that, my level had risen. Since the targets were hardened criminals who had been going around destroying villages within our own religious sphere, I had no particular complaints on that front. But even so, with those grotesque objects, bodies impaled on spears, lined up everywhere, my mood was far from settled.


  “Oh? What’s wrong, Cordelia-chan?”


  “Is this something human beings do?”


  All around us, non-combatant women and children had been stripped naked and were being toyed with.


  In this place overflowing with screams, blood, and semen, I could do nothing but bite down on my lip.


  “Yep, you really are a well-bred, serious girl. It’s not just us. Looting and rape come with armies. It’s just how it is, right? Not like those ‘modern wars’ after the world wars. Though well, even then, plenty of incidents and accidents still happen.”


  “Modern wars?”


  “Ah, don’t worry about that. So, what is it?”


  “Please make them stop any further atrocities.”


  “And what if I say no?”


  I drew the sword at my waist and leveled it at Zero.


  “If it comes to the worst, I may have no choice but to use force.”


  “Haha. Yeah, don’t do that.”


  “I don’t know what kind of reports you’ve received, but during the ogre incident, my level rose significantly. Right now, I may have already reached the S-rank domain.”


  “Like I said, if that’s all the power you’ve got, don’t bother.”


  At that, I quietly sheathed my sword.


  Aside from me, there were two others in this knight order who stood in the S-rank class.


  One of them was Zero.


  From what I could see, her strength looked roughly equal to mine in a berserk state.


  But even if I crossed blades with Zero here, the others were still present.


  There was no way I could make this entire group stand down.


  “See? You really are a good girl.”


  “…”


  “So even though your guts are boiling over, you calmly ran the numbers and chose to back off. That about it?”


  “…”


  “Damn, that really pisses me off. You’re just like how I used to be.”


  “Huh? What did you just say?”


  Just then, the surroundings grew noisy.


  All around us, about seventy percent of the men who had been stripping off their armor and abusing women and children snatched up the weapons they had tossed aside.


  Then, eyes bloodshot, they rushed toward Zero, their commander.


  “Ah… Ah… Boss!”


  It was only natural that those who had been reveling in victory would have the color drain from their faces.


  After all, right before our eyes were five Ogre Emperors.


  “Hah. Looks like these heretics were pretty serious this time. Not just a village or two, they might’ve been planning to take down an entire small nation.”


  The knights were all visibly shaken.


  Five monsters designated S-rank, appearing at once.


  Even for this knight order, one of the Holy Church’s strongest forces, a full-scale battle was inevitable.


  Naturally, I had already picked out possible escape routes.


  I had no obligation to these people. If anything, I felt nothing but disgust toward them.


  If this had been one of the parties I’d accompanied under the usual Hero Training Program, I would have acted to save as many as possible, even if I stood alone.


  But this time was different. The moment things turned even slightly dangerous, I had already decided I would be the first to flee.


  With that in mind, I scanned the surroundings.


  About seventy percent of the knights had grabbed their weapons and rushed to Zero. Incidentally, these were all veterans, fighters ranging from upper B-rank to S-rank.


  “Help us!”


  The remaining thirty percent didn’t even bother picking up their weapons.


  For reference, these were the ones who would barely rank as lower B-class by Adventurers’ Guild standards, new recruits who hadn’t been in the order for long.


  “Screw this! What the hell is ‘Destroy and Genocide’ supposed to mean?! If we get killed, none of that matters!”


  In terms of numbers, thirty percent of their fighting force had instantly broken away from the front lines out of fear. By textbook definition, this was a complete collapse.


  Well, for me, it was more than enough of an excuse to make a run for it.


  No matter what the higher-ups might question later, I could simply report that I had prioritized my own life, having received divine mandate as a Hero, due to imminent danger. That would be the end of it.


  Alright, time to slip out.


  As I went over my escape route one last time, a chill ran down my spine.


  Zero and all the veteran members gathered around her were wearing grotesque smiles, like something foul distilled from the filth of this world.


  “Magic and arrows.”


  As Zero casually raised her hand, the mages and archers turned not toward the Ogre Emperors but toward the ones who had fled, raising their staves and bows.


  “Wipe them out. It’s prime time for farming experience!”


  The sharp whistling of arrows filled the air, followed by the heavy thuds of falling bodies, claiming the ones who had tried to escape.


  Then, moments later, the mages unleashed a coordinated volley of grand-scale spells.


  Each one was a massive technique that consumed an absurd amount of mana.


  I was beyond stunned. My breath caught in sheer horror.


  The Ogre Emperors are right behind them, so why are they killing their own allies?


  Right now, purging deserters shouldn’t matter at all.


  This is a life-or-death situation.


  Why were they wasting mana like that?


  They were up against Ogre Emperors, creatures boasting overwhelming regenerative abilities.


  It was obvious that the mages’ large-scale spells, their greatest firepower, were the most effective option. So why were they burning through that precious mana here?


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, Zero lightly placed a hand on my shoulder.


  “Well, you see…”


  She started to say something, but in that instant, I felt a vicious surge of presence from behind me.


  I turned my gaze back toward the Ogre Emperors and fell speechless.


  “A… Demon God…?”


  The figure standing there looked identical to the one Ryuto had slain before, a boy-like form, and my legs nearly gave out beneath me.


  “Withdraw immediately. That thing is beyond S-rank, an anomaly among anomalies. It’s the final evolutionary form of the ogre race.”


  I didn’t like these people. That much made my decision to flee certain.


  Even so, hearing later that they had all been wiped out without warning, without even the chance to resist, would leave too bitter a taste.


  So, out of nothing more than that small sense of decency, I offered the warning.


  Zero only snorted.


  “You looked really puzzled about that volley from the mages, didn’t you, Cordelia-chan?”


  “Well, yes. I mean, it’s a waste of their precious mana.”


  Even after hearing about the Demon God’s appearance, Zero showed no sign of agitation.


  If anything, she licked her lips as though a fine prey had just presented itself.


  “Why waste mana? Isn’t it obvious?”


  She raised her right hand.


  At once, every member of the knight order stepped five paces back.


  Then Zero alone stepped five paces forward, toward the Demon God and the Ogre Emperors.


  “Because I’m here.”


  From the other side, their leader, the Demon God, also began to walk forward. “Fate weaves curious threads between us.”


  “Curious, you say?”


  “In the western lands, I heard that a brother who had been led astray by a Reincarnator met an untimely end. And now, here as well, it seems there is another Reincarnator. If possible, I would prefer not to involve myself, yet fate weaves such strange connections.”


  “Reincarnator? Ah, I see. So that’s why you’re a Demon God. Well, whatever. More importantly, what are you doing here?”


  “I had nowhere to go. Guided by negative energy, I wandered until I arrived here. The ones in this land harbor a hatred so dense for humans that they are more monstrous than monsters themselves. Thus, I formed an alliance with them.”


  “Hah. Figures. Compared to a real demon, humans weighed down with messy emotions are far more demonic, after all.”


  “There is truth in that. Now then, will you withdraw here? It is true I would rather avoid entanglement if possible, but should it prove unavoidable, I will not hold back.”


  Ignoring the Demon God’s words, Zero turned toward me.


  “I’ll show you something good, Cordelia-chan! This is an ultra-rare skill that the people of this world could never obtain—a gift from the goddess.”


  With that, Zero snapped the fingers of her right hand.
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  Almost immediately, Zero’s flat, mechanical voice rang out, devoid of inflection.


  “Calculation parameters: zero damage sustained on my end and extermination of the Demon God within five minutes. Time limit: twenty seconds. Simulation start. Within twenty seconds, no viable outcome. Recalculating with a thirty-second limit… After thirty thousand simulated offensive and defensive patterns, no viable outcome. Recalculating with a one-minute limit… After seventy thousand simulations, one viable outcome found.”


  “Copying simulation results into the brain. Optimizing cerebellum and magical circuits… Process complete. Accounting for all irregular variables, probability of achieving victory without injury within one minute is now 99.999999999999999 percent.”


  Zero drew the sword at her waist and faced the Demon God.


  “Future calculation simulation complete. That makes victory a certainty.”


  With that, she jumped at the Demon God.


  To me, it looked like nothing more than a reckless charge. The opponent was an Demon God. There was no way someone like Zero, whose strength was only around the lower end of S-rank, could handle it.


  As she stepped into striking range, I reflexively covered my eyes.


  Against an overwhelmingly superior opponent, she swung in a completely unguarded, straightforward overhead strike, something that could only be called careless.


  As if to counter, the Demon God raised its fist.


  “Hm. You say you are a Reincarnator, but by your status, you are merely at the lower end of S-rank. Attacking me so thoughtlessly at that level is just laughable.”


  The instant it finished speaking, its right fist shot forward at divine speed, aimed straight for Zero’s abdomen.


  What happened next couldn’t be described as the movement of someone trained in any structured combat technique.


  No, more than that, it was a motion no one who stood on a battlefield should ever make.


  Just before the Demon God’s fist was unleashed, Zero tripped over a stone at her feet and fell. Then, in an utterly clumsy manner, she tumbled and rolled off to the side.


  “She tripped on a stone and fell…?”


  Rising to her feet, Zero grinned.


  “No, I dodged.”


  Just as Zero had said, the Demon God’s punch cut through empty air.


  If that movement had truly been the result of future calculation simulation… A chill ran down my spine, goosebumps rising across my skin.


  “I don’t understand. It really looked to me as though you simply stumbled. And yet, at this level of battle, could such a thing even occur?”


  The Demon God tilted its head slightly.


  At the same time, Zero raised her sword high overhead. Then she dashed toward it.


  Just as she went to bring the blade down, her footing slipped on the blood-soaked ground, and she slid cleanly.


  The motion carried her strike forward as she slipped.


  “What?!”


  Faced with Zero’s utterly unpredictable movement, the Demon God froze in visible shock.


  It tried to evade the descending blade—


  —and its own footing slipped on the same blood-slick ground.


  The two tangled together and crashed down.


  And before I knew it, Zero’s sword was buried deep in the Demon God’s shoulder.


  “W-Why? I possess overwhelming defensive power. How could such a strike… penetrate me?”


  Rolling away to create distance, Zero rose and brought her sword back up.


  “Critical hit. When it’s a perfect surprise attack or an unexpected lucky strike that lands clean, defense values get nullified. You don’t see it often, but that’s just how this world works.”


  “Surely not. Reincarnator, are you saying you deliberately produced a critical?”


  “Of course.”


  For a moment, I was speechless. I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing unfold before me.


  Tripping over stones, slipping in blood…


  This was supposed to be an unprecedented, ultra-high-level battle beyond S-rank. And yet, what played out before my eyes looked no different from a children’s scuffle.


  And to top it off, the Demon God took that as a critical hit and suffered a severe wound.


  At that point, I had no idea what was even happening anymore.


  “Even so, I possess regenerative abilities, you know?”


  “Fifty in a row.”


  “Hm? Fifty in a row?”


  “Fifty consecutive critical hits, and you’re going down.”


  The moment she finished speaking, Zero charged.


  First move: a downward strike from above.


  The Demon God tried to evade, but a sudden gust of wind kicked up dust and sand into its eyes.


  At that instant, Zero’s footing slipped again, and unable to respond to the erratic movement, the Demon God took the hit.


  Naturally, it landed as a critical blow, carving deep into its flesh.


  Second move: Zero abruptly tossed her sword high into the air. The Demon God’s gaze followed it upward.


  At the same time, Zero stepped back, drew a knife from her coat, and hurled it at the Demon God’s shoulder.


  The Demon God avoided the knife, but under instructions Zero had already issued, a barrage of projectiles rained down from the knights behind.


  Several of those struck as critical hits as well, tearing deep into the Demon God’s body.


  From there on, the exchange only grew more absurd.


  In terms of pure combat technique, the Demon God was clearly superior to Zero.


  And yet, every single one of the Demon God’s attacks, launched in rapid succession, dozens at a time, was avoided as though she had known from the very beginning exactly how they would unfold, like some form of precognition.


  “To call this swordsmanship… I refuse to accept it.”


  A child swinging a wooden sword would still be more convincing.


  The movements were almost laughable, the trajectories of her blade no better than a joke. And yet, the counters landed with uncanny precision.


  Just as before, it was as if everything had already been decided. Every strike resolved into a critical, carving deep wounds into the Demon God’s flesh.


  Forty-eighth strike. Forty-ninth.


  And then, the fiftieth.


  Already battered beyond recognition, the Demon God lay collapsed on the ground as Zero brought her blade down toward its neck.


  “There. Fiftieth.”


  The blade sliced through the air with a sharp whistle.


  And the Demon God’s head went flying.


  “Next up, those ones.”


  Zero’s gaze shifted to the five Ogre Emperors.


  They stood there, utterly flustered, as if unable to comprehend that their leader had been slain.


  “So, Cordelia-chan? Do you know what’s about to happen next?”


  My silence only seemed to amuse her.


  With a grin, Zero snapped her thumb and middle finger once more.


  Again, her voice turned flat and mechanical.


  “Calculation parameters: zero damage sustained on my end and elimination of five Ogre Emperors within five minutes. Time limit: twenty seconds. Simulation start. Within twenty seconds… No viable outcome. Recalculating with a thirty-second limit… After thirty thousand simulated offensive and defensive patterns, no viable outcome. Recalculating with a one-minute limit… After seventy thousand simulations, no viable outcome…”


  “Lifting constraints. Skill usage authorized. Re-search. Elimination within twenty seconds… viable outcome found. Copying simulation results into the brain. Optimizing cerebellum and magical circuits… Process complete. Accounting for all irregular variables, probability of achieving victory without injury is now 99.999999999 percent.”


  With her sword in her right hand, Zero advanced toward the group of Ogre Emperors.


  “Skill: Invisible.”


  In an instant, she vanished, and her voice echoed from empty space.


  “This is the second skill I got from the goddess. I picked it for its synergy with my foresight ability. Well, whether I can turn invisible or not makes a difference in the calculations like heaven and earth.”


  A few moments later, wounds suddenly appeared all over one of the Ogre Emperors.


  A barrage of critical hits had apparently struck it.


  Like a geyser, blood burst violently from its body.


  “RAHHH!”


  With a heavy, resounding thud, the Ogre Emperor collapsed where it stood. As the ground trembled, the same thing happened to another Ogre Emperor.


  Again, with a deep, booming crash, it fell.


  At this point, roughly five seconds had passed.


  Before I knew it, the third. No, immediately after, the fourth Ogre Emperor also crumpled to the ground.


  Helpless against an unseen enemy, they were cut down one-sidedly, carved into pieces.


  Every single strike landed as a critical.


  Their overwhelming regenerative abilities meant nothing.


  And then, right before my eyes, the final Ogre Emperor fell.


  Fifteen seconds had passed.


  There were now six corpses: the Demon God and the five Ogre Emperors.


  In the end, all that remained was the undeniable fact that they had been utterly, one-sidedly slaughtered.


  Even Ryuto, it was said, had fought the Demon God on even terms in a barehanded clash.


  A swordsman trading blows with a Demon God… I had laughed at the idea back then. But that meant, in other words, that as long as swords weren’t involved, the Demon God could actually match Ryuto blow for blow.


  There was no doubt that the Demon God was far inferior to Ryuto. But that didn’t mean it was completely outmatched.


  Zero, however, was different. She had already gone beyond things like status or skills, beyond that entire framework.


  If there existed a die governed by a god of fate or luck, then she could, by her own will, roll exactly the number she desired one hundred percent of the time.


  Compared to me, Lilith, Koharu-chan, and even Ryuto…


  Zero’s strength was simply too abnormal.


  “You’re certainly strong. Abnormally so. But you do have a weakness.”


  “A weakness?”


  “Magic, or attacks like it. A full-area bombardment.”


  At that, Zero’s eyes widened, and then she burst into loud laughter.


  “Cordelia-chan, what do you think my class is?”


  “A Holy Knight… Ah!”


  In that moment, I realized just how foolish what I’d said had been.


  “Exactly. Sure, a full-area bombardment is my one weakness. But I’m a Holy Knight. For a few seconds, I can nullify all attacks with my ‘Divine Vestment’ skill.”


  “…”


  “And of course, I can foresee even those kinds of attacks in advance. Future Calculation Simulation, Invisible, and Divine Vestment. No one can break these three sacred treasures.”


  To be honest, I had considered relying on Ryuto as a last resort. The current him was so far beyond the norm that he could pick a fight with an entire nation on his own.


  It was only a final option, but it had still been something I leaned on.


  But this…


  Even Ryuto… I don’t think he could handle this.
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  Chapter 5: Serial Adventurer Murders


  

  “So you’re the E-rank adventurers who’ll be serving as our porters?”


  The moment we stepped into the guild, a large man shot us a suspicious look.


  “Yeah.” I pointed at Lilith as I continued, “As requested, she has the Item Box skill, and it’s maxed out. The job is strictly transport, right? So you only need to pay for one person. I’ll be guarding her on my own, outside the scope of the request. That’s all I am, just an escort.”


  Seated at the table in front of us were three men and one woman.


  Warrior, swordsman, mage, priest. A very orthodox party. Taken together, they were about mid C-rank. Individually, they were nothing more than unremarkable veterans around D-rank.


  The large man, likely the leader and a warrior, stroked his beard.


  “We’re taking on a long-term subjugation request that’ll last several days. Your role is to support us. Which means, obviously, you’ll be handling the miscellaneous chores too.”


  Lilith cut into the conversation.


  “That differs from the terms listed in the request. My role is porter. And Ryuto is only accompanying me.”


  The big man pointed at Liz and shrugged.


  “We were recruiting E-rank adventurers. So what’s this? Are you planning to bring her along? This isn’t some babysitting gig.”


  He sneered as he pointed at Liz.


  At that instant, a vein pulsed at Lilith’s temple.


  “Liz is not an object. Don’t refer to her as ‘this.’”


  I raised a hand to stop Lilith and addressed the man.


  “I’ll protect her, too. She won’t be a burden.”


  “If the one using the Item Box skill dies, everything she’s carrying spills out on the spot. We’re planning to hunt prey we couldn’t possibly carry back otherwise. So why the hell should we take on unnecessary risk, bringing along dead weight that could put our valuable porter in danger?”


  “We won’t be taking part in the fighting anyway. We’ll just watch from a distance while you handle it. And if things get dangerous, we’re not amateurs. We’ll make a clean getaway to a safe zone, so don’t worry.”


  “Listen, you get what I’m saying, right? That doesn’t change the fact that you’re bringing extra baggage. In that case, asking you to handle some chores off the books. Is that really so unreasonable?”


  He had a point.


  To begin with, the porter request had specified “E-rank adventurer or higher” as a condition.


  Bringing Liz along was our own decision. It had nothing to do with them.


  “Yeah, fine.”


  “Well, that’s a relief. I was thinking of hiring an F-rank adventurer to do chores. Bringing someone along on a subjugation request gets expensive, you know. Cooking, laundry, setting up camp, disposing of waste. You’ll handle all of it.”


  “I won’t allow Ryuto to be made to do chores.”


  “Just be quiet, Lilith.”


  “But—”


  “I said be quiet.”


  Lilith fell silent, her expression dimming.


  Seeing the matter settled, the big man clapped his hands together.


  ※※※


  


  A few days earlier, at dusk.


  The four-member adventurer party sat in a tavern, downing expensive wine.


  “Still, Boss, you’re a genius! I never imagined recruiting a low-rank with the Item Box skill could be this profitable.”


  The swordsman poured more wine into the large warrior’s glass, the man who seemed to be their leader.


  “Hahaha! Of course it is. Item Box is a rare skill. The job payouts are high, and even at a low rank, they end up saving a nice little stash!”


  “On top of that, they carry all their assets inside their own Item Box.”


  The female mage, in high spirits, brought her wine glass to her lips.


  “While accompanying them on a subjugation request as porters, we make it look like monsters killed them, and then we kill our fellow adventurers ourselves and just take the treasure. It’s quite the idea, isn’t it?”


  “Exactly, sis! Honestly, risking your life hunting monsters? That’s what idiots do!”


  “Even so…” the elderly priest stroked his beard.


  “It’s already been a year since we started using this method. We’ve been going from guild to guild, staging the deaths of Item Box users as accidents, but it may be about time to quit while we’re ahead.”


  “Yeah,” the large warrior nodded, letting out another booming laugh.


  “We’re not getting to B-rank as a party anyway. Age is catching up with all of us, so we might as well make one last big haul to cover our retirement! And this time, they say the target’s Item Box skill is maxed out. We can expect a lot!”


  Each of them picked up their glasses.


  “To our final job! Cheers!”


  With a sharp clink, all of them broke into crude grins.


  ※※※


  


  One day before that toast.


  Location: the Guildmaster’s Office, Adventurers’ Guild.


  “Hmm. A string of murders targeting Item Box users, is it?”


  The guildmaster, an older man, nodded gravely.


  “Yeah. They’ve been moving from guild to guild, so it’s been hard to pin them down. But there’s little doubt about it. The motive is money. Item Box users earn high rewards relative to their rank, and they tend to carry all their wealth on them.”


  “Well, from a robber’s perspective, that’s about as tempting as it gets.”


  “Yeah, exactly. In regular bandit work, it’s difficult to deliberately target someone with the Item Box skill. But when you can recruit adventurers under specific conditions through a companion request… That’s a different story.”


  “Still doesn’t add up.”


  “Doesn’t add up? What part?”


  “Aren’t veteran adventurers supposed to have a fair amount of money on them?”


  “The rewards are high, sure, but they come with risk. And plenty of them spend just as freely. On top of that, those who’ve reached the tail end of their careers without really making it often lose hope for their retirement prospects.”


  So that’s how it is.


  I took a sip from the cup of tea the guildmaster’s secretary had prepared.


  For a guy with a face like that, he sure drank some good tea. Didn’t look like the type who’d appreciate the difference, though.


  “So what’s in it for us, tagging along with a shady adventurer party like that?”


  “If they try to kill you and Miss Lilith, it’d be a big help if you could either eliminate them on the spot or subdue them.”


  “And what do we get out of it?”


  “You’ll be accompanying a C-rank adventurer party, won’t you?”


  “I asked what the benefit is.”


  “The veteran party ends up surrounded by a number of B-rank monsters far beyond expectations. They fight valiantly, but in the end, they’re unfortunate enough to be wiped out in a mutual kill with the monsters. That’s the story we go with. In reality, you just hand them over to me.”


  At that, I clapped my hands together.


  “I see. So just like last time, we make it look like we swooped in and took the credit, right?”


  “Exactly. And in those cases, by convention, the surviving companions are credited with completing the request. You two would be promoted to D-rank without issue.”


  I see.


  In a sense, it might draw some attention, but it was a method of ranking up that carried no particular inconsistencies.


  And the fact that we could rise in rank quickly with a single job appealed to me.


  “Alright, I’m in.”


  ※※※


  


  The subjugation request they had taken on was to wipe out a group of lizardmen who had formed a settlement in the wetlands.


  Individually, they were lower E-rank, but in numbers of one to two hundred, they amounted to upper D-rank difficulty.


  The expected count this time was within that range, one to two hundred, so for their party’s strength, it was a manageable job with a reasonable safety margin.


  The wetland settlement was a fair distance away. Just traveling there and back would take a full three days.


  On top of that, the base reward for completing the subjugation was low, around twenty silver coins (about 200,000 yen). Even without taking unnecessary risks, it could easily end up not covering expenses.


  But of course, there was a catch.


  Lizardman materials sold for a reasonable price, so including those, the total take would come to around one to two gold coins (one to two million yen).


  Even factoring in equipment wear and consumables, the job would still turn a respectable profit.


  That was, of course, assuming you were willing to risk your life.


  Well, it wasn’t hard to understand why someone would abandon honest guild work for banditry. It was better pay and safer.


  They lured in adventurers far weaker than themselves, trapped them, staged their deaths as accidents, and took both their lives and their entire fortunes.


  It was easy, safe, and highly profitable. But they’d made one critical mistake.


  The moment they chose a method that involved trapping and killing others, they forfeited any right to complain if the same thing was done to them.


  In other words, they had no grounds to object to whatever Lilith and I decided to do to them.


  After leaving the town, we followed the road east for a while, then veered off and made our way across the trackless expanse of the Salome Grasslands.


  Passing by a lake out on the plains, we reached the Costa Great Wetlands, our destination. It was a swamp thick with mangrove-like trees, and with every step, mud swallowed us up to the knees. Mosquitoes and flies swarmed in overwhelming numbers, making the whole experience miserable.


  That aside, marching with Liz in tow was proving difficult. I had been holding her hand for a while now, but with her, every step sank her up to the thighs in mud, making it impossible for her to move properly.


  Left with no choice, I said, “Get on my back.”


  “Huh? But…”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  I half-forced the matter and hoisted Liz onto my back. Lilith puffed out her cheeks.


  “I want Ryuto to carry me too. No, I want to be close to him.”


  “Quit talking nonsense.”


  “And in this situation, we’d both be covered in mud. All squishy and sticky… Yes, that settles it. You should definitely carry me, Ryuto.”


  “When did your thought process get this disappointing?”


  At that, Lilith clapped her hands together.


  “First, I carry Liz.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Then you carry me while I’m carrying Liz.” With a smug look, Lilith continued. “We’ll call it the ‘baby turtle on the parent turtle… and then the grandchild turtle’ strategy.”


  “You’re acting like you said something clever, but none of that was clever at all.”


  I shot her down flatly, and Lilith’s expression fell.


  Just then, the party’s leader, the large warrior, spoke up.


  “Sun’s about to set.”


  As he said it, the reddish glow around us had been steadily deepening.


  “Let’s set up camp there,” the warrior said.


  It was something like an island rising out of the swamp. A few dozen meters ahead, there was a stretch of solid ground with proper grass growing on it.


  After a while, once everyone had made it onto the island, the warrior turned to me.


  “Hey, kid. You still able to move?”


  “Yeah. I mean, I can still walk.”


  At that, he pointed at the elderly priest.


  “Our old man’s about done for, as you can see. And your women and child are probably at their limit too. Have your companion handle setting up the tents and getting a fire started.”


  The priest was clearly out of breath, and Liz couldn’t even walk properly in the swamp to begin with.


  Lilith, on the other hand, would have no trouble moving… but still.


  “So? What exactly are you getting at?”


  “I want to scout out tomorrow’s route in advance. The stretch ahead is the worst part of the swamp. Makes a big difference whether we’ve checked it beforehand or not.”


  “What do you think?” Lilith asked.


  I shrugged.


  “What else? The client’s asking, so we’ll just have to play along. I’ll go take a look. Take care of Liz.”


  ※※※


  


  We pressed on for another thirty minutes.


  The light had shifted from evening glow toward full sunset. If we didn’t turn back soon, darkness would swallow everything around us.


  Just then, the sound of leaves rustling echoed nearby, followed by multiple splashes as something moved through the swamp.


  Their number was probably… a little over ten.


  “That’s bad timing,” the warrior muttered. “Looks like we’ve run into a lizardman scouting party.”


  At his words, the swordsman reached over and tapped my shoulder.


  “Hey, kid? You’re just going to get in the way, so keep quiet and stay back,” the swordsman said.


  The dense overgrowth already made visibility poor, and as dusk deepened, darkness was steadily closing in. On top of that, the footing was terrible, the swamp sucking at our legs. In those worst possible conditions, the group of lizardmen appeared.


  Honestly, I wasn’t sure these guys could handle it on their own.


  “So I just hang back and watch?” I asked.


  The swordsman answered without looking at me. “I told you to shut up, didn’t I?”


  “Not even allowed to speak at all?”


  The lizardmen were slowly closing in.


  “Like I said, yeah. An E-rank amateur doesn’t get to mouth off to D-rank, or rather, to a veteran party that’s basically C-rank.”


  Personally, I didn’t care if these guys got themselves killed by the lizardmen. If the suspects in a serial murder case died before they could be proven guilty and no more victims appeared afterward, then even an unsolved case was fine by me.


  While I was thinking that, the lizardmen entered within fifteen meters of us.


  At that moment, the warrior leader shouted, “It’s dusk. No, half-dark already! Use a flash spell!”


  “Got it!” the mage replied.


  She was well past what you’d call “young,” somewhere just over forty. At the same time, a thunderous blast and a burst of blinding light filled the area.


  In that instant, the swordsman cut down four lizardmen in a flash. The warrior, while guarding the mage as she continued chanting, efficiently slew another nearby lizardman.


  Then, a few seconds later—


  “Let it loose!” the warrior barked.


  Nodding, the mage shouted, “Homing… Large Fire!”


  It was a spell generally classified as high-tier magic, a convenient technique that activated multiple instances of Fire’s advanced form at once while also granting them homing capability.


  “Gi—!”


  “Ggyu—!”


  “Higub—!”


  With shrill, almost comical sounds, the lizardmen were reduced to charred corpses. The group of roughly fifteen was nearly wiped out on the spot, and the few that survived, badly burned, tried to flee, only to be cut down from behind by the swordsman’s blade.


  “Well, that’s about it,” the warrior said.


  Not bad. As expected of a veteran group. They handled it cleanly.


  Well, unless they were surrounded by a hundred, if they couldn’t deal with around fifteen, they wouldn’t have lived long enough to be called veterans in the first place.


  “Still, it’s a shame to waste this many lizardmen,” the mage remarked. “If we had a porter, we could’ve taken them back to town.”


  The others nodded in agreement.


  I let out a quiet sigh.


  They’re saying that while fully intending to kill Lilith.


  It seemed they weren’t even sharp enough to realize how blatant that sounded.


  At that point, the leader nodded in satisfaction.


  “Well then, shall we get to the main point?”


  “Hm? The main point?”


  At my words, the swordsman grinned.


  “Heh, your companions are ridiculously good-looking, aren’t they?”


  Well, that much was true.


  “So?”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll have our fun with them before we kill them.”


  I see.


  So they were planning to reveal everything here. The whole “let me tell you before you die” routine.


  “Being targeted by bandits is just part of the deal when you’ve got an Item Box,” the warrior said.


  “Yeah, I suppose it is.”


  “But we’re careful. You said yourself you were her guard, which means you’ve got some skill. In that case, better to deal with you first. That’s why we steered things so you’d end up separated.”


  That figured.


  Not realizing I had gone along with it on purpose, the man continued with a smug look.


  “Well, your bad luck was that you never expected bandits like us to be high-ranking adventurers.”


  At that, I gave a firm nod.


  “Bad luck. Yeah, I agree.”


  “You agree? What do you mean by that?” the swordsman asked.


  “It means that just like you think I’m unlucky, I think you’re the unlucky ones.”


  I grinned.


  “You probably never imagined you’d be picking a fight with someone far beyond S-rank.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” the swordsman scoffed.


  Starting with him, the three of them burst out laughing.


  “S-rank? Even A-rank would be a stretch. Cut the jokes already.”


  “Haha. When a bluff’s too big, it backfires, you know? You could’ve at least gone with something more believable, like a lower B-rank under guild investigation, or maybe an upper C-rank.”


  Well, it was the truth, but…


  Whatever.


  The burly warrior approached me with a smirk plastered on his face. “Heh, but your buddies are quite the lookers, and you ain’t too bad yourself, pretty boy,” he said.


  “Bro, not this again?” I groaned.


  “I swing both ways, man. Hell, I prefer guys over girls anyway,” he added with a wink.


  Hearing those words, cold sweat trickled down my spine. Man, I’m glad I worked my ass off to get strong in this life. Last time around, I’d probably have lost my virginity right here without a fight.


  Just then, the swordsman pleaded with the warrior in a desperate tone.


  “Brooo, I swing both ways, too, but I’ll only go for girls. Guys? Nah, I’m all yours, bro. Only you,” he whined.


  “Heh, you’re sweet,” the warrior replied, slapping him on the back.


  “You know I can’t help forcing myself on guys. It’s just how I’m wired,” he admitted.


  “Yeah, that’s definitely a habit of yours,” the swordsman muttered.


  “Rape’s one thing, but no cheating, got it?” he added sternly.


  “Yeah, yeah, this pretty boy’s cute, but I’m loyal to you. I won’t give my heart away,” the warrior assured him, grinning.


  Wait, so they’re that kind of duo? And their conversation is just… off the rails.


  The female mage chimed in with a smirk. “Hey, kid. Surprised? By the way, I’m a lesbian,” she said casually.


  “Uh, didn’t ask,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. The mage puffed out her cheeks, looking offended.


  “Oh, and that old guy back there, the priest? Total lolicon,” she added.


  “Seriously, didn’t ask,” I repeated, exasperated.


  Her lips twisted into a grotesque smirk. “One’s under ten, the other’s maybe thirteen, fourteen?” she said, eyeing the direction we’d come.


  Lilith’s sixteen, but she’s so tiny she could pass for younger. Can’t blame them for assuming.


  “Huh? What’s your point?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.


  “Which is why we left those two children back there. Against D-rank adventurers, it’s just an E-rank and a pair of kids. But that old guy isn’t just a monk. He’s a skilled martial artist with those looks. They’re probably getting started over there, too,” she said with a sly grin.


  Great. Just great. Can’t trust anyone in this world. I sighed, bracing myself for whatever chaos was about to unfold.


  “Ah, I see,” I said, giving a small shrug. “That’s unfortunate.”


  “Oh? You’re awfully calm for someone whose companions are about to be violated,” the mage said.


  Honestly, the one in danger was the old man. Lilith wasn’t like me; she had no restraint, and she seemed to dote on Liz. If things went badly, this entire area could end up scorched.


  Just then, the large warrior licked his lips.


  “Well then, let’s have some fun.”


  With that, he began removing his armor. As his upper body was revealed, the swordsman let out a breath of admiration.


  “Boss, no matter how many times I see it, it’s impressive.”


  Well, that much was true. He was built like a tank. If he entered a bodybuilding competition back on Earth, he’d probably place pretty high.


  At that moment, the warrior seemed to think of something and clapped his hands.


  “So, here’s how this goes. You’re about to be crushed by me.”


  “…”


  “And I’m a warrior. Top-tier defense and toughness.”


  “Yeah. That’s kind of the whole point of a frontline tank.”


  The warrior winked at me. It was deeply unpleasant.


  “So,” he continued.


  “Hm?”


  He slapped his well-trained abs with a heavy thud.


  “I’ll give you one shot. If you can make me writhe in pain with a single punch, I’ll let you go.”


  “Let me go? I haven’t done anything wrong to begin with. Besides, why would a piece of trash like you give me a chance?” I asked.


  “Isn’t it obvious?” he said with a grin. “I want to see that pretty face of yours twist in despair when you realize there’s an overwhelming gap between us, when even your full-force punch doesn’t make me budge. I’m a natural sadist, you see.”


  At this point, all I could manage was a sigh.


  Seeing my exasperated expression, the warrior puffed up with pride.


  “Go ahead, give it everything you’ve got. Even without armor, my abs can shrug off blades from rookie adventurers.”


  The swordsman and mage grinned.


  They’d probably run this little farce more than once. The absolute confidence in all three of their eyes made that clear.


  Well, unless it was a fellow martial-class adventurer of equal or higher rank, it wasn’t easy for lower-ranked fighters to break through a warrior’s defensive build.


  “Yeah, sure. Thanks.”


  With just a flick of my wrist, I gave him a light punch, like knocking on a door. If I’d hit him normally with full force, his entire upper body would’ve blown apart into chunks.


  “Guh— Hah—!”


  Thud.


  The large man clutched his stomach and collapsed to the ground, his face turning pale as cold sweat poured down.


  The swordsman and mage stared in disbelief, eyes wide.


  Their mouths opened and closed uselessly as they muttered, “Huh?”


  Open, close. Open, close. Again and again.


  What are you, goldfish? I almost said, but before I could, the swordsman snapped back to his senses and turned to the mage.


  “Boss… got taken down. What the hell is this guy?”


  At that, the mage also seemed to recover.


  “First, the leader let his guard down. No, he was completely careless. He overestimated his overwhelming defense and toughness.”


  That much, I agreed with.


  “And second, as unbelievable as it sounds, this boy… is probably not limited to E-rank strength.”


  Not bad. As expected of veteran adventurers. They had a sharp grasp of the situation.


  “Boss? What exactly do you mean by that?” the swordsman asked.


  “Most likely, this boy is a martial-type with D-rank level ability,” the mage replied.


  I almost stumbled, but managed to hold myself steady.


  “So that means?”


  “Exactly.”


  The two nodded to each other, their lips curling.


  “If the two of us, both at D-rank, fight together, as long as we don’t get careless, we won’t lose.”


  “Boss? The combination?”


  “We’ll go with Combination R-5.”


  “Got it!”


  The swordsman immediately charged, bringing his blade down in a high overhead strike aimed at me. It was the kind of attack that could make you yawn.


  Still, their coordination wasn’t bad. If the overhead strike finished me, that was that. If not, it seemed the mage would follow up with a fireball from behind him. If our abilities were close, I might not have been able to track what the mage was doing behind the swordsman.


  “Wrong opponent,” I said.


  He was still a swordsman. Out of courtesy, I summoned Excalibur and met his attack head-on. Though “met” was an overstatement. I simply cut his blade cleanly from the base, and while I was at it, I left a cut across his cheek as well.


  A moment later, the swordsman finally realized what had happened. He stared blankly at the sword, its blade severed from the hilt, then touched the wound on his cheek.


  “G-G-Gaaahhh!”


  His face turned pale as he screamed.


  If our positions were reversed, I would’ve done the same.


  He had lunged in to strike, and before he knew it, his sword was gone from the base, and blood was pouring from his cheek like a waterfall. He couldn’t even comprehend what had been done to him, and in the middle of combat, there were few things more terrifying than that.


  “B-Boss! My sword… My face!”


  “Calm down!” the mage snapped.


  At the same time, she fired a fireball at me. The aim was precise, but the power wasn’t there.


  I swept Excalibur once and cut through the spell itself.


  “You… cut magic? We were fighting something that can do that?”


  “Boss, could it be we’ve picked a fight with someone way out of our league?”


  It seemed they finally understood. Being mistaken for D-rank was still irritating, but at least they were catching on. I let out a quiet sigh of relief.


  “Yes. If we convert his ability to adventurer rank, he’s probably lower B-rank.”


  I nearly stumbled again.


  “No way! That’s it for us, Boss!”


  “Calm down. Your cheek… That’s a nasty cut. Let me see,” the mage said.


  A green aura wrapped around her hand as she placed it against the swordsman’s cheek.


  “Just stay calm. If you think about it clearly, you’ll realize we can still escape.”


  “Heh, Boss isn’t just about offense. Her healing magic’s top-class, too,” the swordsman said.


  At that moment, the mage’s expression turned suspicious. Then it rapidly drained of color.


  “Aahhhh!”


  Her shrill scream echoed through the forest.


  “What’s wrong, Boss?” the swordsman asked.


  “Hah… hah… h-h-healing… healing… magic… It’s not working,” the mage stammered.


  “What do you mean it’s not working?”


  Her face pale, the mage answered, “You were cut by a god-slaying weapon.”


  Well, I’d severed him at the level of the soul, the astral body that served as the body’s blueprint. Regeneration and healing magic both rebuilt the body according to that blueprint, but my blade cut through the source itself. That kind of recovery simply didn’t work against it.


  “Boss? What does that even mean?” the swordsman pressed.


  The mage fell silent for a moment, then looked up at the sky.


  “There’s no doubt. He must be at least lower S-rank level, if not higher.”


  I was far above that, but for grasping the situation, it was close enough.


  Once they finally seemed to understand, I spoke to the two of them.


  “So? What are you going to do?”


  The swordsman and mage dropped to their knees at once, bowing so fast it was almost comical.


  “We surrender! We’re sorry!”


  I nodded.


  A wise decision.


  “Well, if you’re being honest about it, I won’t harm you any further.”


  The two of them exchanged relieved looks. Considering they had attempted robbery and murder, they couldn’t exactly complain if they were executed on the spot or tortured.


  Given that, it was only natural that they let out a sigh of relief at being shown mercy.


  “That said, what you’ve done is what you’ve done. I’ll be taking you back to town and handing you over to the guards. Best case, you get a painless death by guillotine. More likely, you’ll hang. Worst case, you’ll be made an example of, left to starve while people pelt you with stones until you die.”


  At that, the two of them froze.


  “You were out there robbing people to the point of killing them, weren’t you? Ever heard of ‘you reap what you sow’?”


  They fell silent, their faces draining of color as they slumped in place.


  From what I’d heard, they’d killed a number of lower-ranked adventurers. In that case, there was no escaping death. This was a society closer to Hammurabi’s code: an eye for an eye. As an example, they might even add torture like flaying.


  “Well, either way, you’re the ones who chose to kill.”


  Just then, a rustling sound came from nearby.


  All of us turned toward it as Lilith emerged from the brush.


  “What’s wrong, Lilith?” I asked.


  “Ryuto? Are you okay?” she said, breathing hard.


  “Don’t answer a question with a question.”


  She must have rushed over in a hurry, her shoulders rising and falling with each breath.


  “What do you mean, ‘okay’?”


  “That woman.”


  “Woman?”


  Lilith fixed the mage with a glare that could’ve killed.


  “I heard she was planning to force herself on you. So I came as fast as I could. To stop that thieving cat.”


  “What are you even talking about?”


  “The priest… The old man told me.”


  Now that I thought about it, the mage had said something earlier.


  “Oh, and that old guy back there, the priest? Total lolicon. One’s under ten, the other’s maybe thirteen, fourteen? Which is why we left those two children back there. Against D-rank adventurers, it’s just an E-rank and a pair of kids. But that old guy isn’t just a monk. He’s a skilled martial artist with those looks. They’re probably getting started over there, too.”


  I nodded, processing the situation.


  Looks like even Lilith, who’s petite and looks younger than her actual age, wasn’t that old monk’s type. Guess her real age of sixteen got exposed.


  “Ryuto? What’s going on?” Lilith asked, her voice trembling.


  “Kids… Well, he wanted to rape Liz, and you were in the way. So he tricked you into coming here,” I explained bluntly.


  Lilith’s face drained of color as she processed the words. “How could he…”


  “Yeah, I’d like to say the same to him,” I muttered.


  Turning to the swordsman and mage, I said, “I promised I’d hand you over to the guards without harming you, right?”


  They nodded vigorously, their eyes wide with hope. Either way, their future’s sealed, but at least this is better than dying here, I thought.


  “Sorry, I lied,” I admitted calmly.


  The swordsman’s face contorted in shock. “No… That’s— Ack!”


  I kicked him squarely in the jaw, the impact knocking him out and severing his Achilles tendon with Excalibur.


  “We’re all in a cutthroat world, especially as murdering thieves. You’ve got no room to complain about what happens to you. Be grateful you’re not dead,” I said, turning to the mage and repeating the same treatment.


  With their tendons cut, they wouldn’t make it far even if they woke up.


  “Lilith?” I called, but she was already sprinting toward the others.


  “Hurry, Ryuto…” she urged without looking back.


  I nodded and followed her lead, knowing we had to move fast.


  ※※※


  


  The campsite in the forest was eerily quiet. Inside the tent, it was just the old monk and me. It had been a while since Lilith had rushed out with such urgency.


  The monk’s heavy breathing was grating on my nerves. The way he was staring at me, eyes wild and hungry, was downright creepy.


  “Hohoho. Are you an elf, Liz-chan?” he asked, his voice dripping with sleaze.


  “I don’t want to answer,” I replied, shrinking away.


  “Hohoho. I have a taste for elven children, you see,” he continued, undeterred.


  What was he even talking about? All I knew was that it was disgustingly creepy.


  His gaze shifted to the blanket on the floor, then trailed up my neck, down to my chest, and finally to my waist and thighs. His leering was so blatant, so grotesque, it made my skin crawl.


  “A taste? What do you mean?” I asked, my voice trembling.


  He stroked his beard, a sickly sweet smile on his face.


  “Children like you. I have a fondness for them,” he said.


  “…”


  “Of course, in a sexual sense…” he added, his tone leaving no room for doubt.


  That was when it clicked. My skin prickled with horror.


  “It’ll only hurt at first,” he whispered, moving closer.


  Before I could react, the old man pinned me down, leaning in to press his lips against mine, and the stale, aged stench unique to the elderly made me nauseous.


  “Stay still, and it’ll be over quickly. I’ve got plenty of experience. Hohoho,” he said, his breath hot on my face.


  I knew what was coming. I knew how unjust it was, but there was nothing I could do.


  And so, the lock placed upon my heart clicked open.


  Glaring up at him, I grabbed his neck.


  “I don’t… want it to hurt!”


  Beast ears burst forth, and fur spread across my body as my muscles swelled, my hands closing around his throat.


  Drawing out the full strength of my beastkin side, I watched as his face quickly turned a congested purple.


  I rose to my feet and hurled him out of the tent. He flew about ten meters through the air before crashing and rolling along the ground.


  Then, I began chanting a spell.


  As my mana gathered and swelled, the beast ears that had grown to their fullest shrank, and the fur receded.


  What I had just used was my power as a beastkin. And this was my power as an awakened elf.


  “Scarlet Flare!”


  A unique magic passed down in the elven village, ranked above ordinary spells and commonly classified as a forbidden art.


  The old man was engulfed in crimson flames that devoured everything, and soon, he stopped moving.


  ※※※


  


  The old man was flung out of the tent at almost the exact same moment we arrived at the campsite.


  Watching him burn in crimson flames, I was left speechless.


  “She knocked out a veteran adventurer at eight years old, and now she’s using a wide-area spell at this level?” I managed to say.


  “Liz’s level is low for her age…” Lilith’s voice trembled, a bead of sweat running down from her brow to her nose.


  “But she’s got the stats to use unique elven magic, right?”


  “This is a kind of awakening. Like Koharu Saegusa’s, it’s not something that can be maintained constantly.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Physically, she’s beastkin, and not just that, she likely carries the noble bloodline of a werewolf. And the spell itself is unmistakably that of a high elf.”


  “A werewolf and a high elf?”


  Lilith nodded. “Even among hybrids, she’s inherited the highest-tier talents from both sides. Which means…”


  “Just like we thought. A child born from forbidden love between high nobility or royalty,” I muttered. “Man, that’s a headache.”


  Anyway, I started walking toward Liz.


  “Hey, Liz. Looks like you handled things on your own.”


  She stood there with beast ears and a thin layer of fur covering her body.


  Liz crouched down, trembling, curling in on herself as if trying to hide her ears and fur, her back turned to us.


  Ignoring that, I kept walking toward her.


  Just as I got close enough to reach out, she shouted, “Don’t come any closer! Please, don’t!”


  “Why not?”


  Her shoulders shook as she half-screamed, “Look at me! This is what I am. I’m beastkin. My whole body’s covered in fur, and I still have elven traits too. And I have this monstrous power…”


  “So what?”


  At my words, Liz turned back toward me.


  “What do you mean ‘so what?’ I’m a half high elf and half werewolf. Do you even understand what that means?” Liz said.


  “Yeah, I do. It’s a troublesome bloodline, isn’t it? And that’s why people are after your life, right?”


  “What?”


  “We already know that. And we accepted you anyway,” Lilith said.


  For a brief moment, Liz looked blank, but she quickly shook her head.


  “I guess words aren’t enough for you to understand.”


  “What are you planning to do?” I asked.


  “I know you and Lilith aren’t ordinary. But you’re still just rookie adventurers, aren’t you? There’s no way you can deal with the situation surrounding me. I want you to feel that, down to your bones, by seeing my power when I’m awakened.”


  Lilith’s body trembled.


  This wasn’t fear. It was anger.


  Veins bulged at her temple as she said, “You just called me ‘Lilith,’ didn’t you? I told you earlier to call me Lilith onee-chan. It seems you need to be punished.”


  “Lilith? You said punishment, right? What are you even talking about? No, both you and Ryuto, what are you saying? You people really think you can defeat me in my awakened state?”


  That tone irritated me, too.


  “Hey, Liz? ‘You people’? That’s not how you talk to us.”


  “Well, even so, you’re still just rookie adventurers, aren’t you?”


  Well, Liz was only eight. Being blunt like that was understandable to some extent.


  Still, it annoyed me.


  And as for Lilith, she was already completely furious.


  Just moments ago, she had been doting on Liz, but now she wore a mask-like expression and let out a quiet, eerie laugh.


  Honestly, it was a little scary.


  If I had to guess, if she ever had a child, she’d be busy alternating between doting on and locking them up.


  “Rookie adventurers, huh? Well, that’s what we look like on the surface,” I said.


  “With just my inherited awakening skill, I can take down veteran adventurers,” Liz replied.


  “So?”


  “There are others with talent like mine. People even stronger than me. They’re the ones trying to kill me.”


  “Figures.”


  “So please, don’t get involved with me. I understand that you and Ryuto are good people, and I’m grateful you saved me. But that’s exactly why you should stay away.”


  “Why?”


  “Why? Because if this continues, you’ll get dragged into it.”


  “I don’t mind,” I answered lightly.


  For a moment, Liz looked stunned, then shook her head.


  “I guess you won’t understand unless you experience it yourself. If you keep getting involved with me, you’ll learn the hard way what happens.”


  As she spoke, Liz turned to face Lilith.


  “What I’m about to use isn’t standard magic. It’s a unique spell. Lilith, I’ll hold back, but even if you defend properly, an average mage would still get hurt. Don’t let your guard down. Block it with everything you’ve got!”


  Frowning, Liz raised her hand toward Lilith.


  “I’m sorry. But if you stay involved with me, you’ll end up even more seriously hurt.”


  Lilith said nothing.


  “Scarlet Flare!” Liz shouted, and a crimson fireball surged toward Lilith.


  Lilith snapped her fingers, and in the same instant, the fireball scattered and dissolved into the air.


  “Useless.”


  “Huh?”


  Seeing her strongest spell scattered in an instant, Liz could only stare in shock.


  “I am a mage. And my power exists on a completely different level from yours, which relies solely on an awakening skill.”


  That was a pretty arrogant way to put it.


  Well, I acknowledged the harsh path Lilith had walked to become this strong. Though if this were the Lilith from two years ago, that Scarlet Flare would have reduced her to ash.


  “Ryuto?” Lilith asked, her expression sharp.


  “Yeah. Go ahead. Do as you like.”


  Nodding at my answer, Lilith turned to Liz.


  “Hey, Liz?”


  “What is it, Lilith?” Liz replied.


  “From now on, you will call me Lilith onee-chan.”


  “I have no comment on that.”


  Her expression souring for a moment, Lilith spoke again.


  “As I said before, I’m a mage.”


  “I’m aware.”


  “In that case…” Lilith raised her staff. “I’ll show a foolish little girl, pretending to be a mage while relying on nothing but talent, what real magic is.”


  She lifted her staff high above her head and, in her usual languid tone, said, “Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide.”


  A vast expanse of golden light shot upward, engulfing everything as it surged into the sky.


  Streaks of light pierced through the clouds, scattering and dissolving them across the dusk-lit heavens.


  Then came a thunderous explosion.


  The roar of the air itself and the shockwave crashed over her, and Liz, struck head-on, turned to Lilith and said, “This is absurd. That a single person could do something like this with magic… It’s impossible…”


  “It’s not absurd. This is magic that I cast,” Lilith replied.


  “That’s not the point. This is clearly pure magic. But even a large-scale ritual by a group of high elves wouldn’t reach this level…”


  Liz stood there, completely stunned, her mouth hanging open.


  “Hey, Liz?” I called.


  “W-What is it?” she asked faintly.


  “Try hitting me with Scarlet Flare.”


  “Huh?”


  “Just do it.”


  “What are you planning? Are you going to have Lilith cancel the spell again while it’s in motion?”


  “I won’t have Lilith help, and I’m not even putting up my own magic barrier.”


  Liz paused, thinking, then rested a hand on her chin.


  “But you’ll die.”


  Grinning, I shrugged.


  “If you think you can, go ahead.”


  “…”


  “What Lilith just did… that looked like a miracle to you, didn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Lilith’s my companion. Do you really think I’d just die like that?”


  Liz fell into thought, and several seconds passed.


  Then, it seemed she had grasped the situation almost exactly. As proof, she raised her palm toward me and said,


  “Scarlet… Flare!”


  A wave of crimson flames surged toward me.


  I swung my fist casually.


  “There we go.”


  It was a unique magic that the elves took pride in. But with the caster still inexperienced and the spell itself being among the more basic of unique magic, there was no way it could do anything to me.


  More to the point, I had simply blown away the flames produced by the magic with the wind pressure from my punch.


  “Huh? You blew away a unique spell… with just the pressure from your fist?”


  Liz had probably already begun to grasp what kind of people Lilith and I were, but even this seemed far beyond what she had expected.


  Her mouth opened and closed over and over.


  Seriously, over and over again.


  I almost wanted to tell her she looked like a carp waiting for food in a pond, but that aside—


  “Ryuto and Lilith… what exactly are you?” she asked.


  Without missing a beat, Lilith replied in a voice as cold and sharp as an ice pick, “Wrong. Ryuto onii-chan and Lilith onee-chan.”


  After a brief pause, Liz nodded.


  “Then, what exactly are Ryuto onii-chan and Lilith onee-chan?”


  “What am I, huh?”


  Well, might as well answer honestly.


  “I’m the strongest Villager in the world.”


  Lilith followed up immediately.


  “And I’m the mage who serves the world’s strongest Villager. Any problem with that?”


  I walked over to Liz and roughly grabbed her head, ruffling her hair.


  “Hey, Liz? Kids shouldn’t worry about this kind of stuff. For now, I’ll take responsibility for you.”


  “…”


  “Just relax and rely on us. I guarantee it. Where we are is safer than anywhere else in the world.”


  The fur covering Liz’s body began to fade, and in a faint, fading voice, she answered, “Okay.”


  Then, as if the tension holding her together had snapped, Liz collapsed on the spot like a puppet with its strings cut and lost consciousness.


  As she lay there, breathing softly in her sleep, her face no longer held that strained expression from before. She simply looked like an ordinary, adorable eight-year-old girl.


  ※※※


  


  At the campsite, three criminals lay bound tightly with ropes.


  The old man had already met his end thanks to Liz’s magic, so a brief prayer for him, I guess. Killing him outright might have been a bit much, but given the situation, it couldn’t really be helped.


  Some great figure from the past once said it best: yes lolita, no touch.


  As for having a preference for young-looking girls, that was a matter of personal taste, and not something I intended to judge. I mean, it wasn’t all that different from whether a man preferred elegant beauties or the cute type. At its core, it was just an extension of that.


  Sure, taking it as far as lolicon tendencies felt a bit too far, but fundamentally, it was still in the same category. At the very least, it fell under personal preference and freedom of thought, so trying to police that kind of internal inclination didn’t make much sense.


  But actually acting on it and trying to rape a child? That was unacceptable in any world.


  Which was exactly why it was “yes lolita, no touch.”


  Anyway, putting that aside—


  “For now, let’s hand these guys over to the guildmaster tomorrow,” I said.


  “Before that, let’s rest,” Lilith replied, sounding tired as she pointed toward the tent.


  “What about these guys? We’re in the middle of a forest crawling with beasts. If something attacks, they won’t be able to fight back or run tied up like that.”


  “If they get eaten, then they were just unlucky. That’s all,” Lilith said.


  “Isn’t that a bit harsh?”


  The three criminals looked at me with tearful expressions, clinging to me with their eyes.


  “Even if we take them back to town, the best they can hope for is the guillotine, followed by being displayed. Worst case, they’ll be pelted with stones in the square while still alive. Getting killed quickly by monsters would probably be the kinder end.”


  “Yeah, that’s true.”


  At my words, the three of them visibly lost heart.


  Well, I did feel a little bad for them, but this was their own doing, so nothing could be done about it.


  And just like that, it was time for dinner.


  As I heated a frying pan over the campfire, Lilith said, “Ryuto? What are we having today?”


  Honestly, it was a tough choice.


  Lilith’s Item Box had a carrying capacity measured in tons, though the range where time stopped inside it, preventing decay, wasn’t all that large. Even so, having dozens of kilograms of non-spoiling rare meat stored away was already cheat-level enough.


  “How about Ancient Orc? Also, take out some garlic.”


  At that, Liz murmured in a daze, “A-Ancient Orc? That’s a legendary S-rank ingredient, a rare delicacy that hardly ever appears even in black markets.”


  Ignoring her, Lilith pulled out a portioned slab of richly marbled Ancient Orc meat from her Item Box.


  Honestly, it was about on par with high-quality Kagoshima pork at around five hundred yen per hundred grams. No doubt it tasted incredible, but calling it “legendary” or “mythical” still felt a bit exaggerated to me.


  The frying pan was just about ready. I dropped three slices of orc meat into the pan in one swift motion, tossing in sliced garlic at the same time.


  The oil snapped and sizzled.


  In an instant, a rich, savory aroma spread through the air, the fragrant blend of pork and garlic, deep and mouthwatering.


  “Hey, Lilith?” I called.


  “What?” Lilith replied flatly.


  “Pass me that.”


  As I sprinkled salt over the meat, I spoke without looking away from the pan.


  “That? What do you mean, ‘that’?” she asked, sounding faintly annoyed.


  “When it’s meat, you go with pepper, right?”


  “Got it.”


  Without another word, Lilith pulled a container of pepper from her Item Box and handed it over.


  “Ryuto onii-chan? Is that a spice?” Liz asked hesitantly.


  “Yeah, that’s right,” I answered.


  I shook the pepper generously over the meat in the pan.


  Right then, Liz’s expression visibly froze.


  “Spice… Pepper is said to be worth its weight in gold,” she said stiffly.


  “Yeah, that’s true,” I replied casually.


  Liz let out a baffled, wry laugh at my nonchalance.


  “Hey, Lilith, bring out that too,” I added.


  “Again, what is ‘that’?” she pressed, her tone growing more irritated.


  “Chili pepper.”


  Lilith took out a container filled with powdered chili from her Item Box and passed it to me.


  Then I sprinkled the chili powder over the meat.


  Liz’s face rapidly drained of color.


  “R-R-R… Red powder? That’s said to be worth not just gold, but the same weight in orichalcum…” she stammered.


  “Spices are definitely the kind of thing only nobles can afford. They’re expensive, no doubt,” I said. “But aren’t you some well-bred young lady? It’s not that shocking, is it?”


  “No, Ryuto. Even among nobles, I think they’d be surprised to see someone sprinkle pepper and red powder in such outrageous amounts,” Lilith said, her voice edged with disbelief.


  I gave a small shrug. Well, it can’t be helped.


  I know that even in medieval Europe, when pepper was used, nobles would use it sparingly, just tiny pinches at a time. But I’m Japanese. To me, table pepper is something like ninety-eight yen a bottle, and of course, it’s the same with chili powder.


  If anything, you can find it on sale for seventy-eight yen. No way I’m going to skimp on something like that. Honestly, I’m more of a seven-spice blend guy anyway, and I can’t help wondering what those mysterious ingredients besides chili actually were.


  There was no way that stuff could ever be recreated in another world. So, with that in mind, the very first thing I did after I started making money here was to stock up on seasonings. Before I earned money at the guild, my diet was pretty miserable, and my tongue still remembered the food I used to eat back in Japan. If you’ve got money, it’s only natural to want to eat something good.


  “Looks about ready,” I said.


  It had just about reached the perfect level of doneness, and the smell of garlic and spices frying made my stomach feel like it was starting to dance.


  Alright, for the finishing touch, let’s make it flashy with an alcohol flame and finish it off with a red wine flambé.


  “Here, dig in,” I said as I plated the cooked meat onto each dish.


  Honestly, I was starving too.


  “Let’s eat,” we said.


  When I pierced the orc meat with a fork, fat spilled out in a rich stream. The aroma of charred garlic and the faint sharpness of the spices stimulated my appetite just enough.


  I took a bite, and the word “delicious” slipped out naturally.


  Now then, I wonder what they think of it?


  When I glanced over at Liz, she let out a breath of sheer amazement.


  “Fa… fa… ha… ha… haf… haf… ugh… hih… ho… hoo…” she stammered, no words coming out, exactly that kind of reaction.


  Watching Liz, Lilith formed a gentle smile, then bit into the meat herself, juices dripping as she did.


  “Delicious,” she said. She chewed slowly, savoring it for a few moments before declaring, “However, the way the spices are used is still vulgar.”


  “That’s not it, Lilith,” I replied.


  “‘Not it’?”


  “If I had to describe this flavor, it’s not vulgar. It’s junk.”


  “Junk?”


  Well, I doubt Lilith really understands what that means.


  Garlic, meat, oil, salt, and a heap of spices. What I always make is the kind of dangerous food that sends you straight toward lifestyle diseases. Though with Lilith and me both physically sixteen, we can probably still get away with it.


  Liz fell silent.


  She shifted her gaze into the distance, her expression turning pensive, though her fork and chewing never once stopped.


  “What’s wrong, Liz?” I asked.


  “About what you said, Ryuto onii-chan, about me being some well-bred young lady…” she began, still chewing, that same distant look on her face.


  “Don’t want to answer?” I asked.


  Lowering her lashes as she stabbed her fork into the orc meat, Liz hesitated.


  “Yes.”


  And with that, Liz brought another piece of orc meat to her mouth.


  “Do you really not want to say?” I asked.


  As she put yet another piece into her mouth, Liz answered, “It’s something highly private, a trauma tied to my birth.” Even as she spoke, she kept bringing more orc meat to her mouth.


  “I see. Then you don’t have to answer.”


  Chomp, chomp, chomp. Munch, munch, munch.


  The sound of chewing echoed all around as Liz and Lilith devoured the orc meat with single-minded focus.


  “Yes, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t ask,” Liz said.


  “You really think I’d just let it go at that?!” I shot back, putting on a solemn expression as I lightly dropped a fist onto Liz’s head. “Who in the world talks about their trauma while stuffing their face at full speed and snorting like they’re all worked up?!”


  “Guh!”


  Liz’s eyes welled up with tears, and she couldn’t hide her shock at my sudden shift, considering I’d treated her like a gentleman up until now.


  “Ow, that hurt…”


  She looked up at me as if pleading, but unfortunately, I was more the type to call things out. Since I’d picked up a similar vibe to Lilith from her, I couldn’t exactly go easy on her.


  Lilith, meanwhile, formed a gentle smile and began patting Liz on the head, her expression like a scene lifted straight from a masterpiece of the Madonna in an art museum.


  Wait, no.


  For just a moment, I found myself captivated by Lilith’s expression.


  She really was incredibly cute, at least in terms of appearance. But with that disappointing personality of hers, I just couldn’t bring myself to feel anything for her beyond what I’d feel for family or a friend. At least not right now.


  “Did it hurt, being treated coldly by Ryuto? Liz?” Lilith asked.


  Still teary-eyed, Liz buried her face in Lilith’s chest.


  Ever since the other day, Lilith had been doting on Liz relentlessly. And after my somewhat harsh retort, Liz didn’t really have any choice but to lean on her.


  “Lilith onee-chan… My head… The spot where I got hit hurts,” Liz murmured.


  “Did it hurt?”


  “Yeah.”


  Lilith smiled gently once more, then suddenly pinched Liz’s cheek hard.


  “Huh? Ow! Ow! Ow, that hurts! Onee-chan!”


  Lilith wore her usual frightening smile, one that didn’t reach her eyes at all.


  “Ryuto’s knuckle hit should be considered a reward. Naturally, it’s something to be grateful for. If anything, you should be thanking him.”


  This big sister is terrifying.


  I’d love to just release her somewhere, but since I was the one who picked Lilith up in the first place, there wasn’t much I could do about it now.


  “Anyway, I want to hear your situation,” I said. “What’s going on, Liz? For someone supposedly from a good family, you don’t seem used to eating food with spices. And yet, your education, or rather, your upbringing, seems refined enough.”


  Liz fell silent for a while.


  “Hey, if you don’t want to say it, that’s really fine,” I added.


  “It’s really not something I want to talk about,” Liz said quietly.


  Lilith seemed to ponder something for a moment, then lightly clapped her hands.


  “Liz?”


  “What is it, Lilith onee-chan?”


  “There is.”


  “And what do you mean by ‘there is’?” I asked.


  Lilith pointed at the remaining orc meat on her own plate with her fork.


  “Liz doesn’t have any left. You ate yours at a tremendous speed. But if you’re going to talk, you can have what’s left of mine.”


  No, no, Lilith. It really did seem like she had some kind of trauma. There was no way she’d fall for bait like that.


  Liz shook her head from side to side, her expression turning sorrowful. Of course, being expected to dig up something that painful just for the sake of food would be insulting.


  Body trembling, Liz said with sudden force, “Going back ten years! An elven princess and the son of a beastman king met—”


  You’re gonna talk?!


  And wait, she really is some high-born young lady?!


  Liz glanced up at Lilith as if seeking approval, and Lilith nodded with a smile.


  Instantly, Liz’s fork stabbed into the orc meat.


  “Mmm… mmph mmph…” she mumbled through a mouthful.


  “You can finish chewing before you talk,” I said.


  For a while, Liz focused solely on chewing.


  “By the way, Ryuto onii-chan, are you familiar with the conflict between elves and beastmen?” she asked.


  “They’re both demi-humans who live in the forest. Elves have a magic-based culture, while beastmen rely on brute strength. Long ago, elves were slaves to the beastmen, but in more recent times, elven magical civilization advanced, and they broke free from that rule.”


  “And that’s not where the story ends, right?”


  “Yeah. Now that the elves have gained power and the beastmen still rely on physical strength, it’s not just that they’re evenly matched anymore. The gap is starting to widen.”


  “Yes, and what inevitably follows is…”


  “War,” I said. “No. At that point, you could even call it a massacre. It’s the culmination of long-standing grudges. At that stage, things get ugly.”


  What followed was a war between the frontier beastman nation of MacKinley and the elven nation of Forestreim.


  First, the elven country launched an attack on the beastman nation. As with countless other conflicts fought deep within the remote forests across the world, everyone assumed it would end in an elven victory.


  But this time, the result was different.


  With a troubled expression, Lilith spoke as if spitting the words out.


  “Beastmen are essentially werewolves. In times of war, the vast majority evolved into weretigers. And those who were already exceptional individuals, originally weretigers, evolved further into weretiger kings.”


  Liz nodded. “And the king who ruled over all beastmen evolved into a weresaber-toothed tiger.”


  “A legendary classification among beastmen. If converted to monster rankings, upper SS-rank,” Lilith added, recalling it with clear distaste.


  “The war ended in an overwhelming victory for the beastmen, and the elven nation was ravaged. The princess was offered to the beastman royal family, and I was born from that union. At first, my existence was used as propaganda, a symbol of the beastmen’s victory over the elves. As living proof that their royalty had been violated, well, it was convenient for instilling despair and fear in the elves. But then, a problem arose.”


  “A problem?” I asked.


  “My father and mother truly fell in love. At first, I was told they were in a relationship of captor and captive, a master and sex slave.”


  “And then?”


  “My father, the eldest son of the beastman king, grew more tolerant toward the elves and began advocating various conciliatory policies to improve the treatment of elven slaves. Because of that, he ended up in a very delicate political position. On top of that, he started publicly promoting our family, both domestically and abroad, as an example of a peaceful and hopeful path toward harmony between beastmen and elves…”


  “I see,” I said.


  Lilith nodded at my words and said, “From the beastman nation’s perspective, you became a nuisance. But they couldn’t openly kill the child of the king’s son. And so after various circumstances, you ended up in that slum, where a high-level curse technique nearly killed you.”


  “Are you surprised?” Liz asked. “Those are the kinds of people who are after my life. Even if you and Ryuto onii-chan are strong, it’s not like that changes much.”


  “I’m not surprised,” I replied.


  “If anything, this is pretty much what I expected.”


  “As expected?” Liz repeated.


  “Well, calling them demi-humans makes it a bit imprecise, but as Lilith said, a weresaber-toothed tiger would be classified as an SS+ difficulty target by Adventurers’ Guild standards. It’s the kind of being that could literally pick a fight with an entire nation on its own.”


  “Yes. On their own, they could wipe out a division of a great nation or an elite unit from the Adventurers’ Guild. That’s my grandfather.”


  Lilith and I exchanged a glance, nodded, and shrugged.


  “Ryuto? There’s abnormal military growth in the beastman nation, an evolution of the species. Is this a Great Calamity?” Lilith asked.


  “Remember the ogre incident?” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  “It might be a variant of a Great Calamity, but this isn’t something that occurred naturally.”


  “Then?”


  “This is man-made. No question about it.”


  “Yeah. In that case… As we thought?”


  I gave a firm nod.


  “The ones at the center of this are people like me, those who were given cheat abilities by the goddess upon reincarnation. Since this is something being set in motion by individuals not originally from this world, there’s no way Cordelia, the system meant to preserve the world’s balance, or even gathering all the Heroes of the four directions, could handle it.”


  “The very laws of the world are beginning to break down. If this continues, this series of events could turn into a crisis in which a massive upheaval wipes everything out: the human realm, the demon realm, even the farthest frontiers, just as the witch Merlin of the demon realm and the sage, Liu Kai, foresaw?”


  “That’s about it,” I said.


  Whether it was a Hero, even a great emperor who ruled over the entire continent, or the Grand Guildmaster who commanded the Adventurers’ Guild, leading S-rank adventurers with overwhelming combat power, at the end of the day, they only possessed military strength that fell within the bounds of this world’s norms.


  Frankly speaking, even on my own, I could probably pick a fight with the world and still hold my own. In fact, if I gathered all the people I knew, it wouldn’t even be a stretch to say we could fight on equal footing. No, we’d probably win.


  And the reason for that is simple: I’m a Reincarnator.


  In my case, I started from a situation that was basically trash, so if I’d done things the normal way, I would’ve been doomed. But thanks to playing my cards right, I’ve made it this far.


  That said, there are Reincarnators far more fortunate than me. People like Moses, who didn’t start out as some powerless Villager. And there isn’t just one or two of them.


  I first heard that a Great Calamity could be artificially triggered right after I obtained the God Eater skill, so that was about a year ago.


  If things had gone ideally, I would’ve wanted to devour Beelzebub and then go on to acquire the power of Demon Lords or even greater beings.


  But in reality, that was my time limit.


  Moses is after Cordelia. And he won’t hesitate to use any means necessary.


  The only reason he hasn’t acted against Cordelia yet is because, last time, I died before he could. In other words, the window I set as my time limit, from the very start of my training, was until enrollment at the Magic Academy.


  Even when it comes to the Demon Gods, there’s almost no doubt they’re involved as well.


  So why am I taking it easy like this, away from Cordelia? Well, I’ve taken precautions, at least.


  For now, I don’t need to act just yet.


  Putting that aside, Lilith let out an exasperated sigh and muttered, “This isn’t what I imagined.”


  “Hm?”


  “This time, we were supposed to take on small fry at the Adventurers’ Guild, raise our rank to A or maybe B, and get a title respectable enough that we wouldn’t be underestimated as Cordelia Allston’s escorts. It was supposed to be that kind of carefree little journey.”


  “A carefree little journey? Take this a bit more seriously,” I said, chiding her with a slightly pressing tone. “A lot is riding on this.”


  That said, I wasn’t really in a position to act all high and mighty either. After all, tucked away in my pocket was a book I’d bought from the magic academy shop, packed with local gourmet spots.


  “Um, Ryuto onii-chan?” Liz spoke up hesitantly.


  “What is it?”


  “I haven’t been able to follow this conversation at all.”


  “Don’t worry. For now, you’re safe,” I said.


  “No, but I’m being targeted by a beastman equivalent to an SS-class monster, you know?”


  With a light laugh, I placed my hand gently on Liz’s head.


  Her hair swayed softly, and her eyes widened in surprise. With her characteristically pale elven skin and silky blonde hair, in a few years, she might turn out even more beautiful than Cordelia.


  I cleared my throat, then puffed out my chest.


  “I told you, didn’t I? If I picked you up, then I’ll protect you with everything I’ve got.”


  “But that’s physically impossible, isn’t it? I mean, the king himself won’t come after me, but this is literally like going up against an entire nation—”


  Cutting her off with a sigh, I pointed toward a thicket in the forest.


  “Hey, Liz?”


  “What is it?”


  “Do you know what that monster is?”


  Just then, as if on cue, the perfect specimen appeared.


  “Huh? Ah, ah, ah… That’s an orthros, a mid-tier A-rank subjugation target! Why is something like that here?” Liz stammered.


  Liz’s explanation made it clear enough. Just as she said, it was an Orthros.


  “Why is something like that here?” I echoed.


  There was no way a high-ranking monster like this would just happen to appear in a place like this by chance.


  “Most likely, someone from your bloodline sicced it on you,” I said.


  “Ah…” Liz nodded, as if that made everything fall into place. Then she lowered her lashes, looking apologetic. “Ryuto onii-chan, Lilith onee-chan, I’m sorry. This is all because of me…”


  Ignoring her, I calmly stepped forward toward the Orthros.


  “You’re not planning to fight it, are you?” she asked.


  “What else does it look like?”


  “A-Ah… T-This is reckless! We should run! Let’s all run away!” Liz cried, flustered.


  I let out a small laugh.


  “Just watch. And didn’t I just tell you something?”


  “Huh?”


  “That I’d protect you.”


  “T-That’s impossible, Ryuto onii-chan!”


  I answered her panic with an exasperated smile. “Just watch.”


  “It’s an Orthros! An A-rank! This is beyond reckless. Watch out!”


  The Orthros lunged.


  It stood about two meters tall and four meters long. In appearance, it was just a black dog, but as expected of an A-rank monster, it moved at nearly the speed of sound.


  In a small frontier nation that couldn’t afford to keep A-rank individuals as part of its standing army by guild standards, there were only three possible responses if a monster like this appeared.


  First, they could pay the Adventurers’ Guild a large sum to dispatch top-tier adventurers. Second, they could offer compensation to a major nation and request the deployment of a knight order. Or third, they could abandon the village or town entirely and leave it to its fate.


  Incidentally, the last option was the most cost-effective, which made it the most commonly chosen.


  The Evil Dragon Amanta that I once exterminated was classified as a lower-tier A-rank in terms of subjugation difficulty. In pure combat terms, it wasn’t all that remarkable, but the reason it had been designated a calamity was its immortality beyond the physical body.


  No matter how many times it was defeated, it would return in another era and cause trouble again, making it endlessly troublesome from humanity’s perspective. Well, this time I erased it from the soul itself, so it probably wouldn’t be coming back again.


  “Rahhh!”


  The Orthros charged.


  That’s slow enough to yawn at, I thought, and then actually yawned.


  No feints, no variation, just a straight-line leap. It couldn’t have been more lacking in finesse. It wasn’t the kind of attack you’d use against someone stronger than you.


  Its weapons were its fangs and claws. At this rank, even if either landed cleanly, the best it could manage would be a scratch on me.


  “Here we go.”


  As the Orthros lunged with its jaws wide open, I thrust both hands forward, my right palm catching its upper jaw and my left pressing against the lower. Then I forced its mouth open even wider.


  For a brief instant, confusion flickered across its face, but it still tried to clamp down with full force, its jaw muscles straining. My hands didn’t budge.


  “Hey, mutt? I’ll take away your biggest weapon.”


  “Grr…”


  The moment I let go, my right hook flashed forward.


  Pop.


  With a light sound, the Orthros’s jaw came unhinged. Its lower jaw dangled loosely, swaying back and forth, an oddly surreal sight.


  “Well, that settles it,” I said.


  With its jaw dislocated, the Orthros lashed out at me with its claws. I took the hit head-on, expecting at least a scratch, but to my surprise, there wasn’t a single mark.


  I’d deliberately taken the blow to make it understand the difference in our strength, but coming out completely unscathed was beyond even my expectations.


  If even I was surprised, then the Orthros’s shock was on another level. Its eyes darted, blinking repeatedly before it slowly began to back away.


  “Ryuto?” Lilith called.


  “What is it, Lilith?”


  “I’ve been meaning to say this for a while.”


  “Say what?”


  “At this point, you’re basically a monster. Calling your race human feels like some kind of joke.”


  Yeah, I know.


  But hearing it said outright still stung a little.


  “So what are you going to do?” she asked.


  Following Lilith’s gaze, the Orthros stood there, half on the verge of tears as it watched me cautiously. With its tail drooping to the ground and its posture timid, its entire body trembled faintly.


  “Hey, Lilith?”


  “What?”


  “It looks like a dog, but it’s smart, right?”


  “According to the records, very intelligent. Which is to say, basically just like a dog.”


  “I see.”


  “Alright then,” I muttered, cracking my knuckles.


  At that motion, the Orthros stiffened, letting out a trembling whine. “Hnn…”


  It cried out, as if begging for mercy, and I took a step closer.


  “Hnn…”


  I took another step toward the trembling Orthros.


  “Hnn…”


  I stepped closer still, its eyes brimming with tears.


  “Hnn…”


  When I reached a point just one meter in front of it, I puffed out my chest and commanded, “Sit!”


  At the same moment, a gust of wind swept through the area, born from the shockwave of the Orthros breaking the sound barrier.


  It was a spectacular sight. In a world as vast as this, you wouldn’t often get to see a supersonic sit.


  Without pause, I shouted again.


  “Down!”


  Once more, the wind blasted outward.


  A supersonic down. Just as spectacular.


  The Orthros dropped to the ground, then rolled over, exposing its belly to me.


  A wild beast showing its most vulnerable point, its abdomen, its organs, was a universal sign of submission, something a dog only showed to an absolute superior.


  “The Orthros is showing its belly…” Liz muttered in a daze, her face filled with shock.


  “What’s wrong, Liz?” I asked.


  “You’re not even a monster tamer, and no matter how intelligent a magical beast is, this wouldn’t happen without an overwhelming difference in strength,” she said, her voice distant as she continued.


  “For an A-rank Orthros, you’d need at least a double-rank difference in power. That means SS-rank… or even higher… I mean, something like SSS… That’s not even human anymore. That’s in the realm of demon gods…” Liz trailed off.


  “In other words…” She nodded to herself, satisfied, then burst out, “Ryuto onii-chan is at least SS-rank or even higher. Wait, w-w-w-what?! Huhhh?!”


  She really was quick to catch on. That made things easy.


  Looking down at the Orthros lying on the ground with its belly exposed, I clapped my hands once.


  “Which means tonight’s dinner is dog hot pot.”


  “You’re going to eat it?!” Liz cried.


  “Hm? Canine-type monsters are pretty tasty, you know?”


  Flustered, Liz shot a pleading look toward Lilith.


  “What’s wrong, Liz?” Lilith asked.


  At her words, Liz’s face turned pale as she asked again, “Are you really going to eat it?”


  Lilith nodded.


  “Orthros is an A-rank high-grade material. Its fur, bones, and fangs all sell for high prices as materials. Even its organs. Its liver alone can fetch a gold coin from an apothecary. And its meat is listed among the Ten Delicacies. There’s no reason not to eat it.”


  Liz’s complexion went from pale to ashen.


  “N-No, but… it’s a dog, you know?”


  “Hm? So?” Lilith replied.


  “Well, I mean… I’m also… you know…” Liz faltered.


  Ah, right. Since Liz had beastman blood in her, eating dog would feel wrong to her.


  For us, it’d be like eating a chimpanzee.


  Yeah, that would definitely be unpleasant.


  “Alright, in that case, we won’t eat it,” I said. “We’ll just butcher it here and sell the materials.”


  “Huh?”


  “Hm? What’s wrong, Liz?”


  “You’re going to kill it? But this one is already completely submissive to you, Ryuto onii-chan. Can’t you let it live?” she asked.


  Hmm.


  So killing it wasn’t acceptable either.


  “Then what am I supposed to do?” I asked.


  “Couldn’t we… take it back to town? If you look closely, it’s kind of cute…” Liz suggested.


  What was this girl even saying?


  This was a massive black dog, two meters tall and four meters long.


  Well, maybe it was just a beastman thing, a difference in perspective.


  At a loss, I glanced toward Lilith.


  She let out a sigh before speaking.


  “It is rather cute. I’ve always dreamed of having a pet since I was little. This might be the perfect opportunity.”


  Brutus, you too?!


  Well, Lilith always had a bit of an eccentric streak, so it wasn’t entirely incomprehensible.


  “You two, seriously…” I muttered.


  Liz looked at me with pleading eyes.


  Meanwhile, Lilith stroked the Orthros’s belly as she spoke.


  “Listen carefully, Orthros. That one is the boss.” She pointed at me, then continued, “And I’m number two in the pack. Don’t you ever get that wrong.”


  With that, it seemed the vote on whether to keep it or not had become two against one.


  How did this even happen?


  “Lilith?”


  “What?”


  “You’re seriously planning to take an Orthros into town?”


  “There’s a profession called a monster tamer. I’ve seen one in town before, controlling a demonic wolf.”


  “A C-rank monster like a demonic wolf and an A-rank Orthros are on completely different levels, aren’t they?”


  “There is a way,” Lilith said.


  “Hm?”


  Lilith took out a collar from her Item Box.


  “Ah, I see.”


  “The Shinigami’s Shackles. The pre-evolved form of an Orthros closely resembles a demonic wolf cub. And demonic wolf cubs are in demand not just as pets, but also as guard dogs.”


  What Lilith had taken out was a national-treasure-class artifact, an absurd item that forcibly suppressed a monster’s power and dropped it by one rank.


  “I get it. If it drops a rank, it becomes a B-rank monster, and if properly trained, it could even serve as Liz’s bodyguard.”


  “Exactly.”


  Its primary use was for capturing demonkind prisoners, but I had to admit, this was a clever application.


  “That should do it.”


  Lilith fastened the collar onto the Orthros.


  Light enveloped the area, and the Orthros’s massive body rapidly began to shrink.


  As the light faded, I caught sight of its new form and involuntarily held my breath.


  “It’s just a dog now.”


  Or rather, it looked exactly like a Siberian Husky puppy.


  Yeah, it was just plain cute.


  Wagging its tail, the Orthros leaped at Lilith and began licking her face all over.
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  “Hehe, how cute,” Lilith murmured.


  Now then… I rested a hand on my chin.


  With that, the matter of bringing the Orthros back was settled unanimously: three to zero.


  “As for a name… Orthros is a bit hard to say. Let’s go with Orto.”


  ※※※


  


  That night, after finishing the dishes, I decided to bring up something I’d been wondering about for a while.


  “Hey, Lilith?”


  “What?”


  “Why is it that my spoon and fork are always different every time?”


  I handled the cooking. Lilith took the tableware from the Item Box and set the table. Then I washed the dishes, and Lilith prepared the bedding.


  That was how we divided the housework, but for some reason, my spoon and fork were always brand new each time.


  “I can’t have you using worn-out utensils, Ryuto,” Lilith replied.


  “But the spoons and forks are high-quality silverware, right?”


  “Even so, that’s not acceptable.”


  “Even then, the plates and cups are always the same ones every time, aren’t they? Couldn’t you at least switch things up a bit?”


  Lilith gave an awkward shrug.


  “I’ll be honest.”


  “Honest? What do you mean?”


  “Your used spoons and forks have become part of my collection.”


  “A collection?”


  “Yes, a collection. I keep them carefully stored in my Item Box, without washing them.”


  I’ve got a really bad feeling about this.


  My instincts were telling me not to continue this conversation, but even so, I couldn’t stop myself from asking.


  “What do you mean, Lilith?”


  “There are various ways to enjoy them.”


  “Ways to enjoy them, you say…”


  Ugh. I really don’t want to hear this.


  And yet, I couldn’t stop myself.


  “For example, Ryuto’s spoon.”


  “My spoon?”


  “First, you enjoy the aroma.”


  “Sorry, Lilith. I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Completely ignoring me, Lilith continued explaining how she enjoyed her collection.


  “Next is tasting.”


  “Tasting?!”


  “And then… various things… Really, all sorts of things.”


  “Various things like what?” I asked.


  Lilith nodded.


  “That’s something I can’t tell you. I’m still a woman, after all. I have at least a minimum sense of modesty.”


  “Sorry, Lilith. I’ll say it again. I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Then should I explain a little more?”


  “No, you don’t have to.”


  If I heard any more, I was certain I wouldn’t be able to keep traveling with her.


  So I chose not to ask.


  Clutching my head, I crouched down on the spot.


  “What’s wrong, Ryuto? Headache? A cold?” Lilith asked, sounding concerned.


  As she stepped closer to me—


  Whack.


  A dry sound rang out.


  “Ack?!”


  An uppercut.


  Letting out a sound utterly unfitting for one of the story’s heroines, Lilith was launched several meters into the air.


  A moment later, she hit the ground with a heavy thud.


  “Take them out,” I said.


  “Take them out? What?” she asked.


  “All of it. Your collection.”


  “No.”


  “Want me to hit you again?”


  “If anything, that would be a reward.”


  Right, she’s a total masochist!


  Seriously, what is wrong with her?!


  “Just do it! That’s an order!” I snapped.


  “An order? Domination?” Lilith’s cheeks suddenly flushed.


  “What’s with you, Lilith?”


  “Hehe… Ryuto is ordering me… trying to bring me under his control… trying to bind me… hehe… hehehe… hehe…” she giggled, her face melting into an almost ecstatic expression no girl her age should ever show.


  This is honestly terrifying. Someone, help.


  Ignoring my confusion, Lilith began pulling spoons and forks out of her Item Box.


  There were 257 sets.


  “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m taking responsibility for disposing of all of this,” I said.


  “My collection…” Lilith murmured, teary-eyed.


  Completely ignoring her, I stuffed the spoons and forks into a bag.


  Every last one was made of silver. If I sold them once we got back to town, they’d fetch a decent price.


  “The ones I used during that meal… These, right?”


  “Yes.”


  Taking out a single set of spoon and fork, I handed them to Lilith. Naturally, they hadn’t been washed yet.


  “Wash them right now and store them in your Item Box. Until they break, just keep bringing out that same set.”


  With a dissatisfied look, Lilith nodded.


  “Understood.”


  ※※※


  


  The next morning.


  The spoon and fork set before me were completely brand new.


  I brought my fist down squarely on Lilith’s head.


  And just like that, we set off on our way back to town.


  ※※※


  


  The following day, for the time being, we returned to the Magic Academy. As for Liz, we had her take temporary refuge in Lilith’s dorm room.


  While making various preparations, I was summoned by the dorm supervisor in charge of first-years.


  It didn’t take much to figure out why. I’d been skipping classes and hanging around the Adventurers’ Guild for the past two weeks, so I was sure I was about to get chewed out.


  Though honestly, attendance requirements and credit calculations were things I’d agonized over plenty back in my college days, so there was no way I’d mess that up. It was really none of their concern.


  The moment I stepped into the dorm supervisor’s office, a furious shout came flying at me.


  “Student Ryuto Maclaine! You… Just what kind of relationship do you have with Lady Cordelia?!”


  “What kind of relationship? We’re just childhood friends.”


  “Anyway, head to the girls’ dorm immediately! You’ve been specifically summoned by Lady Cordelia!” the dorm supervisor barked.


  “The girls’ dorm? Isn’t she currently dispatched with the Holy Knights?”


  “I don’t know either, but it seems she suddenly returned! Apparently, she’s staying in the girls’ dorm all day today just to see you! Go there now, immediately!”


  And so, in the reception room of the girls’ dorm, Cordelia and I sat facing each other across a table.


  “Sorry, Ryuto,” Cordelia said the moment she opened her mouth.


  “What’s with all this? And you look terrible. Seriously, have you been eating properly?”


  She had dark circles under her eyes, rough skin, and a pale complexion, ruining what should have been a beautiful face.


  “Hey, Ryuto?”


  “Yeah? What is it?”


  “I… I’m thinking of quitting the Magic Academy. I think today will be the last time I see you.”


  What is this idiot suddenly talking about?


  As I sat there speechless, Cordelia murmured sadly, “I’m a Hero, right?”


  “Yeah, you are.”


  “But right now, I’ve been completely left behind by you, even though you’re supposed to be just a Villager.”


  Watching her troubled expression, I asked, “And how does that lead to you quitting the academy?”


  Realistically, that would be a serious problem.


  If I couldn’t keep her within reach, protecting her would become much harder. Even for me, if something went down hundreds or thousands of kilometers away and she got herself into trouble, I wouldn’t be able to help.


  “The Holy Knights are the best environment for me right now if I want to grow stronger. Nothing else even comes close. I… don’t have time to keep wasting away in a place like this.”


  “I’m telling you, for your own good, you should reconsider.”


  Once things settle down a bit, I’m planning to put Cordelia through my own training program.


  I don’t know what kind of people the Holy Knights are, but I doubt they can provide anything better than what I can.


  Well, unless they’re dealing with something as forbidden as a Hero’s fall from grace, but I don’t think anyone in this world, aside from the people I know, has ever reached the farthest edge of the extreme regions: the Twilight Void.


  “Reconsider? Why?” Cordelia asked.


  “Because staying near me is definitely better for you,” I said.


  Cordelia lowered her gaze, her lashes trembling.


  “That’s exactly why I don’t have time to be associating with a Villager.”


  “No time to associate with me?” I repeated.


  “I’m a Hero, and no matter how strong you are, there’s still a higher realm beyond that. I have to aim for that level. And time is limited. So I can’t afford to keep wasting it. I don’t have time to stay involved with you. If I think about efficiency, this is the only choice.”


  I let out a deep sigh.


  “Hey, Cordelia?”


  “What?”


  “Then why didn’t you just leave without saying anything? And why is your right eye twitching like that?”


  “My right eye? What about it?”


  Whenever you lie, that part always twitches. Hasn’t changed since back then.


  And you’re still playing with the ends of your hair whenever you’re troubled.


  There’s no doubt about it. She’s caught up in something right now.


  “Well then. I guess this is goodbye,” Cordelia said, standing up as if to end the conversation.


  “Hey, Cordelia?”


  “What?”


  “You’re not going to ask me to help? You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”


  At my words, her eyes welled up for a moment.


  She looked relieved, like she was about to say something, but then she shook her head.


  “I’m not in any trouble.”


  “Am I still that unreliable to you?”


  Cordelia turned her back to me and headed for the exit.


  “Goodbye, Ryuto.”


  I drained my coffee, then slammed the cup down onto the table.


  “Yeah, I get it now.”
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  Chapter 6: Two Reincarnators


  

  The base camp of Zero and her knights was located on the edge of a region that served as a buffer zone between the eastern and western religions.


  This buffer zone was known to the world as a forsaken land. Due to historical circumstances stemming from past religious wars, those who harbored deep hatred toward the Western nations launched relentless attacks against them in the name of their god, wiping out frontier villages and at times attacking merchant caravans.


  In reality, however, these armed groups had no clear chain of command, merely loose gatherings of individuals, scarcely more than small independent factions. That was precisely what troubled the Western nations.


  If a nation were viewed as a single living organism—say, a mammal—then its head would be the political center, and in wars between nations, eliminating that head would bring the conflict to an end. But in this case, the armed groups could not be regarded as a single organism.


  Rather, they were like a massive swarm of amoebas, united only by a shared purpose: harassing the Western nations. No matter how many individual “amoebas” were crushed, it would never end, an endless game of whack-a-mole.


  On top of that, this land was also home to numerous refugee villages and settlements, where distinguishing harmless refugees from dangerous elements proved extremely difficult, further complicating any effort to eliminate the armed groups.


  With no viable solution, the damage caused by these forces continued to grow.


  In the end, it was deemed unavoidable under the circumstances, and what was deployed was an unofficial knight order of the Holy Church.


  The orders given to Zero and her group at the time of their formation were exceedingly simple: No methods are off-limits. Exterminate the heretical lawless. Act with full awareness of what it means to be an unofficial unit.


  And so, while they had slaughtered countless lawless individuals, they had killed far more innocent people.


  That said, one could also argue that they had prevented future tragedies caused by such lawless elements before they could occur, and that within the Holy Church, quite a few praised their achievements. Even so, those so-called merits were merely a matter of convenience for the Western nations, a one-sided perspective held only by them.


  Naturally, in this forsaken land, public opinion of them was completely unanimous. In other words, the Kansai Union had become synonymous with the Grim Reaper here, so feared that even a crying child would fall silent at the name.


  Rewinding time to several days before Cordelia bade farewell to Ryuto, the village was burning.


  As usual, the Holy Knights were carrying out a massacre without distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants.


  Seated on a bench in the burning village square, a bespectacled man, Moses, spoke to Zero.


  “Your methods are rather distasteful,” he said.


  “Hm? Distasteful? What are you on about?” Zero replied.


  “All the men are impaled and left on display. The women have the tendons in their limbs cut, then are stripped and thrown into groups of aroused goblins and orcs to be used as breeding stock. Or they’re taken back as sex slaves and sold off once they’re no longer of interest. I can’t think of any other way to describe it but distasteful.”


  “Well, those are the orders. If we don’t wipe them out thoroughly, it’ll never end.”


  “Still, people do change. If I recall, you used to be a high school girl attending a well-known college-preparatory academy in Kansai, right?”


  “That was a long time ago.”


  “You’re forcing yourself, aren’t you?”


  “Forcing myself? What are you talking about?”


  “If I remember correctly, it was a private school starting from middle school, wasn’t it? Must have been quite demanding, studying every day like that.”


  “My dad was a doctor and pretty strict about it. Exam season was really rough. Starting in the spring of my third year, I calculated my attendance so I wouldn’t get held back, skipped school, and studied about fifteen hours a day,” Zero said.


  “You skipped school in order to study?” Moses asked.


  “At our level, we’d already finished the entire university entrance curriculum by halfway through second year. From there, the most efficient approach was self-study.”


  “That’s a world I can’t quite relate to…”


  Zero gazed up at the sky, her eyes distant.


  “Well, I ended up here after getting caught in a train derailment on the day of my Kyoto University medical exam.”


  “So your youth was spent at a desk. You lived a rather repressed life.”


  “I won’t deny it. And thanks to that, I’m doing whatever I want here in this world. The rebound, you could say. Before reincarnating, my life was just doing whatever my dad told me.”


  “From a brilliant girl aiming to become a doctor to a mass murderer leading a band of rogue knights,” Moses remarked.


  At that, Zero let out a small, self-deprecating laugh.


  “Yeah, maybe it’s all just backlash from being suppressed. Truth is, I was probably already a bit warped even back in Japan, and that just came out here in the form of wanting freedom.”


  “Doing as you please, huh? Then let me ask, why don’t you take part in the festivities?”


  “Because it’s more fun to watch.”


  “Then let me rephrase. For someone who values freedom as much as you do, why belong to an organization?”


  “Because it’s cool.”


  “Cool?”


  “It’s a Holy Knight order, but we go around doing completely ruthless, over-the-top things. It just hits that chuunibyou nerve, you know?”


  “I see. Then why is it that your strength has only reached around the lower tier of S-rank?”


  At that, Zero fell silent, a crease forming between her brows.


  “What are you trying to say? It’s not like my strength changes just because I don’t raise my level,” she said.


  “What I’m trying to say is, aren’t you forcing yourself after all? To me, what you’re doing just looks like… Well, perhaps that’s not something I should be the one to say,” Moses replied.


  With that, he gave a small cough, as if to signal the end of small talk.


  “So, how is it progressing?”


  “I’m getting her used to killing humans first. Sounds like she’s only ever hunted bounties before.”


  Moses let out an exasperated remark.


  “You, of all people, talking about killing humans…”


  “Hm? What was that?”


  “No, it’s nothing. Needless to say, you can ignore the Hero training program proposed by the World Union and the Holy Church.”


  “Even if you say ignore it, up to a certain point it’s the same as the training program you proposed, right, Moses?” Zero said.


  “Yes. It seems they intend to turn her into a true berserker.”


  “Which is why I’m saying it’s the same up to that point.”


  “That’s true, but it diverges after that. If she follows their program, which remains within the bounds of conventional thinking, she’ll inevitably reach her growth limit within those same bounds.”


  “But in the end, Cordelia’s just a native, right? It’s not like she has one of those balance-breaking skills as we do. So why go that far?” Zero asked.


  “She’s a Hero. Most of us Reincarnators are born into advanced classes, but for some reason, Heroes don’t appear among us.”


  “If things go the way you’re planning, sure, you might create a balance-breaking native. But wouldn’t that just mean there’s one more person like us?” Zero said.


  “The fact that she’s a native is precisely what gives it meaning. You’re not someone who fails to understand why, are you?”


  “Fine. But do you really think it’ll go that smoothly?”


  Without responding to Zero’s words, Moses simply smiled.


  “By the way, that secret Hero training program you’re pushing, among Reincarnators, they call it ‘Downfall,’ right?” Zero asked.


  “Yes. Downfall, as in decline,” Moses replied.


  “A fitting name, I suppose. Though personally, I think ‘reversal,’ ‘turnover,’ suits it better.”


  “That’s fitting as well. In any case, I’ll leave Cordelia in your care.”


  A few minutes passed after Moses left the square.


  Amid the blazing crimson flames, Zero pulled out a bottle of red wine and began drinking straight from it.


  “Phew…”


  As she gazed over the village filled with screams and chaos, she looked up at the sky, clearly bored.


  Then, Cordelia appeared, her entire body stained red with blood, her face twisted in fury.


  “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded.


  “What do you mean, ‘what is the meaning’?” Zero replied.


  “This village was supposed to be a hidden base for criminals disrupting the western buffer zone, wasn’t it? There really was an A-rank adventurer here.”


  “And? What are you getting at?”


  Putting on an innocent expression, Zero deflected, but Cordelia pressed forward.


  “This village is just an ordinary one, isn’t it? That A-rank adventurer just happened to be visiting. That’s all it was.”


  “They’re still heretics either way. If there’s experience to gain, you hunt. Simple as that.”


  “Where is the justification in this? There isn’t even a shred of some so-called righteous cause here!” Cordelia shot back.


  Zero gave an exasperated shrug.


  “That’s just how heretics in the buffer zone are treated. They’re basically refugees with nowhere to go and no nation to belong to. Not just the West, even the eastern countries would probably find it more convenient if everyone around here just got wiped out,” Zero said.


  Cordelia trembled, then raised her sword toward Zero.


  “I can’t stay affiliated with you any longer. This time, I killed an A-rank adventurer. I’ve convinced myself it was the result of a proper duel between warriors, but…”


  “What are you saying, getting all soft like that? This time, I only had you handle the A-rank target, but from now on, you’ll be taking part in the massacres too.”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “What do you mean, what? I’ve got a job to do: your training project. That means you’ll have to do your part.”


  “No matter how many non-combatants you kill, your level won’t go up,” Cordelia said.


  Raising a finger, Zero clicked her tongue.


  “Title Skill: Berserker.”


  Cordelia’s breath caught.


  “You mean the title skill earned by continuing to slaughter defenseless non-combatants, Berserker? There’s no way I could do something like that!”


  “You will. Kill a thousand non-combatants, and your attack power alone goes up by 1.25 times from the title effect.”


  “That’s absurd.”


  As Cordelia bit her lip, Zero broke into a cruel grin.


  “You can’t come to terms with it, can you?”


  “If they’re wanted criminals, I can accept fighting humans. But this?”


  “Whether they’re serious criminals or not doesn’t matter. Anyone who fights back is a heretic. And women and children who don’t fight back are just well-trained heretics. That kind of thinking is important.”


  “Isn’t that completely insane?”


  “I already told you, didn’t I? What are you even saying? We’ve got official approval from the Holy Church. Anything goes when it comes to heretics. Wiping out all the rogue elements in this region, including non-combatants, is the dirty job we’ve been assigned. Someone’s got to do it.”


  Cordelia glared at Zero.


  “I’ll make this clear while we’re at it,” she said.


  “Hm? What is it?”


  “I hate you. I can’t agree with a single thing you’ve said.”


  “Then I’ll be clear too while we’re at it,” Zero replied. “I hate goody-two-shoes like you.”


  Zero rose from the bench and drove a kick into Cordelia’s lower abdomen.


  “Hate them!”


  “Guh—”


  Cordelia doubled over, and Zero kicked her again in the back.


  “You remind me of how I used to be, and that’s what pisses me off the most.”


  Thud.


  A soccer-style kick slammed into her ribs, and a strained gasp escaped Cordelia’s lungs.


  “Well, the higher-ups did ask me to train you. So for now, I’ll make you learn your place the hard way.”


  Crunch.


  With a sickening sound, another kick drove into Cordelia’s cheek. Blood spilled from her mouth, likely from a cut inside.


  The beating continued, with punches and kicks raining down.


  After several minutes, as blood scattered, Cordelia endured the pain with clenched teeth.


  “Well? After taking that much, you get it now?” Zero said.


  Despite the bruises blooming across her face, Cordelia glared back at her once more.


  “I won’t bend my convictions through violence. Let me ask you, how do I leave this knight order?”


  “This knight order runs on strength. That means all authority rests with the strongest. Me,” Zero replied. “Personnel decisions are mine too, though I’ve outsourced them to the vice-captain since it’s a hassle. But in your case, there’s no such thing as resigning through a request.”


  “…”


  “Well, don’t make such a sad face. You do have a chance, you know?” Zero said. “Leadership positions here are decided through private duels. Any kind of overthrow is permitted in those matches.”


  “Then, if I defeat the vice-captain in a duel?” Cordelia asked.


  “You’d become the vice-captain, and you’d be able to approve your own resignation. Even I couldn’t object in that case.”


  “Then I’ll challenge the vice-captain.”


  At that, Zero gave a wicked smile.


  “However, the vice-captain is among the very top of S-rank. On top of that, they have the same special skill as me: Invisible. Your base ability is nowhere near theirs, and you wouldn’t be able to deal with that skill, would you? It’d be like fighting blindfolded. The gap between you is absolute. You wouldn’t stand a chance. And if you fail to overthrow them, the loser gets killed and becomes experience for the winner. Then the corpse gets tossed into the pig trough.”


  “Is there no other way? I don’t want to stay here any longer. I don’t even want to breathe the same air as you,” Cordelia said.


  Zero let out an exasperated laugh.


  “Stubborn, aren’t you? Looks like you still haven’t had enough pain. Though if I push it any further, it’ll just turn into torture, and once that kind of loser mentality gets too deeply ingrained, the conditions needed for a turnover are completely lost.”


  “Turnover?”


  “Don’t worry about it. You’ll understand when the time comes. Now then, what to do?” Zero clapped her hands lightly. “For someone like you, it’s more effective to break you from the outside than go at you directly. How about this? I start picking off the people around you one by one until you fall in line.”


  At those words, Cordelia’s brow twitched upward.


  “The people around me?”


  “You’ve got parents, siblings, relatives back in your hometown, right? And that magic academy of yours, what was it called? A girl your age, and on top of that, a beauty like you… Surely, you’ve got at least one boyfriend, don’t you?”


  At that, a clear note of unease crept into Cordelia’s expression.


  Her brows drew tight, and she bit down hard on her lower lip as if enduring something.


  “Oh? Looks like I hit the mark. Alright, let’s go with that.”


  As Zero nodded to herself in satisfaction, Cordelia let out something close to a groan.


  “That’s not fair, is it?”


  “Hm? What was that?”


  “The people around me have nothing to do with this, do they?”


  Zero shook her head.


  “You’ve got some nerve. Didn’t anyone teach you as a kid that when you’re asking someone for something, you kneel and beg? Guess some brats never learned their manners.”


  Her shoulders trembling, Cordelia turned her gaze toward the divine sword lying on the ground.


  “Don’t bother. The moment you pick up that sword and resist, you’ll be crossing the River Styx within ten seconds.”


  Cordelia stared at the sword for several seconds, then slowly shook her head.


  And just as Zero said, she dropped to her knees on the spot.


  She placed her hands on the ground, then moved to press her head down as well, but her face twisted in anguish.


  She had bitten her lip so hard that a thin line of blood dripped onto the ground.


  Cordelia froze there for several seconds.


  “Well? Are you going to bow or not?” Zero pressed.


  Cordelia remained frozen for a few more seconds.


  Anger.


  Fear.


  And the resignation born of her own helplessness.


  Her emotions tangled together, Cordelia’s face twisted into something indescribable as she pressed her forehead against the ground.


  “Please… stop. Just don’t lay a hand on the people I care about… Please… That’s all I ask…”


  Zero raised her right leg high into the air above the kneeling Cordelia.


  A downward heel strike.


  Cordelia’s skull was crushed between the ground and Zero’s heel.


  Dirt burst upward, forming a crater about a meter wide.


  “So in the end, you bow to threats, to violence,” Zero muttered, a faint trace of loneliness in her expression.


  “…”


  “Hm? What’s wrong?”


  “…”


  “You passed out? Even as a Hero, you’re not that sturdy, huh? Well, whatever. I’ll give you a week. Go get your affairs in order.”


  “…”


  “Though I guess you can’t answer. Anyway, the reason you’re so soft is that you’ve been living a cushy life surrounded by worthless people. Cut off every one of those ties so you don’t get sentimental. You’ll be living here from now on.”


  And so, Cordelia was forced to return to the Magic Academy and her hometown to settle her affairs.


  Time passed.


  Several days had gone by since Cordelia said her farewell to Ryuto and the others.


  ※※※


  


  Right now, I stood in the base camp’s square, facing the vice-captain.


  Around us were roughly twenty knights as spectators, along with about fifty of their women.


  And Zero.


  “This knight order runs on strength. That’s right, isn’t it, Commander?” I said, pointing my sword at the vice-captain.


  Grinning, Zero answered, “That’s right.”


  “Leadership changes are decided only through private duels. Any form of overthrow is permitted. That’s correct, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  “And the vice-captain oversees personnel authority, including decisions about leaving the order. That’s what you said before, correct?”


  “However, the vice-captain is among the very top of S-rank. On top of that, they’ve got a special skill. The gap between you is absolute; you don’t stand a chance. If your overthrow fails, the loser dies and becomes experience for the winner. You’re prepared for that, right?”


  I already knew all that.


  Still, the Holy Church had entrusted Zero with my development. If I died, she’d likely face serious consequences from above.


  In that sense, there was a chance I might not be killed, but that was nothing more than wishful thinking.


  Even without intent to kill, people die from the slightest misstep. And in a life-or-death duel within this knight order, there was no way anyone would hold back.


  “If I keep running, nothing will change. If I don’t fight, nothing will begin.”


  Murmuring that, I gave a firm nod.


  Even Ryuto, no matter how strong he was, wouldn’t stand a chance against Zero.


  No, that’s not it.


  I can’t go on relying on Ryuto forever. The reason I said goodbye to him was to discipline that weak part of myself that kept depending on him, to cut off my escape and steel my resolve.


  There was no way I could defeat Zero. But against the vice-captain, it wasn’t impossible.


  Even without the Invisible skill, he was said to be among the very top of S-rank. Compared to me, who had only just barely surpassed A-rank, the difference between us was roughly one full rank. On a battlefield, it would take five to ten people working together just to match him.


  But looked at another way, if ten or twenty people ganged up on him, he was still within the realm of someone who could be killed with a sword. In that case, with the right strategy, the gap wasn’t completely insurmountable.


  And I had a plan.


  “Come at me!”


  The moment I spoke, the vice-captain vanished from my sight. It seemed the overthrow had begun.


  Faint footsteps reached my ears. He seemed to be using a stealth skill to suppress his sound as much as possible, but the skill level wasn’t perfect, and if I focused, I could still hear it.


  Relying on that sound, I leaped backward just before we entered each other’s range, widening the distance between us.


  I was outmatched in raw ability, and I couldn’t even see my opponent. It was a hopeless situation, but there was one way.


  “Then I’ll just close my eyes.”


  Ryuto wasn’t just a monster in terms of stats. On top of that, his swordsmanship far surpassed that of ordinary close-combat fighters.


  The flow of air. Footsteps. The scent of the opponent.


  He read his opponent’s movements not just through all five senses, but even through a sixth sense, a kind of combat intuition built on experience.


  He must have walked an unimaginable path to reach that level, going beyond human territory and even monster-inhabited regions, stepping into the so-called extreme lands, where beings beyond the supernatural—no, transcendent beings—were said to roam. With death always at his side, he continued hunting stronger opponents, raising his level to the very limits humanity could reach.


  There was no way I could replicate that journey. Naturally, the number of life-and-death battles he had survived was different from mine.


  But it was also true that I had spent every day fighting monsters in life-or-death struggles.


  When it came to the number of battles and experience, I wasn’t inferior. If that was the case, there was no reason I couldn’t do what he could.


  I sharpened my senses other than sight to their utmost limits, felt the searing atmosphere of a deadly battlefield at the level of my soul, and carved that danger into my mind to awaken my sixth sense.


  I took a slow breath, and the moment I opened my eyes, I leaped diagonally forward and swung my sword.


  Here!


  Just now, I had avoided the vice-captain’s downward strike, and my counterattack should have struck his abdomen in a sweeping slash.


  But from the sensation transmitted through the blade and the blood clinging to it, the wound I dealt was shallow. At most, the blade had only cut through about a centimeter beneath the skin, far from enough to incapacitate him.


  Then, I heard the spectators speaking around me.


  “Mind’s eye, huh. That’s swordsmanship from the realm they call Swordmaster.”


  “Swordmaster? Isn’t that a title you reach only after dedicating decades to the sword as a Sword Saint? And that little girl’s already there?”


  “Isn’t that exactly what makes a Hero, someone born with an abnormal talent? It’s been ten years since the divine oracle. There’s nothing strange about it.”


  “If the vice-captain’s Invisible has been broken, then—”


  “No need to worry. If anything, the one being cornered is Cordelia,” Zero said.


  “But she was the one who struck first, wasn’t she?”


  Zero understood it well. The difference in raw ability was overwhelming, so even without Invisible, the balance of power hadn’t changed. In that case, it worked better if they continued believing I couldn’t deal with Invisible.


  After all, my plan had been to exploit that very assumption… to catch him off guard while he underestimated me and finish it in a single strike.


  At that moment, the vice-captain dispelled Invisible and revealed himself before me.


  “I didn’t expect my Invisible to be completely neutralized. Perhaps I should commend you as befits a Hero.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied.


  The vice-captain sheathed his sword at his waist.


  Oh. So that’s how it is.


  A bead of cold sweat ran down my cheek.


  What he was about to use was a draw-cut technique.


  On top of the trajectory being unreadable, the key advantage of that attack lay in accelerating the blade within the sheath. A sword already near top speed would be released without warning and without a readable path. Truly a one-strike kill.


  “Then I’ll follow your lead,” I said.


  I, too, sheathed my sword at my waist, mirroring him.


  “This will be a contest of speed. You understand that in raw ability, I hold an overwhelming advantage, don’t you? Are you sane?”


  I said nothing, fixing him with a glare.


  We were both staking everything on a single strike. The outcome would be decided in an instant, like a flash of lightning.


  Of course, the chances of one of us dying were extremely high. Even so, I didn’t dislike this sensation, the prickling tension running down my back.


  “Hm. That’s not the face of someone prepared to die. Your eyes are set on the future ahead,” the vice-captain observed.


  I didn’t respond. Instead, I simply recalled her from my memories.


  Lilith’s Golden Roar: Dragus Genocide.


  That spell converted all of her mana into a single magical strike. For a mage, mana was their lifeline, so if the attack failed to finish the opponent, it became a reckless, all-or-nothing blow that discarded defense entirely in favor of a one-hit kill. For someone as slender as her, it was a style that didn’t suit her at all. Yet in a way, it was the ultimate show of boldness.


  And in truth, I had learned quite a bit from that technique. The way it combined spell structures to fully burst all the magical power within the body had been a revelation.


  My Berserker Mode was a technique that brought rampaging magical power under my will’s control. Some time ago, I realized something. What would happen if, in that state, I pushed that rampaging power into a full burst like her technique?


  Originally, Berserker Mode enhanced physical ability under strict time limits due to the strain on the body and the consumption of mana. But what I was about to do wasn’t something as mild as a time limit.


  I had to stake everything on a single strike.


  “I’ll show you the true Bloody Princess Berserker.”


  “I see,” the vice-captain murmured.


  I unleashed the magical power throughout my body, and my eyes turned a deep crimson.


  Then, using Lilith’s spell structure as a reference, I channeled mana into my muscle tissue, and the moment it reached a certain threshold, I triggered an explosive full burst.


  “Very well, Bloody Princess Berserker.”


  “Yes. Let’s begin.”


  The instant my words ended, tension ran through both of us, and at the same time, we drew our swords from their sheaths.


  One second later, Zero let out an impressed sigh.


  “Heh.”


  The sound of her applause echoed around us.


  “I actually predicted this outcome using my future simulation skill. Assuming no one dies, this is the one correct answer out of twenty thousand possibilities. Honestly, I’m impressed.”


  At that moment, the vice-captain’s sword, the one I had knocked into the air, fell back down and stabbed deeply into the ground.


  “So your draw-cut was aimed at my sword from the start?” he asked, his voice faint and unfocused.


  “That’s why I was able to catch you off guard. I used a few tricks, but even so, I can’t reach the top tier of S-rank head-on.”


  Zero’s applause grew louder as I gave a small bow in acknowledgment, wiped the blood from my blade with a cloth, and sheathed it at my waist.


  “Well then, Zero. I’ll be taking my leave.”


  The truth was, I didn’t want to stay here a second longer.


  As I turned to leave, Zero called out to me from behind.


  “Hold on a second.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’m not letting you leave.”


  I stopped, speechless.


  What is she even saying?


  “What? What do you mean? You just said you’d allow me to leave—”


  “I did say that, personally.”


  “Then what does that mean?!”


  “I’m the one who made the rules here. That’s the agreement this knight order was founded on. So, personnel authority is handled by the vice-captain, to whom I’ve delegated it. That applies to normal members, but your case is a bit different.”


  “…”


  “What I’m saying is, you’re a provisional member under the knight order’s custody. Your official affiliation is with the Holy Church headquarters. You’ve just been dispatched here, so naturally, I personally don’t have any authority over your status.”


  “Then why didn’t you stop that duel earlier?”


  “Oh, that?” Zero smiled lightly. “As the commander, I’ve got a duty to consider the mental well-being and morale of my troops. An event like that, such an entertaining wager, I couldn’t very well spoil it, could I?”


  “T-That’s…”


  My knees gave out beneath me.


  “What was the point of me steeling myself and fighting?”


  The people around me didn’t even try to hide their scorn, contempt, and ridicule.


  Soft snickers and outright laughter echoed around me.


  When I looked up, Zero was grinning as well, her expression twisted and ugly.


  Frustration welled up, and tears began to spill.


  “Haha, isn’t it funny? Makes you laugh, right? My dad was one of those strict education types> Back in middle school, I wanted to join a club. Tennis, you know. He told me I could if I got top of the class on the exams, so I studied like crazy. And when I finally did it, he goes, ‘Didn’t think you’d actually manage it. Now you’ve got a shot at a national university’s medical school, so there’s no time for club activities.’ Anyway, you probably don’t get what I’m saying, but stuff like this is funny, right? Makes you laugh, doesn’t it?”


  My vision blurred with tears.


  All I could do was slam my fist into the ground.


  “Damn it… Damn it! I thought I was finally going to be free from this place. So there’s… no way out?”


  If I stayed here, I would be forced to take part in the slaughter of non-combatants.


  It was true that Zero and the others were acting within the bounds of legality, following the logic of politics.


  I understood the argument that dirty work was necessary, but I couldn’t accept that this was the right way to do it.


  And yet, when asked what should be done instead, I had no answer.


  But at the very least, I could say this much with certainty: I couldn’t stand the Holy Church’s method of making annihilation the default.


  Now then… I thought.


  There weren’t many options left to me.


  One was to obey Zero, to let this knight order stain both my body and mind. If I chose that, I would have to take part in the slaughter of non-combatants.


  Another option was to flee the order and cut myself off from society somewhere deep in the mountains. But in that case, my parents back home would suffer greatly. No, judging from what Zero had said before, the people at the Magic Academy and my classmates might be targeted as well.


  And the final option was suicide. It was a simple choice that wouldn’t trouble anyone else, but it came with the worst possible drawback. It would cost me everything.


  As I considered my options, only one word filled my mind: despair.


  “There’s no use. I have no moves left.”


  No matter which path I took, the future that awaited me was nothing but a hellish one. Every choice led to ruin, every ending equally catastrophic, and I couldn’t choose any of them.


  I’d been raised as a Hero, only to be discarded by those at the center before I even realized it, and now I was about to be made an accomplice to slaughter.


  What even is my life? What have I been fighting for, risking my life in this world? Why am I even fighting?


  Tears spilled endlessly, refusing to stop.


  At the same time, I heard something within me snap.


  “Whatever. I don’t care anymore. Let it all fall apart.”


  So this is what it means to be completely trapped…


  Just as I was about to give up entirely—


  —Screams erupted all around me.


  Then, through my blurred vision, a certain scene came into view.


  It was as if a massive tornado had swept everything up—sand, gravel, anything in its path—except instead of debris, it was people being flung in every direction, dozens of meters through the air. In other words, the elite members of the Holy Church under Zero’s command were being tossed around like ragdolls.


  “Agh!”


  One was hurled into a grove, smashing through several trees and foaming at the mouth.


  “Bugh!”


  Another was launched straight up over a hundred meters, only to fall headfirst and cave in his skull.


  “Gyaaaaah!”


  “Argh!”


  “Gah!”


  One after another, the knights were struck and sent flying in all directions. In the blink of an eye, half the order had been blown away, and then, as if nothing had happened, a man calmly walked toward us.


  The moment I recognized him, tears welled up again, different from before.


  No. Maybe, in a way, these were still tears of frustration.


  “Hey, Ryuto? Why did you come? I told you we wouldn’t be seeing each other again, didn’t I?”


  “If you’re asking why, it’s simple. You’re in trouble.”


  Seriously, why is he always like this?


  “So, how much of my situation do you understand?”


  “You remember that pendant I gave you?”


  “This one?”


  “Yeah. It actually works as a communication device too. I’ve got a general idea of what’s going on from that.”


  Stalker, much?


  I almost said it out loud.


  No, honestly, that did creep me out a little. But when I really thought about it, being watched would be unacceptable no matter who it was, and yet, if it was Ryuto, somehow it didn’t bother me that much.


  At that moment, I realized something was wrong.


  The fact that I could think that way so honestly, from the bottom of my heart… Did that mean I was already too far gone myself?


  Feeling drained, I turned to Ryuto.


  “But this time, even you can’t do anything about it.”


  “Hey, Cordelia?”


  “What?”


  Ryuto’s expression softened slightly, tinged with loneliness.


  “I’ve helped you a few times now, right?”


  “Yeah, I guess you have.”


  “But you’ve never once asked me for help. Every time, I’ve just stepped in on my own.”


  “Now that you mention it… Yeah, I guess that’s true.”


  “Then rely on me once in a while.”


  “That’s what I’m saying. This time… Even you can’t handle it…”


  Still wearing that faintly lonely expression, Ryuto looked at me.


  “Am I really that unreliable?”


  “Hey, you know what’s going on, right?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Then you should know it’s impossible! Even you can’t deal with something like that… that monster! There’s no way you can!”


  “But on paper, it’s only lower S-rank, right?”


  “Are you serious? The opponent is a monster that can read every possibility on the battlefield and keep choosing the optimal move… a monster that makes the difference in stats meaningless… something that bends the very laws of this world!”


  “That’s exactly why I’m telling you. Rely on me a little. Stop deciding everything on your own and carrying it all by yourself.”


  “But…”


  “I’ll ask you again. Am I really that unreliable?”


  “But I’m a Hero… and you’re just a Villager… This isn’t how things are supposed to be. It’s all wrong. And besides, Zero is completely beyond anything normal…”


  “I’m a Villager, and you’re a Hero. Yeah, maybe that’s strange. But we’re childhood friends. And I’m a man, you’re a woman. Does wanting to protect someone important really sound that strange to you?”


  “But… Zero is still on another level. You’ve never seen her in person…”


  At that, Ryuto’s expression turned somber.


  “You know, ever since I went to the Dragon Village, don’t you think you’ve been underestimating everything I’ve gone through?”


  “What?”


  No, this wasn’t just a somber expression.


  He was angry.


  Back when we were kids, I once tried to collect honey and carelessly got close to a beehive.


  I’d wanted to prove myself to Ryuto, who always seemed so capable, like he could handle everything on his own. So I thought I’d gather honey by myself.


  I’d almost caused a disaster, but just like now, Ryuto had come to help me.


  And afterward, he’d bonked me on the head.


  “You could’ve used smoke or something. There were plenty of ways to handle it. Why would you just charge in head-on? If you’re going to do something dangerous, at least talk to me first.”


  And just like back then, Ryuto lightly tapped my head again.


  “You haven’t changed since the whole beehive thing. Seriously, stop trying to handle everything on your own.”


  So he’d been thinking about that moment too. I nearly burst out laughing.


  “You haven’t changed much either. So, what about it?”


  “What about what?”


  “Can you really win?”


  “I’m here because I believe I can smash through everything surrounding you.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then just say it. Ask me. That alone will solve everything. Being shut out, having you decide everything on your own and then suddenly tell me goodbye… That actually pisses me off, you know?”


  Honestly, I was dumbfounded.


  Who was it that left for the Dragon Village all on his own in the first place?


  I almost swung at him, but for some reason, I ended up laughing instead.


  And I realized it then.


  Yeah, I really can’t beat this guy.


  “Help me, Ryuto. On my own… I can’t do anything anymore.”


  “Yeah, leave it to me. Next time you’re in trouble, talk to me properly, alright?”


  “Okay.”


  Ryuto turned to face Zero and took a few steps forward.


  Zero looked amused as she addressed him.


  “Hey, kid?”


  “What?”


  “I heard your little talk, but what exactly do you think you can do?”


  Ryuto broke into a grin and raised his hand, flipping her off.


  “I can beat the hell out of you. That’s about it.”


  “Hahaha!” Zero burst out laughing, clutching her stomach. “Hahahahaha! A joke that bad actually circles back to being funny! This is great! I love it! As thanks, I’ll make sure to kill you nice and thoroughly!”


  “Yeah? Funny coincidence. When it comes to you, I’ve already decided I won’t hold back, even though you’re a woman.”


  “Wow, you’re awfully confident, aren’t you? Since we’re at it, I’ll ask, what exactly are you?”


  “Me?”


  After a brief pause, Ryuto smiled fearlessly.


  “Just a Villager. Got a problem with that?”


  “A Villager, huh? I see. Still, just like the rumors said, you’ve got quite the attitude,” she said.


  “Oh? Sounds like you’re pretty well-informed.”


  ※※※


  


  The girl Cordelia had called Zero visibly shifted into a guarded stance toward me.


  So, she was ready to fight.


  “You’ve been a topic among us for about half a year now. My real name is Ikomarei.”


  “Ikomarei? Zero… rei… I see. Ikoma Rei, huh?”


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  So, a Reincarnator finally shows herself.


  After the Tower of Mirage Flame incident, while I was moving around the outskirts of the Demon Realm, I had managed to piece together most of what was going on with people like her.


  I figured we’d clash eventually, but I didn’t expect it to be now.


  “Hey, Lilith!”


  Just as Zero had gone on guard against me, I had to treat her with maximum caution as well.


  Which meant I needed to switch out of my usual mana-conserving state and activate all my techniques at once.


  “Understood,” Lilith replied from about ten meters away.


  Borrowing Lilith’s processing, I fully released both my senjutsu and forbidden arts.


  Battle aura surged through my entire body, and a storm-like vortex spiraled out from me.


  At this point, in Adventurers’ Guild terms, I was beyond S-rank, at the very peak of SS-rank.


  “Haha, that’s incredible. Just like the rumors, a ridiculous stat monster.”


  “I’ve spent sixteen years building up to exactly this.”


  Even in the face of my overwhelming aura, Zero didn’t lose her confident smile.


  “Alright, I’ll teach you something. Just how meaningless those sixteen years of yours really were.” She snapped her thumb and middle finger. “I’ll crush you like a bug, just like that!”


  The moment she finished speaking, her expression went blank, like a Noh mask.


  In a voice devoid of emotion, almost mechanical, she began to speak.


  “Analysis of the enemy’s status complete. Calculation conditions: no damage sustained, victory within ten minutes. Initiating simulation… no valid outcome. Adjusting conditions to victory within twenty minutes. Re-simulating across 1.25 million offensive and defensive patterns… no valid outcome. Adjusting conditions to allow for partial damage. Re-simulating across 1.55 million patterns… One valid outcome confirmed. Copying simulation results into cognition. Optimizing cerebellum and magical circuits… Process complete. Accounting for all irregular variables, probability of victory now stands at 99.99999999 percent.”


  Zero drew her longsword from her waist and leveled it at me in a forward stance.


  “This is the special skill I got from the goddess.”


  “The ultimate prediction, basically future sight,” I said.


  “It’s called Future Calculation Simulation. Too bad for you. If someone like you had actually thought about your skill choices, you might’ve had a chance against me. Tell me, you didn’t notice, did you?”


  “Notice what?”


  “When you first pick your two skills, right? On the inside cover of the skill book the goddess gives you, there’s one unique skill written there, one that only you can use, something that doesn’t exist in this world.”


  “That’s news to me.”


  “Figuring that out is what separates us from average Reincarnators like you.”


  I summoned my own sword and raised it high, pointing it toward Zero.


  “Enough talk. Come at me.”


  We both wore fearless smiles as we stepped forward toward each other.


  “Now then, checkmate in ninety-two moves. What’ll it be, Mr. Villager?”


  I nearly lost my grip on my sword.


  The stone pavement beneath my feet had been weakened by the fierce battle earlier. When I stepped down, it gave way, throwing off my balance. As if she had been waiting for that exact moment, Zero’s longsword came down.


  I twisted my body to avoid it, but my side was deeply slashed. It hadn’t reached my organs, so it wasn’t fatal.


  “I’m running out of blood.”


  Every exchange had been so absurd it felt like a joke.


  Like just now, the crumbling pavement, my footing slipping in mud, sudden gusts of dust rising into the air. Normally, even if such misfortune struck, I could recover instantly, but Zero attacked, knowing it would happen beforehand.


  That was how I’d ended up with over thirty wounds carved into me.


  “Ninety-two moves, huh.”


  Just as Zero said, I would soon collapse from blood loss.


  “Yeah, ninety-two moves. That’s where your little isekai power fantasy comes to an end.”


  “Well, let’s see if things really go the way you think,” I said with a smile.


  Zero shrugged in exasperation.


  “For over fifteen minutes now, you’ve been getting carved up one-sidedly, and you’re still acting tough? You’ve gotta understand the difference in strength and class by now, right?”


  “The difference in strength and class, huh? That much is true.”


  “Then maybe you should start looking a little scared. That smug face of yours isn’t doing you any favors.”


  “Why would I need to be scared of you?”


  “Huh?”


  “The knight order you’re leading, Kansai Alliance, was it?”


  Caught off guard, Zero tilted her head.


  “Yeah, that’s right.”


  “Kansai Alliance. Sounds like you were really into biker gangs or something. Honestly, that name’s got terrible taste.”


  “It’s just a joke name. Sounds kinda lively, right? Stupid, but it fits this group.”


  “No, that’s not it. You were admiring delinquents who preach freedom.”


  “What?”


  “Your father kept you under control, and you couldn’t push back. You just did as you were told. So now, in this world, you’re acting out that pent-up desire for freedom, right?”


  Zero paused for a moment, then spat out her response.


  “You sure know a lot.”


  “Cordelia’s pendant doubles as a communicator. I heard everything.”


  “So what’s your point?”


  “Even after coming to this world, you haven’t grown at all. You’re still that same brat who couldn’t defy anyone, stuck in your room with nothing but a desk in front of you.”


  “Hah? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Even with overwhelming skills, you still chose to align yourself with the Holy Church. At the end of the day, you’re just pretending to enjoy freedom within limits that were already approved for you, aren’t you? How is that any different from locking yourself in a room and wasting time alone?”


  “What? There’s no group in this world with more freedom than my knight order. Murder, rape, anything goes.”


  “Then why don’t you dirty your own hands? Why is your vice-captain stronger than you, the commander?”


  Zero faltered, her words catching in her throat.


  “That’s because my skill is absolutely invincible—”


  “What you’re doing is nothing more than a delayed rebellious phase against your parents back in Japan. You don’t even have the guts to commit those acts yourself; you just make others do it for you. And Kansai Alliance? Seriously? I’ll say it again, you must’ve thought those punks back in Japan looked like they were living free, didn’t you?”


  “Shut up.”


  “You built yourself a pack just like those delinquents, no reason, no decency, and put yourself at the top so you could pretend you’ve moved on from who you used to be? Playing king of the hill, acting like this is some grand self-realization from your delayed rebellion? You really are something else.”


  “I told you to shut up.”


  “Lilith!”


  “I said I understand… in full.”


  “Invisible…?”


  Zero’s expression twisted in shock as Lilith suddenly appeared at my side.


  “Invisible. It’s rare, but not that rare a skill. In my case, I’m simply using a dragon secret art to reproduce the same effect.”


  Lilith let out a soft chuckle.


  “And for the record, if you hadn’t taken the bait from Ryuto’s provocation, someone of your caliber as a holy knight should have noticed.”


  “Lilith. Our opponent’s a Reincarnator. You know what that means. Remove the limiter completely.”


  I brushed my right thumb along Excalibur’s blade.


  A faint cut opened, and a small amount of blood welled up.


  Then I held my hand out in front of Lilith’s face.


  “Mm.”


  Lilith extended her tongue and brought it to the wound on my thumb.


  Slowly, she traced it along the cut, from the tip down to the first joint.


  “Haa.”


  A warm breath escaped her lips as her cheeks flushed.


  Her tongue began to move faster, lightly flicking against the tip of my thumb.


  Her breathing grew heated, and then she opened her mouth wide.


  Bite.


  She took the tip of my thumb into her mouth.


  Her lips tightened slightly, her expression melting into something languid as she began to suck on it slowly. She drew my thumb in completely, as if it might reach all the way to her throat, and with it still in her mouth, she looked up at me, her eyes heavy and heated.


  “Every time, I wonder, do you really need to go this far?”


  “The mood matters.”


  Well, if that’s how it is…


  I focused my will, and at that exact moment, it happened.


  Originally, my enhancement techniques relied heavily on Lilith.


  After all, I was just a Villager. I couldn’t perform high-level magical calculations on my own. Because Lilith and I were partially fused at the level of our souls, as long as she was nearby, she could freely draw on my inhuman reserves of mana, and in turn I could borrow the computational domain of her mind for magic.


  But what we were doing now wasn’t borrowing.


  This was Lilith directly performing the calculations for my enhancement techniques.


  Even if you had a high-performance computer, it would be useless in the hands of an amateur. Simply put, I usually just borrowed the machine, but this time, Lilith herself was the one operating it.


  And for that, direct, intimate contact between us was required.


  Our souls were already partially fused, but now, through blood and saliva, through the exchange of bodily fluids, we strengthened that connection even further.


  “Done.”


  At her words, Lilith pulled her mouth away from my thumb, a thin strand of saliva stretching briefly between us before breaking.


  “Invisible.”


  With that, Lilith activated Invisible and withdrew from the spot.


  “Well then, Ikoma Rei? As a holy knight, have you prepared your repentance to God in the afterlife?”


  “What is this?”


  Immediately after, two distinct auras, jet-black and violet, unfurled around me.


  According to Lilith, in this state, the whites of my eyes turned black, while my irises became gold. A dark aura wrapped around my body, and from my back extended six pairs of wing-like violet energy.


  In other words, I looked exactly like a demon.


  Well, that was probably accurate.


  Right now, I fully unleashed the power of the demon gods and demon lords I housed within me, Beelzebub among them.


  “Impossible… What is this? Goosebumps…? Me…?”


  For the first time, clear panic showed on Zero’s face.


  “It’s demonization. A physical enhancement method only I can use.”


  “This is nothing like before… What kind of absurdity is this?”


  “This is where my sixteen years have led me. If you think you can crush me, then go ahead and try.”


  “Even so, it’s just your stats going up, right?”


  “No. They’ve risen on an entirely different scale. But fine, use that precious skill of yours, Future Calculation Simulation, and try reading the battlefield.”


  Just as before, Zero snapped her thumb and middle finger.


  In a mechanical tone, she began reciting:


  “Reanalysis of enemy status complete. Condition: zero damage to self and victory within ten minutes. Initiating simulation… No matches. Adjusting condition to twenty minutes… No matches. One hour or more… No matches. Changing conditions: allowing some damage to self, no time limit. Initiating simulation… No matches. Changing conditions: regardless of damage taken, no time constraint. Calculating any possible path to victory…”


  Her mechanical voice stopped.


  As I watched, the color drained from her face.


  “No… matches?”


  It looked like she finally understood the situation, so I began cracking my knuckles.


  “No matter what you do, no matter what happens, I can’t win? That’s… That’s ridiculous… Impossible… No way…” Zero muttered under her breath, her expression vacant, like she was talking to herself.


  “By the way, did your precious Future Calculation Simulation show you what happens if I punch you directly?”


  “You figured that if you came at me head-on, I’d dodge it with foresight, didn’t you? So instead, I’d get caught in a few area attacks from terrain destruction and be KO’d. I wouldn’t even need to be hit directly. Honestly, I don’t even know what would happen if you did hit me.”


  “Yeah, too bad you won’t have time to prepare yourself.”


  By the time I stood right in front of her, I had already drawn back my fist.


  “Hey, Ikoma Rei? In the end, you were just rampaging within the limits you were allowed, a living pawn of the Holy Church. And you couldn’t even fully become a villain in this world. Rei, you really are empty, Zero, through and through.”


  “Damn it…”


  “I’ll beat some backbone into you. My fist hurts ten thousand times more than your old man’s.”


  I pulled my arm back, far back, as far as it would go.


  At the sight of it, Zero let out a high-pitched, strangled cry, and at the very limit of the wind-up, I unleashed the blow.


  In that instant, tears in her eyes, she screamed, “Divine Vestments!”


  A golden film—no, more like a barrier—formed around her, a holy knight skill that nullified all attacks, physical and magical alike, for a few seconds. It could only be used a handful of times a day and for a brief duration, but precisely because of that, it was an absolute defense.


  “So what?!”


  What clung to my fist, moving far beyond the speed of sound, was the jet-black aura of demon gods and demon lords. It was no mere darkness, but something carrying overwhelming spiritual mass. It was an attack of pure nightmare, one that destroyed the target from the astral body itself, a god-slaying blow.


  The instant my fist made contact with Divine Vestments, it shattered with a sharp crack, the absolute defense that should have nullified any attack collapsing in an instant.


  “What?!”


  And then my fist drove straight into Zero’s nose.


  “Aaah! Gguhhhh!!!”


  She was sent flying diagonally upward at the speed of sound.


  “Home run, I guess. Well, Divine Vestments did activate to some extent. She probably won’t die,” I muttered under my breath, watching her disappear toward the distant horizon.


  Meanwhile, Cordelia pointed at me, her face pale, her mouth opening and closing over and over.


  “W-W-W-What is that?! What is that aura?! Was that Ryuto holding back during the Demon God fight?! H-Hey, you, don’t you dare make a mockery of the Hero like that!”


  Seeing her panic, Lilith nodded deeply, clearly satisfied.


  “This is my Ryuto at full power.”


  As I glanced at Lilith’s pleased expression, a wide yawn escaped me.


  “Anyway, I’m exhausted.”


  Even though it was only for a short time, I had used power far beyond my limits.


  Overwhelming drowsiness washed over me, and my body gave way as I collapsed onto the spot.
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  Epilogue


  

  Rather than the Kansai Alliance, I smashed the entire knight order.


  As a result, Cordelia wasn’t deployed anywhere now and had been placed under the care of the Magic Academy. Originally, that knight order had been an unofficial unit, one that didn’t exist on the surface, so handling things within the Holy Church would probably be complicated, though I couldn’t exactly wipe them all out either.


  There were plenty of witnesses.


  Cordelia aside, if I wanted to keep living as an ordinary student, things were bound to get messy. I had no idea how the other side would respond, but whatever happened, happened.


  Putting that aside, we decided to hold a barbecue in the forest near the Magic Academy to celebrate Cordelia’s return.


  So, barbecue it was.


  By the lakeside in the forest near the academy, the five of us—Cordelia, Lilith, Saegusa, Liz, and I—sat around a charcoal grill. Honestly, I was surprised they had something like a shichirin in this country. I’d thought that kind of thing was uniquely Japanese, but apparently not.


  “We’ve got all the spices we want. And as much meat as we can eat.”


  Minotaur meat and Ancient Orc meat. I laid out the premium cuts on the grill without a second thought. Fat dripped from the meat with a loud sizzle as it hit the charcoal, and I sprinkled salt and pepper over it generously.


  “W-Wow! Wow!”


  Saegusa’s eyes sparkled as drool practically spilled from her mouth.


  “What’s up, Saegusa?”


  “It’s been forever since I’ve had high-quality meat! At the cafeteria, I always get the cheapest pasta!”


  “Aren’t you treated like a quasi-royal guest as an exchange student? Don’t you get some kind of subsidy?”


  Saegusa shook her head vigorously.


  “I’m saving all of it for the future restoration of the Saegusa family! I need funds for that!”


  “Funds for war?”


  I nearly burst out laughing at that.


  And just like that, Saegusa and Liz started devouring the meat, grabbing pieces that were still half-raw from the grill and biting into them at a furious pace. It happened so fast that in the blink of an eye, about seventy percent of the meat had vanished.


  “Alright, that’s enough. The rest is for us. If you want more, you can grill it yourselves. Eat as much as you like, but at least think about us a little.”


  I already knew Liz was a glutton, but Saegusa too?


  Well, considering how unusually large her chest was, she probably needed the extra nutrition.


  With that, I picked up a nicely cooked piece of meat and brought it to my mouth.


  “Not bad.”


  Still, it was a shame there was no sauce for the barbecue.


  Salt-grilled meat was great, sure, but sticking with that until the end would get old. If we at least had soy sauce, I could probably whip up a decent barbecue sauce myself.


  “Soy sauce… I wonder if they have it anywhere.”


  At that, Saegusa tilted her head slightly.


  “Soy sauce? We don’t have any right now, but…”


  I grabbed her shoulders in an instant.


  “You don’t have it right now, so that means it exists?!”


  “Huh?”


  “Does it exist?! Soy sauce?!”


  “Yes, it does. It’s kind of like a relative of miso, right? In Wa Country, it’s completely normal.”


  No way.


  Apparently, this world even had miso as a normal thing. Well, it was called Wa Country. Damn it. If anything, I felt like cursing myself for completely overlooking it until now.


  “Which means… rice?”


  “Of course, we have it.”


  Yes.


  It’s here… It’s here, it’s here, it’s here, it’s here… It’s really here.


  Ginger pork. Sukiyaki. Gyudon. Oyakodon.


  Damn, this is seriously opening up a whole world of possibilities.


  I could more or less imagine what it was like, but yeah, I’d have to visit this so-called Wa Country myself sometime.


  At that point, I turned my gaze toward Cordelia, who was savoring the Minotaur meat.


  “Good, Cordelia?”


  “I’m honestly surprised. I get invited to all sorts of banquets because of my position, but I think this is the first time I’ve had meat this good. The seasoning’s a bit excessive, but the spices are nice.”


  “Glad to hear it. By the way, Cordelia, there’s something I need to tell you.”


  “Hm? What is it?”


  “It seems I’ve ended up with a household to support.”


  I shot a glance at Lilith, and she gave a firm nod.


  “Huh? A household?”


  “No, I mean I’ve got someone to take care of now. It’s important, so I figured I should explain the situation properly.”


  Once again, I glanced at Lilith, and once again, she nodded firmly.


  Next, I shifted my gaze to Liz, and at the same time, for some reason, Cordelia’s eyes dropped to Lilith’s lower abdomen.


  “A household… Does that mean what I think it does?”


  “Yeah. It turned out that way for a lot of complicated reasons.”


  The circumstances behind taking Liz in really were complicated, and not something I could easily explain.


  Still staring at Lilith’s stomach, Cordelia began trembling in place.


  “Complicated? No matter how you look at it, it’s simple! You did what you did, and that’s how it turned out, right?!”


  In an instant, she closed the distance between us.


  “Wait!”


  A right straight.


  A dull crack echoed through the air, and before I could recover, a heavy kick slammed into my solar plexus.


  “Guh?!”


  “Die! Die! Die! Honestly, it’d be better if you just dropped dead, Ryuto!”


  Left straight, right hook.


  A right low kick, then a full-on yakuza-style kick.


  “Why am I getting hit?! I’m just taking Liz in for a while and looking after her, that’s all!”


  At that, Cordelia abruptly stopped.


  “Oh, that’s what you meant? I thought… Well, you know… Sorry?”


  She gave an awkward, sheepish smile, trying to brush it off, and at that moment, Lilith let out a deep sigh.


  “Cordelia Allston?”


  “What?”


  “I’ve said this before, but why do you act like you’re Ryuto’s lover? At the end of the day, you’re just a childhood friend. That’s all you are, isn’t it?”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “It’s about time you learned your place. I’ve said it before. I don’t like you, Cordelia Allston.”


  Cordelia stepped closer to Lilith, bringing her face so near that it looked like she might kiss her, their eyes only a few centimeters apart. In simple terms, she was picking a fight.


  “You’re starting one, aren’t you?”


  “Not just starting. This is a full clearance sale, half-off, everything must go. More importantly, I never received a present. You’re the only one who got a pendant from Ryuto. That’s unfair. It’s unpleasant.”


  You’re still hung up on that? I thought, exasperated.


  “I’ll buy you one. Step outside.”


  “We’re already outside. There’s no ‘outside’ to step into. If you’re going to talk nonsense, at least do it in your sleep.”


  A vein throbbed visibly at Cordelia’s temple.


  “I’m saying if we start blasting each other here, the barbecue setup’s going to be ruined, so take a walk with me, alright?”


  “I’m a mage, and you’re a close-range fighter, and right now we’re at point-blank range. This is the only moment you have any chance of winning. If we fight normally, I win. It’s so one-sided that I’m giving you a chance. Why can’t you understand that?”


  The exchange escalated, one retort feeding the next, to the point where you could practically see sparks flying between their locked gazes.


  Meanwhile, Saegusa and Liz completely ignored the tension.


  “This is delicious.”


  “Yes!”


  They kept happily stuffing their faces with meat, moving entirely at their own pace.


  “Enough already!” I shouted at the two of them.


  “Seriously, you two are such a pain! And this time, you’re the one who started it!”


  For now, I brought my fist down on Lilith’s head a bit harder than usual.


  “I believe the one at fault is Cordelia Allston, who struck Ryuto first.”


  “That’s just how she is, so let it go!”


  “Even so, I still don’t think I’m in the wrong.”


  As Lilith’s eyes welled up, Cordelia shot me a glare.


  “Putting that aside… You.”


  “Hm?”


  “What was that thing before the demonization?”


  “That thing?”


  Cordelia faltered for a moment.


  “It was like… Lilith was, um… really carefully… thoroughly… licking…”


  Her cheeks gradually flushed red.


  “Like what? What are you trying to say?”


  “It was like… I mean… that thing… Kind of like a… stick… being… you know… sucked on…”


  By then, Cordelia’s face had turned completely red, like it might start boiling if you set a kettle on it, and she fidgeted awkwardly in place.


  “Hm? What are you talking about?”


  “Just… the way it looked… It was like… um…”


  Her shoulders trembled as she crouched down on the spot.


  “What’s wrong, Cordelia? Do you have a fever? Your face is bright red.”


  As I stepped closer out of concern, a fist suddenly came flying up from below.


  “Honestly, you should just go die once!”


  An uppercut landed cleanly on my jaw.


  “I mean, why does it come to this?!”


  As I stood there, utterly confused, Liz, who had finished eating and settled her hunger, let out a soft laugh.


  “What’s up, Liz?”


  “I was just thinking, you all really get along well.”


  “How does that look like getting along to you?”


  Tilting my head in confusion, I watched as Liz chuckled softly.


  “I’ve never had a place where I could express my feelings like this. Getting angry, laughing, or even crying with others. I was separated from my father and mother very early, after all, so seeing you all being able to act openly, without hiding anything, just as you are, makes me a little envious.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Huh?”


  “Well, if you put it that way, maybe you’re right.”


  With that, I gently placed my hand on Liz’s head.


  “It’s not just us here. You’re here too, aren’t you? You’re part of this place just like the rest of us.”


  Everyone there nodded, turning warm, gentle gazes toward her.


  Liz widened her eyes slightly, looking a bit embarrassed.


  “Yes.”


  Her cheeks tinted a faint cherry pink, and she smiled shyly.


  ※※※


  


  The day after the barbecue, at the lakeside in the forest where Ryuto and the others had gathered, Liz sat alone on a tree stump, looking downcast.


  Beneath an overcast sky, her beast ears twitched as she gazed into the forest. Before long, the bushes rustled, and a bespectacled man stepped out.


  “Hello, Liz.”


  Adjusting his glasses with a finger, Moses smiled pleasantly.


  “It’s been a while, Mr. Moses.”


  “Now then, could I have your report on Ryuto Maclaine?”


  Liz took a letter from her pocket and handed it to him. “I heard that Ryuto destroyed the Holy Knight Order. What will the Holy Church do about it?”


  “Oh, that? Of course, nothing at all.”


  “What do you mean, nothing?”


  “I altered the facts. Officially, that knight order was wiped out by a horde of Ogre Emperors led by three war gods while Cordelia was away visiting home. Zero never revealed even half her true strength to the Church, so the report should pass without issue. Naturally, there will be no repercussions for Ryuto or Cordelia.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, in reality, I slaughtered the entire encampment myself. Though it’s concerning that I failed to secure Zero. When handling matters like this, you really need to make sure that anyone who knows the truth is thoroughly eliminated.”


  “Moses, what exactly are you trying to do?”


  “Who can say? In any case, I’ll be counting on you to continue observing Ryuto.”


  “I won’t play along with childish games.”


  At that, Moses merely curled his lips into a distorted, unpleasant smile.


  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of I’m Just a Villager, So What? Volume 4! We hope you've enjoyed Ryuto's journey to becoming the strongest villager. Your support means the world to us!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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