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  [CHARACTER INTRODUCTIONS] FOR ANYONE THINKING, "WHO THE HELL WAS THIS AGAIN?"

If there was a character I didn't bother listing here, then they weren't worth remembering anyway!

CID KAGENOU: The protagonist. Black hair, black eyes. Just a guy who wanted to be an Eminence in Shadow. I organized Shadow Garden, but I was more of a "reign but don't rule" kind of guy.

CLAIRE KAGENOU: My big sister, two years older than me. She had black hair, red eyes, and a nasty case of Possession, but she got all better. She also had the misfortune of getting kidnapped by the Cult once.

ALEXIA MIDGAR: A princess of the Midgar Kingdom. Silver Hair and red eyes. She played at being my girlfriend for a bit, got herself kidnapped, and then I—er, someone—saved her.

IRIS MIDGAR: Another princess of the Midgar Kingdom and Alexia’s older sister. Red-haired, red-eyed. She was the Crimson Order Commander and was supposedly the Midgar Kingdom's Strongest.

SHERRY BARNETT: A student at the Midgar Academy for Arts and Sciences. She was a famous Artifact researcher with pink hair and pink eyes. Apparently, she went off to study in the Academic City after some... stuff happened.

ROSE ORIANA: She had Honey-blonde Hair and eyes. She was the princess of the Oriana Kingdom, the Land of the Arts, and was an exchange student at the Midgar Academy for Spellswords. People said she was the academy’s current strongest student.

ANNEROSE: A female Swordsman with light blue hair and eyes. She hailed from the Land of Swords, Vegalta, and had passed the Goddess’s Trial. She entered the Bushin Festival and ended up fighting the protagonist while he was incognito. Supposedly, she was a Former member of the Vegalta Seven Swords.

AURORA: A mysterious woman I met in the Sanctuary. She had long black hair and vivid Violet Eyes. I just called her Violet-san. Apparently, she was actually the Witch of Calamity.

ALPHA: The 1st of the Seven Shadows. An Elf girl with blonde hair and blue eyes. A total "perfect superhuman" type. She was the one who actually ran Shadow Garden.

BETA: The 2nd of the Seven Shadows. An Elf girl with Silver Hair and blue eyes. The multi-talented type who could handle anything. She doubled as a novelist under the pen name Natsume and was busy writing The Complete Chronicles of Master Shadow. Also, she was stacked.

GAMMA: The 3rd of the Seven Shadows. An Elf woman with Indigo Hair and Deep Blue Eyes. She was the Mitsugoshi Company Chairman. While she was the weakest of the Seven Shadows in a fight, she was the brains that kept Shadow Garden running.

DELTA: The 4th of the Seven Shadows. A Beastkin girl. In terms of raw combat power, she was a match for Alpha, but she always got thrashed because of the massive gap in their IQs.

EPSILON: The 5th of the Seven Shadows. An Elf girl with hair and eyes as clear as a mountain lake. She was a master of Magic Power control for... reasons. People called her "The Precise." She also found success as a famous pianist and composer.

NU: One of Shadow Garden’s Numbers. A former noble girl with dark brown hair and eyes. She was a pro with cosmetics and served as Shadow Garden’s Special Makeup Specialist.

LAMBDA: Another of Shadow Garden’s Numbers. A Brown-skinned Dark Elf who acted as the Training Instructor for the new recruits.
If You Stay Within the Limits of a Physical Human, You'll Just Evaporate in a Nuclear Blast

I don’t remember exactly what triggered it. But for as long as I’ve been self-aware, I’ve yearned to be "The Eminence in Shadow."

Anime, manga, movies—honestly, it didn’t matter. As long as it was an Eminence in Shadow, I was down for whatever.

I didn't want to be the protagonist, and I definitely didn’t want to be the final boss. I wanted to be that mysterious figure who stays in the background, intervenes from the shadows, and flexes his true power on the down-low.

I admired that kind of existence, and I wanted to become it.

For most kids, their hero was some caped crusader. For me, it was the guy pulling the strings from the dark. That was all there was to it.

The only difference between me and the other kids was that my admiration wasn’t some passing phase. It was a fire that burned deep in my soul, a constant, unquenchable drive that pushed me forward.

Karate, boxing, kendo, MMA... I went all-out to master everything I needed to get strong, all while keeping my real abilities hidden. It was all for that one day.

In school, I played the part of the average Joe. I was just your harmless, forgettable Mob A.

But behind the scenes, I poured every waking second into my training.

That was my youth. That was my student life.

As time went on, however, a sense of dread began to creep in. The time had come to face reality.

I realized that no matter what I did, it was all pointless.

No matter how many martial arts I mastered, I would never obtain the overwhelming power of the Eminence in Shadow from the stories.

At most, I could take down a few thugs. If someone pulled a gun, things would get dicey. If I were surrounded by fully armed soldiers, it’d be game over.

The Eminence in Shadow getting his ass kicked by regular soldiers... what a joke.

Even if I trained for decades, even if I became the world’s strongest fighter, I’d still be toast if an army cornered me. Or maybe not? Maybe a human who trains hard enough could potentially fight off a whole squad.

But let’s say I actually managed to take down an army. If a nuke dropped on my head, I’d still just evaporate. That’s the hard limit of being human.

And I can say this with absolute certainty: the Eminence in Shadow I admire doesn’t get vaporized by nukes. Therefore, I had to become a human who could survive a nuclear blast.

What did I need to avoid being vaporized?

Punching power?

A body made of steel?

Infinite stamina?

No, nothing like that.

I needed something else—a different kind of power.

Yeah, Magic Power, Mana, Ki, Aura—whatever you wanted to call it. I had to tap into an unknown energy.

That was the answer I finally reached after facing reality head-on.

Now, if I told someone I was looking for Magic Power, they’d probably doubt my sanity.

Honestly, I’d doubt their sanity too.

But here’s the thing.

No one in this world has ever proven that Magic Power exists. But then again, no one has ever proven that it doesn't.

You can’t obtain the power I’m looking for while staying sane. It’s something that can only be found on the other side of madness.

From that point on, my training became excruciating.

Nobody knew how to master things like Magic Power, Mana, Ki, or Aura.

I sat in Zen meditation, stood under freezing waterfalls, meditated, fasted, mastered yoga, converted to different religions, searched for spirits, prayed to God, and even crucified myself.

There was no "right" answer. I just had to keep charging forward through the darkness along the path I believed in.

Time passed, and I reached the final summer of my high school years.

Magic Power, Mana, Ki, and Aura were all still nowhere to be found...

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

By the time I finished my usual training session, it was pitch black outside.

I pulled on the underwear I’d tossed aside and slipped into my school uniform.

I hadn't mastered the unknown power yet, but I’d been feeling a real "spark" in my recent training.

Take right now, for instance.

My head was flickering with light and my vision was swaying uncontrollably.

Is this Magic Power? Or maybe Aura?

I could definitely feel its influence.

I’d call today’s session a total success. Strip naked in the woods to feel the pulse of the universe? Check. Bash my head against a massive tree to physically purge stray thoughts and stimulate my brain into awakening unknown powers? Check. 

It was a perfectly logical training regimen.

Man, my vision is really blurring.

It felt a bit like I’d given myself a concussion.

With light-headed footsteps, as if I were walking on air, I started heading down the mountain.

That’s when I saw it: two swaying lights.

They were crossing in front of me, almost like they were swimming through the air.

How mysterious. They were beckoning to me with an eerie, inviting glow.

"Is that... Magic Power?"

I stumbled toward them with unsteady steps.

It has to be... it must be Magic Power!

Before I knew it, I was sprinting. Even when I tripped over tree roots, I just kept rolling forward, moving like a wild beast.

"Magic Power! Magic Power! Magic Power! MAGICPOWERMAGICPOWERMAGICPOWER!!!!"

I lunged toward the two lights to seize them...

"Huh...?"

A pair of headlights bleached the world white.

The screeching of brakes echoed inside my skull.

Impact tore through my body, and my... Magic Power...

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

As it turned out, I did find Magic Power.

When I woke up, the air was practically swimming with it. It felt a bit different from those two lights I saw at the end, but hey, details, details.

Oh, and as a side note—hardly worth mentioning, really—I’d been reincarnated. I guess finding Magic Power must have opened the door to reincarnation or something. Whatever.

Currently, I’m a male infant a few months old. My consciousness only fully cleared up recently, and my sense of time is still a bit fuzzy, so I’m not sure about the specifics.

I can’t understand the language yet either, but I know enough to see the civilization is roughly around the level of medieval Europe. That’s good enough for me.

The main thing is that I have Magic Power now. That’s everything. I couldn’t care less about the "process" or any extra "bonuses."

I noticed the Magic Power the moment I woke up. Those fluffy, glowing particles felt exactly like the sensation I had in my previous life when I ran through flower fields naked looking for spirits.

See? That training wasn’t for nothing. Thanks to that, I was able to perceive Magic Power immediately, and now I can manipulate it like it’s a part of my body. The sensation is just like when I was naked on that cross like Jesus... or was it when I was dancing naked to those different gods? Probably a bit of everything.

I’ve already confirmed that I can use Physical Reinforcement.

By using all this spare time as an infant to train, this time for sure, I’ll become the Eminence in—oh, wait. I'm about to crap myself.

Now that I think about it, I heard birds just let it fly whenever, and human babies are pretty much the same. No matter how much my reason tries to fight it, my instincts are whispering to let it go. However, thanks to a lifetime of training, I can use Physical Reinforcement to tighten my anal sphincter and buy myself enough time to...

"WAAAAAAAHHHH!"

...call for help.
Bandits Are Basically Walking Bonus Stages

I figured about ten years had passed by then.

Magic power was a trip. It let me pull off moves that laughed in the face of human limits. I could hoist boulders without breaking a sweat, outrun a horse by double, and clear a house in a single bound.

But I still couldn't take a nuke. Sure, reinforcing myself with magic bumped up my defense, but the raw yield of Earth's weaponry was no joke. I’d considered just letting it slide since nukes didn't exist in this world, but really—what kind of EMINENCE IN SHADOW would I be if I started making compromises?

None at all. Absolute zero.

So, my goal stayed the same: acquire power that eclipsed a nuclear blast.

I’d spent every day obsessively researching and training. Eventually, I’d sniffed out one potential lead, and lately, my life had become a series of non-stop experiments.

Oh, right. Apparently, I’d been born into a noble family. We were a lineage of Spellswords—knights who fought by jacking up their physical stats with magic. I was currently being raised as the promising heir... no, scratch that. I was playing the role of a perfectly mediocre Apprentice Spellsword.

An EMINENCE IN SHADOW is picky about where and when they show their hand. I was biding my time, waiting for that one perfect moment...

Even though I was sandbagging, the Apprentice Spellsword training was actually pretty helpful. It taught me the fundamentals of magic-based combat in this world, and it gave me a chance to overhaul my own fighting style.

Frankly, the combat techniques from my past life were leagues ahead of the stuff here. They were more refined, more rational. You only have to look at modern martial arts to see it. All the fluff and useless showmanship gets weeded out, leaving only the most effective moves from every discipline to merge into a single, ultimate form of combat. Sure, that form was optimized for tournament rules, but the process of boiling down a mess of techniques into a proven science was something that could be applied to anything.

This world’s tech, on the other hand, was stagnant. Styles didn't cross borders or even different schools. Everyone hoarded their "secret arts," and even if someone wanted to share, there was no media to spread the word. No fusion, no weeding out, and no polishing. In a word? Unrefined.

Still, there was one glaring difference between combat in this world and my old one. Magic power.

Thanks to magic, basic physical capabilities were on a whole different level. Take raw strength, for example. You could hoist a guy with one hand. That immediately threw the entire logic of grappling out the window. If I tried to take the mount, the guy could literally fly into the air using nothing but his abs. One kick from a guard position could send an opponent into orbit. Yeah, ground-and-pound just wasn't a thing here.

Humans fight like humans; gorillas fight like gorillas. Simple as that.

The lunging speed was different. The step-in distance was different. Consequently, the effective range was different. Actually, that last bit was the most important of all. Martial arts are just one big game of distance. Reach, angle, and positioning—it’s the basic foundation and the ultimate end-goal.

It took me forever to nail down the spacing in this world. Everyone here stood way too far apart—we’re talking like five meters. I get it, honestly. With the long lunges and high speeds, I was initially impressed. So this is how they do it in another world! I thought. But no. It turned out their defensive techniques were just garbage.

It’s a classic martial arts trope: the worse someone is at defense, the more they want to stay away. They’re terrified of getting hit. They think they're safe if they're out of reach. So the fights become these crude, messy exchanges where they lunge in, swing wildly, and then scramble back. "Hit and run?" Please. Don't call a repetitive, mindless back-and-forth "hit and run."

To me, a five-meter gap was just as useless as a hundred-meter gap. Neither distance let you land a decent hit. Six meters, seven meters, ten meters—it didn’t matter. It was all a waste of energy. Better to just walk in and close the distance properly.

But once you hit a certain threshold, every single millimeter starts to carry massive weight. That’s the line where my attacks connect, the line where I can react to them, and the line where a half-step shift in angle decides who lives and who dies. Spacing is about micro-adjusting on that razor-thin edge. It’s not about sprinting five meters in and then jumping six meters back.

I’ll admit, the whole "another world" preconception and the mystery of magic power really threw me for a loop. But I’ve finally locked in my own sense of distance, so I’ll call that a win.

Anyway, that was the vibe during my daily training sessions. It was me, my sister, and my old man. He’d give us pointers, and then my sister and I would go at it. My sister was two years older and apparently a natural prodigy. If things kept going like this, she was slated to inherit the house. Since magic leveled the playing field, women becoming heads of households was actually pretty common here.

Naturally, I spent every session getting my ass handed to me. I couldn't afford to win, after all. To be a true EMINENCE IN SHADOW, I had to commit a hundred percent to the role of the boring side-character, MOB A.

So, every day, I’d take my beatdown while whined, "Feeeh! Big Sis, you’re too strong!"

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

My days were packed with noble studies and the social obligations required to maintain my status as a background extra, so I didn't have much free time. My real training happened late at night once everyone else had passed out. I was definitely sacrificing sleep, but I’d developed a specialized technique that combined magic-fueled super-recovery with meditation. It turned me into a high-functioning short-sleeper. I felt great.

Tonight was no different. I did some light warm-ups in my usual forest before moving on to the special menu.

I'd heard some ruffians had taken up residence in a nearby abandoned village. My scouting confirmed it was a bandit gang of a decent size. Perfect, I thought. Just right for some test-cutting.

I'd hunt down lone brigands whenever I found them, but a whole bandit group? That was a once-a-year festival. I was stoked. I was perpetually short on sparring partners, so I welcomed scum like this with open arms. Man, I really hoped the local security would just keep deteriorating.

Lynchings were pretty standard in the boonies of this world. Judges and executioners only existed in the big cities, so I figured I’d step in and do the judging myself.

Tonight also marked the glorious field test of my newest weapon: the SLIME BODYSUIT.

Allow me to explain. People in this world fought by using magic power to buff their bodies and weapons. But there was always a massive loss in transmission. If you pumped a hundred units of magic into a standard iron sword, you’d only get about ten units of actual output. Ninety percent of it just vanished into the ether. Even a high-end Mithril sword was considered a masterpiece if it managed to transmit fifty percent. The inefficiency was staggering.

That’s why I’d turned my attention to slimes. They were clearly magical organisms; they used magic power to move and shift their shapes. My research showed that slime Magic Power Conductivity was a mind-blowing ninety-nine percent. Plus, being liquid, they could change form at will. I’d hunted down countless slimes, crushed their SLIME COREs, and experimented on the leftover Slime Jelly. I’d popped over a thousand cores—I actually caused a local slime extinction and had to go on expeditions to find more.

Eventually, I'd perfected a Slime Jelly blend that was easy to control and reinforce, and I’d crafted it into a bodysuit. Unlike clunky armor, it was light, silent, and comfy as hell. It actually assisted my movements. And the defensive stats? Off the charts.

My current version used black pigment. No flashy decorations, just a sleek fit that traced the lines of my body, leaving only gaps for my eyes and breathing. I looked exactly like the shadowy culprit from a certain detective manga. I figured once I officially debuted as an EMINENCE IN SHADOW, I’d come up with a more theatrical design.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I reached the abandoned village. Even though it was the dead of night, the lights were blazing. It looked like they’d successfully raided a caravan and were throwing a victory party. Lucky me. Bandits are famously bad at planning; they spend whatever they steal the moment they get it. Right after a raid is the only time they actually have anything worth taking.

Whatever belongs to bandits belongs to me. It was all just funding for my future career as an EMINENCE IN SHADOW.

I was buzzing as I charged into the middle of the banquet. I didn't bother with a surprise attack. No point—I needed the practice.

"Hyah-ha!! Listen up, you losers! Hand over everything that sparkles!"

I screamed that right in the center of the camp.

"Wha—? Who the hell is this shrimp?!"

I was ten, so "shrimp" was a fair assessment.

"Hey, I said hand over the cash!"

I kicked the guy who called me a shrimp across the clearing. That finally got the rest of them to draw their steel.

"Listen, kid, you're pushin' your luck. Just 'cause you're a brat don't mean we won't show mer—"

"Take this!"

I sliced the head off the guy mid-monologue. My weapon was also made of slime—a nifty little thing I could manifest only when I needed it. And the SLIME SWORD had even more tricks up its sleeve.

Hidden Feature Number One: Extension.

"Ora ora ora ora oraaa!"

I let the Slime Sword stretch, mowing down the mob-tier bandits in a single sweep. It moved with the flexibility of a whip but kept the lethal edge of a blade. It was my first time using it in a real fight, so I’d been a bit nervous, but this was more than viable.

"Ora ora ora ora... Oh?"

I’d gotten a bit carried away. The place had gone dead quiet. Only one guy was left standing.

"Wh-who the hell are you...?"

"Well, I guess I'll test Feature Number Two on you."

"What are you blathering about?!"

"You look tougher than the rest. You're the boss, right? Look, you have zero chance of winning, but if you can provide some decent practice, I might let you live for another two minutes. Good luck."

"Don't toy with me, you brat! Back in the Royal Capital, I was—!"

"Yeah, yeah. Less talking, more dying. Come on."

"I'll kill you!"

BOSS A charged me, his face twisted in a mask of pure rage. I watched his sluggish swing coming and... I didn't move. I took the hit.

His blade swept across my chest, and the impact sent me tumbling back.

"Haha! That's what you get for being cocky! I’m a master of the Royal Capital’s Bushin Style—Wait, what?!"

"Didn't even scratch me... Psyche!"

I stood up like I’d just tripped over a pebble. Man, I was loving the defensive capabilities. The Slime Bodysuit could completely nullify an attack of BOSS A's caliber.

"The Bushin Style, huh? Heard it’s been trending in the capital lately. Show me what you’ve got."

"Damn you! I'll show you plenty!"

He attacked again. Honestly? Total cakewalk. He was swinging with everything he had, but I didn't even need to draw my sword. I just styled on him with basic footwork and body positioning.

Still, that Bushin Style... I kind of liked it. It was rare to see a style in this world that wasn't bogged down by "spirit" or ancient, crusty forms. Even from BOSS A's sloppy swings, I could see an attempt to solve combat through logic. A split-second faster, a half-step deeper—the dedication to optimizing every move was something I could get behind.

Too bad the guy using it was a total disappointment.

I stepped back the moment his flurry broke.

"M-my sword... why can't I hit you?!"

"You're weaker than my old man. Hell, you might be stronger than my sister right now, but she'll probably lap you within the year."

"You little shit!"

I parried his desperate swing and delivered a sharp kick to his shin. I snapped it out quickly, focusing the movement entirely below the knee.

"Guh... aggh... how...?"

BOSS A collapsed, clutching his shin. Blood started pooling in the dirt.

The trick was simple: a needle-sharp spike had extended from the tip of my boot. Slime Sword Feature Number Two: manifest a blade whenever and wherever I want.

Out of all the possibilities, I really liked the idea of kicking the opponent's lead leg with a hidden toe-blade. Foot attacks are a nightmare to defend against. You block the sword up high while I take your leg down low. It’s a dirty, effective way to win.

"Guess there's no point in continuing this."

"W-wait...!"

"You didn't even last the two minutes."

I drove the toe-blade through BOSS A's jaw. Skewered. One quick twitch and he was done.

I stepped over his convulsing body and started digging through the spoils.

"I can't fence art... food's a no-go... come to papa, cash and jewels!"

There were several carriages' worth of loot, plus the corpses of the original merchants.

"I've avenged you guys, and I'll make sure your cargo doesn't go to waste, so rest in peace."

I offered a quick prayer for the five million or so Zeny I’d just scored. One Zeny was roughly equal to a Yen. Every bit of this was going straight into my activity fund.

Man, I really wished the world would get more dangerous. Bandits everywhere. I wanted encounter rates like a video game.

"Try harder in your next life. Become a global plague or something."

I gave the late BOSS A a thumbs-up. As I turned, something caught my eye.

"A cage? Huh."

It looked big and reinforced.

"Slaves? I can't flip those for cash, so pass..."

Still, curiosity got the better of me. There might be something valuable inside. I ripped the cover off.

"Well... that's a first."

Inside was... how do I put this? A heap of rotting meat. It was vaguely humanoid, but I couldn't tell how old it was or if it had been a guy or a girl.

But it was alive. It might even have been conscious, because the mass twitched when I peered in.

I’d heard rumors about "The Possession"—unfortunates the Church labeled as demons and executed. They were born normal, but one day, their bodies just started to rot. Left alone, they’d die, but the Church would buy them up to "purify" them. It was basically just a religious excuse to massacre the sick, but the crowds loved it. They’d cheer for the Church for keeping the peace. It was so deliciously medieval; I loved the aesthetic.

If I sold this thing to the Church, it’d probably be worth more than the rest of the loot combined. Too bad I had no way to make that deal.

"Guess I'll put you out of your misery."

I leveled my Slime Sword through the bars... and then I felt it.

This meat-pile was packing a ridiculous amount of magic power. It was monstrous—way more than even I had, and I’d been training since I was a fetus. And then it clicked.

"This wavelength... is this a Magic Power Rampage?"

Was the rot caused by a total internal magical meltdown? I’d had a close call with a rampage once myself. If I hadn't managed to stabilize, would I have ended up like this?

I remembered what I’d felt that day. The potential. During a rampage, the body becomes incredibly receptive to magic as it tries to adapt. I’d theorized that you could use a controlled rampage to mutate into a more efficient magical vessel, but it was way too risky to try on myself.

But if this thing was the result of a rampage... and I could use it for experiments... I could find a risk-free path to the power I needed.

"This meat... I can use this."

I reached out and began pouring my magic power into the mass.
The Birth of the Cult of Diabolos!?

It had been about a month, I guess...

I stood in the same abandoned village where it all started, let out a long sigh, and thought back to the day I first acquired that lump of meat.

How the hell did things end up like this?

The meat-lump experiments were actually going great for a while. Since it isn’t my own body, I can do whatever the hell I want, I’d thought, pumping it full of magic power and spending my days geeking out over the results. I tried this, I tried that—it was a total blast.

Approaching the very essence of magic power and feeling my own abilities visibly level up was the greatest joy I’d ever known. My control became more precise, more delicate, and more powerful than ever before. I pushed it to the absolute limit, and the moment I finally achieved perfect control over the magic power runaway... a blonde elven girl was standing there.

To be honest, I’d been so obsessed with the magic control that I hadn't even realized the meat lump was a blonde elf until that very second. It was wild; I didn't know you could actually bounce back from being a pile of rotting meat. I tried to see her off with a breezy, "You're free now, so head on home. Best of luck with your life!" kind of vibe, but she started going on about how she had no home to return to and how she had to repay the favor of me saving her. 

Look, I didn't save you. You were just a byproduct of a happy accident.

I considered just making a break for it since she was becoming a hassle, but I eventually decided to let her play the role of SUBORDINATE A for my "Eminence in Shadow" bit. She didn't seem like the type to betray me, she looked smart, and she had this aura of being needlessly competent. She claimed to be ten years old just like me, which proved that the whole "elves are mentally precocious" thing was no joke.

"Alright then. From today, you are Alpha."

Subordinate A, Alpha—whatever, they both start with A.

"I understand," she replied with a nod. 

Blonde hair, blue eyes, pale skin, and a total babe. She was the quintessential elf.

"And your job is..."

I trailed off, thinking. This was a big moment. Her job was to be the assistant to the Eminence in Shadow—that much was certain. But that raised the question: What exactly is an Eminence in Shadow? What is their goal? This was the foundation of the entire "setting" I was trying to build for myself in this world.

Lore is everything.

You can't exactly look cool if your reason for fighting is just taking out your frustration over losing at the pachinko parlor.

But I was prepared. Both before and after being reincarnated into this world, I’d never stopped fantasizing about the ultimate Eminence in Shadow. I reached into my mental archives, pulled from the tens of thousands of potential plot hooks I’d dreamed up, and instantly dialed in the optimal setting.

"Your mission is to stop the resurrection of Demon Diabolos from the shadows."

"Demon Diabolos...?" Alpha tilted her head slightly.

"I’m sure you’ve heard the story. Long ago, Demon Diabolos brought the world to the brink of destruction. However, the beast was defeated and the world was saved by three Heroes—one human, one elf, and one beastman."

"I know the story. But isn't that just a fairy tale?"

"No. It really happened. Though, the truth of the matter is far more complex than the nursery rhymes suggest..."

I let out a short, hollow laugh. For a pro like me, weaving this world's legends into my "Eminence in Shadow" lore was child’s play.

"In his final moments, Diabolos—defeated by the Heroes—laid a curse upon his killers. That is the Curse of Diabolos."

"The Curse of Diabolos? I’ve never heard of that."

"The Curse of Diabolos is very real. Possession... that disease that was eating away at your body? That was it."

"What? No way..." Alpha’s eyes went wide with shock.

"The descendants of the Heroes who slew the Demon have been tormented by this affliction for ages. However, in the old days, the Curse of Diabolos was curable. Just like I cured you."

I mean, look at her. Her skin was so flawless it was hard to believe she’d been a case of Possession until recently. Her very existence was the only "proof" I needed to back up my bullshit.

Total lie, obviously.

"Possession was once proof of a Heroic bloodline. Those afflicted were protected, thanked, and praised as the children of the world's saviors. Well... they were in the past, anyway."

"But they aren't thanked now. Quite the opposite..." Alpha said, her expression twisting with pain.

"Someone distorted history. They hid the truth of the Heroes' lineage, suppressed the cure for the curse, and turned those descendants into pariahs to be despised as 'Possessed.'"

"But...! Who would do such a thing!?"

"The very people plotting the resurrection of Demon Diabolos. Those eaten by the curse are, without exception, individuals with high magic power who have inherited the Heroes' blood most strongly. In other words, they are a vital asset for humanity—and a massive nuisance for our enemies."

"So they get rid of us by calling us monsters..."

"Exactly. You were framed for the 'crime' of Possession, costing you your home and your family. Tell me... don't you hate them?"

"I do. How could I not?"

"The Cult of Diabolos. That is our enemy. They will never step into the light of day. And that is why we, too, must lurk in the shadows. We hide in the darkness to hunt the shadows."

"An organization with that much influence operating entirely behind the scenes... That means our enemies are the people in power. There must be so many people being manipulated without ever knowing the truth..."

I gave her a magnanimous nod.

"The road ahead will be difficult. But it's a burden we must bear. Will you help me?"

"If that is your wish, I will stake my life on it. We shall bring the sanction of death upon the sinners..."

Alpha stared into my eyes and gave a fearless smile. Her face was young and beautiful, yet it was filled with an intense, ironclad resolve.

I did a mental fist pump.

Hell yeah! This elf is a total pushover!

Since the Cult of Diabolos obviously doesn't exist, she’s never going to find them no matter how hard she looks. So, I’ll just find some random bandits, claim they're "Cult of Diabolos suspects," and take them out. Then I can swoop into the middle of some "protagonist-tier" battles, say something cryptic like, "The world is falling into ruin..." or "The Demon's resurrection is nigh..." and then just disappear. Or maybe I’ll show up on a battlefield and wipe out both sides while saying, "How foolish... you puppets of fate..."

Man, the possibilities were endless.

Oh, right. I needed a name for the organization.

"We are Shadow Garden... We lurk in the shadows to hunt the shadows..."

"Shadow Garden. I like it."

Right? My naming sense is top-tier.

At that very moment, Shadow Garden was founded, and the world’s greatest enemy—the Cult of Diabolos—was born. I had taken one more step on the path to becoming a true Eminence in Shadow.

"Well, for now, let's keep working on your magic control and sword skills. I’ll handle the heavy lifting, but you’ll need to deal with the fodder, so make sure you get reasonably strong."

"I understand. The enemy is formidable; we must increase our combat potential."

"Yeah, yeah. Exactly."

"We should also look for other descendants of the Heroes to protect."

"Uh, yeah. Sure. Keep it within reason, though."

I mean, having a few more people would make the organization feel more "official" and add some depth to the lore, but I don't really need a crowd. Honestly, two people is plenty.

"Anyway, let’s just focus on getting stronger for now."

I raised my wooden sword and parried a strike from Alpha. Her swing was so sharp it was hard to believe she'd been an amateur until recently. She had great instincts and plenty of magic power. Yeah, she was going to be pretty useful.

Under the glow of the moonlight, I kept swinging my sword, lost in my own thoughts.
If Only He Had Hair...

It had been about three years since the founding of Shadow Garden. I was thirteen now, and my older sister, Claire, had just turned fifteen. While there isn't any particular significance to being thirteen, fifteen is a different story. See, in this world, nobles have to attend school in the Royal Capital for three years starting at fifteen. My sister was the "shining hope" of the Baron Kagenou Family. My mom had gone all out throwing her a farewell party and everything—it was a real "behold our glorious prodigy" vibe.

That was all well and good, but on the very day she was supposed to depart for the capital, my sister vanished. Naturally, the Baron Kagenou household was currently in a total state of panic.

"The room was already in this state when I entered," my old man said, using his best "dandy" voice. To be fair, he actually had a decent face.

"There are no signs of a struggle, but the window was pried open from the outside. Neither Claire nor I noticed a thing. This was the work of a true professional."

My dandy father rested a hand on the window frame and gazed wistfully at the distant sky. He looked like the kind of guy who should have a glass of whiskey in one hand.

If only he had hair...

"And?" a freezing voice cut through the air.

"It was the work of a professional, so it couldn't be helped—is that what you’re trying to say?"

It was Mom.

"N-no, that’s not it at all! I was just stating the facts..." 

Dad’s voice cracked as cold sweat poured down his face.

An instant later:

"YOU BALDYYYYYYYYY!!!"

"Hiee! I-I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!"

Me? I was basically background noise. I’m not expected to do much, but I don’t cause trouble either. I’ve worked hard to maintain that specific social standing.

Still, my sister was actually a pretty decent person, so it was a shame. Since the crime happened at night while I was out training at the abandoned village, there hadn't been anything I could do.

I watched my parents' "flirtatious" banter with a solemn expression, then took advantage of the chaos to slip back to my room. I offered a quick prayer toward the direction my sister had disappeared and flopped onto my bed.

And then...

"You can come out now."

"Yes, my lord."

The moment I spoke, the curtains swayed noiselessly. A lone girl clad in a black Slime Bodysuit stepped into the room.

"Beta, I assume?"

"Yes."

She was an elf, just like Alpha. But while Alpha was a blonde, Beta had silver hair. With her cat-like blue eyes and a cute beauty mark under one eye, she was the third member of Shadow Garden. Even though I’d told Alpha to keep things in moderation, she kept bringing girls home like she was picking up stray cats. Our numbers were growing fast.

"Where’s Alpha?"

"She is currently tracking Lady Claire's trail."

"Fast as always. Is my sister still alive?"

"Presumably."

"Can we save her?"

"It is possible... however, Shadow-sama’s assistance will be required."

Ah, I love it when they call me Shadow. I’m the master of Shadow Garden, after all. Fufufu.

"Did Alpha say that?"

"Yes. She believes that given the risk to the hostage, we should take every possible precaution."

"Hmph."

To be honest, Alpha was already incredibly strong. For her to request my help, I had to assume we were dealing with someone of considerable skill.

"My blood is beginning to boil..."

I instantaneously released a burst of compressed Magic Power into my palm, making the very air tremble. 

There’s no practical reason to do that, but man, I love the special effects.

Beta looked appropriately stunned and whispered a soft, "As expected..." 

Lately, I’d had Alpha, Beta, and Delta to train with, so I wasn't exactly starved for combat, but I craved some freshness. More importantly, this was the perfect opportunity to play the role of The Eminence in Shadow.

"I suppose it’s time to get serious for once..."

I was really getting the hang of projecting that "mysterious powerhouse" vibe. Plus, Alpha and Beta had been fleshing out the lore lately, which really made things exciting.

"The culprit is undoubtedly a member of the Cult of Diabolos," Beta reported. "And likely of the executive class."

"An executive, hm? And why would The Cult want my sister?"

"We believe they suspected Lady Claire of being one of the Children of the Hero."

"Hmph. Sharp-witted bastards..."

See? This is how we do it.

On top of that, they were even bringing me "evidence." They’d say stuff like, "Just as you predicted, your words were true..." or "A thousand years ago, the Children of Diabolos..." or "This stone monument bears the marks of the Cult of Diabolos..." I mean, I can't read Ancient Letters, so I have no idea what any of it actually says. I’m pretty sure Alpha doesn't really know either. They probably just find stuff that looks the part because they want to feel like they're "uncovering the truth." Yeah, that's definitely it.

"Please look at these documents," Beta continued, spreading out a massive pile of papers. "According to our latest investigation, the hideout where Lady Claire was likely taken is—"

Yeah, I have no clue what I'm looking at. More than half of it was in Ancient Letters, filled with nonsensical numbers and charts. Honestly, these girls were geniuses at making realistic-looking props. In that specific field, they had completely surpassed me.

I tuned out Beta’s explanation, plucked a throwing knife from my sleeve, and hurled it at the map on the wall.

Thwack.

The blade pierced the map at a single, random point.

"There."

"Here? But what could—"

"My sister is there."

"But there's nothing listed at this... No, wait! Could it be...!"

Beta started rummaging through her documents in a frantic panic, acting like she’d just had a massive realization.

Man, she's good. I totally just winged that throw, but she's a pro at this. I bet she’s going to 'find' a hidden hideout exactly where I pointed, isn't she?

"After cross-referencing the data... it appears there is indeed a hidden base at the exact coordinates Shadow-sama indicated!"

Called it.

"To process this mountain of data in an instant and pinpoint the hidden location... Your brilliance truly knows no bounds."

"Your training is still insufficient, Beta."

"I shall devote myself to my studies further!"

Nice. Even though I know it’s just an act, it still feels great. Beta really knows how to stroke my ego.

"I shall inform Alpha-sama immediately. We strike tonight?"

"Yeah."

Beta bowed deeply and vanished. Her eyes were sparkling with that "I totally respect you" look. I had to hand it to her—that was an Oscar-worthy performance. Cheers to that.
A Legit Cultist and a Legit Cursed Girl (With a Hint of Truth)

OLBA

I was walking down a dim underground passage. 

I’m currently in my mid-thirties, and if I do say so myself, I’ve kept my physique in top shape. Between my sharp gaze and my gray hair slicked back, I’d say I cut quite the imposing figure. 

I came to a halt at the end of the tunnel. Two soldiers stood guard beside a single door.

"Is the daughter of the Baron Kagenou Family in there?" I asked.

"She is, Lord Olba," the soldier replied with a crisp salute before unlocking the door. "Watch yourself, sir. She’s restrained, but she hasn't stopped fighting for a second."

"Hmph. Who do you think you’re talking to?"

"っ! M-my apologies, sir!"

I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The room was a stone dungeon, plain and simple. A lone girl was bolted to the wall with Magic-Sealing Chains.

"Claire Kagenou, I presume."

At the sound of my voice, the girl looked up. 

She was a beauty, I’ll give her that. Since she’d been snatched right out of bed, she was still in a thin negligee; the garment did little to hide the swell of her breasts or her youthful thighs. Her silken black hair was cut straight across her back, and she glared at me with the kind of eyes that belonged to a girl who didn't know the meaning of the word 'surrender.'

"I know your face. I've seen it in the Royal Capital," she said. "You're Viscount Olba, aren't you?"

"Oh? I was in the Royal Guard once, but... wait, did you see me at the Bushin Festival?"

"The Bushin Festival, right. I remember seeing Princess Iris cut you down like a pathetic amateur."

She actually let out a little giggle. The nerve of this girl.

"Hmph. Within the strict rules of a match, she’s in a league of her own. But don’t think for a second I’d lose to her in a real fight."

"It wouldn't be any different in a real fight. You're just Viscount Olba—the guy who lost in the first round of the Championship Tournament."

"Keep talking, brat. You have no idea how much of a feat it is just to stand on that final stage." I glared back at her.

"I’ll be standing there in another year."

"A pity. You don't have another year."

The chains binding her rattled.

Suddenly, her face was inches from mine, her teeth snapping shut just barely missing my neck.

Clack.

If I hadn't tilted my head at the last possible microsecond, she would have torn my carotid artery right out of my throat.

"Want to find out which one of us is still breathing a year from now?" she hissed, grinning like a predator.

"I don't need to find out. I already know it won't be you, Claire Kagenou."

I drove my fist into her jaw.

She was slammed back against the stone wall, yet her eyes remained just as fierce as she stared me down. I lowered my hand, feeling a bit annoyed—there hadn't been much resistance behind the blow.

She jumped back to soften the impact?

Claire gave me a fearless smirk. "Something wrong? Was there a fly on my face?"

"Hmph. So you’re not just some girl being swung around by high Magic Power."

"I was taught that Magic Power isn't about how much you have, but how you use it."

"You have a good father."

"I didn't learn a damn thing from that bald old man. My brother taught me everything."

"Your brother...?"

"He's a cheeky brat," she said, her smile turning almost mischievous. "Whenever we fight, I’m always the winner. But I’m always the one learning from his sword. Meanwhile, that boy learns absolutely nothing from mine. That's why I have to bully him every single day."

"Your poor brother. I guess that makes me the hero for saving him from a monster sister like you. But enough idle talk."

I cut the chatter and locked eyes with her.

"Claire Kagenou. Have you been feeling physically off lately? Maybe your Magic Power is becoming difficult to handle, or your control is getting unstable? Do you feel pain when you channel it? Perhaps you've noticed your skin turning black and starting to rot? Any of those symptoms?"

"You went through all the trouble of kidnapping me just to play doctor?" she asked, a smirk playing on her glossy lips.

"I had a daughter once. I’d rather not get any rougher than I have to. It would be best for both of us if you just cooperated."

"Is that a threat? I have a habit of rebelling when people try to squeeze me. Even when it’s completely irrational."

"So you have no intention of answering honestly?"

"Hmm. I wonder what I should do."

We glared at each other in silence for a long moment. It was Claire who finally broke.

"Fine. It’s not like it’s a big deal anyway. You asked about my body and my Magic Power, right? I'm fine now. In fact, if I weren't in these chains, I’d be feeling perfect."

"Now? What does that mean?"

"Exactly what I said. It was about a year ago, I think, when those symptoms you mentioned showed up."

"What? You’re saying they were... cured? On their own?"

Impossible. In all my research, I’d never heard of a case where 'that' just fixed itself.

"Yeah, nothing special happened... Oh, wait. My brother asked if he could practice his... Stretch? I didn't really get what he was doing, but after he was done with me, I felt amazing."

"A... 'Stretch'? Never heard of it. But if the symptoms appeared, then there's no doubt. You are, first and foremost, a Compatible."

"Compatible? What’s that supposed to mean?"

"It’s something you have no need to know. You'll be broken soon enough anyway. Though, I think I'll have to investigate that brother of yours, too..."

The second the words left my mouth, an impact exploded across my nose.

"Guh!?"

I stumbled back toward the door, clutching my face as blood started leaking through my fingers. "Claire Kagenou, you...!"

She was supposed to be fully restrained by all four limbs, but for some reason, the chain on her right wrist had come off. Blood was pouring from the limb.

"You scraped the flesh off your hand and dislocated your fingers just to escape...!?"

These weren't ordinary shackles; they were Magic-Sealing Chains. She had used nothing but raw, agonizing physical strength to rip her hand through the metal, crushing her own bones in the process, just to land a punch on me. I was floored by the sheer insanity of it.

"If anything happens to that boy, I will never forgive you!" she screamed. "I'll kill you, and everyone you love! Your family, your friends—I’ll slaughter every last one of them...!"

I didn't let her finish. I put everything I had into a magic-reinforced punch to her stomach. Bound by the Magic-Sealing Chains, she had no way to protect herself.

"You little brat...!" I spat.

Claire collapsed, her blood pooling on the floor in a dark, ugly stain.

"Whatever. This blood will tell me everything..."

I reached for the stain, but the door burst open. A soldier was there, gasping for air.

"Lord Olba! Emergency! We have an intruder!"

"An intruder!? Who?"

"We don't know! They're few in number, but we're no match for them!"

"Tch. I'll handle it. You lot, strengthen the defenses here!"

I clicked my tongue and ran out.
The Doping Test Results Are In: Positive

OLBA

By the time I reached the hall, the place was already a total bloodbath. The soldiers guarding this facility weren’t supposed to be scrubs—hell, some of them were practically Royal Guard material—but they’d been absolutely shredded.

Yet, here we were.

"How... How is this even possible!?"

In the main hall of this underground dump—the only spot where the moon actually deigned to shine in—corpses were scattered like discarded trash.

Every single one was a one-hit kill.

The sheer gap in skill was honestly insulting.

"You bastards...!"

I glared at the intruders. It was a group clad in skintight black bodysuits. Judging by the... ahem... curves, they were all petite girls.

Seven of them total. Even with the moon as a spotlight, their presence was so thin I felt like I’d lose track of them if I blinked. Their Magic Power Control was off the charts; they were masking their signatures with terrifying precision.

I had to admit it: every last one of them was an expert probably on my level. 

One girl in particular was just... drenched. She stood there under the moonlight, staring me down while literally dripping with the blood of my men.

Ngh...!

My instincts just hit the eject button. No logic, no reasoning—just my lizard brain screaming that this girl was a walking "Game Over" screen.

The blood was pitter-pattering off her suit onto the floor. Drip. Drip. 

She was dragging her blood-stained katana across the ground like a slasher-flick villain, leaving a long, messy trail behind her.

"Who are you? What do you want?" I asked, trying to keep my voice from cracking.

Seven people on my level? In one room? Yeah, talk about bad RNG. 

Fighting them head-on was a sucker’s bet. I cursed my luck while trying to find a breakthrough.

But the blood-soaked girl wasn't listening.

She just sneered.

Behind that mask, I knew she was grinning like a psycho.

I’m being hunted...!

The moment that thought crossed my mind—

"Step back, Delta."

The blood-soaked girl froze.

She backed off without a fight, and I finally remembered how to breathe. In her place, another girl stepped into the spotlight.

"We are Shadow Garden."

Her voice was so beautiful that, under any other circumstances, I would’ve been enchanted. But right now, it just gave me the creeps.

"And I am Alpha."

She peeled back her mask, revealing her face.

Her white skin practically glowed in the moonlight. She took a step toward me.

Ngh...!

A blonde Elf. 

She was breathtakingly beautiful. Like, "distractingly pretty" beautiful.

She took another step.

"Our objective... is the destruction of the Cult of Diabolos."

She swung a black katana—one she was holding before I even realized it—through the air.

It looked like she literally sliced the night in half.

The sheer wind pressure and intent behind that swing were enough to make my knees buckle. How does someone this young get this strong? It’s not fair. I felt a disgusting mix of jealousy and pure, unadulterated terror.

But what she said next was the real kicker.

"You... where did you hear that name?"

The Cult of Diabolos. That’s a "Need-to-Know" name. Even in this facility, only a handful of people—myself included—knew it even existed.

"We know everything," she said. "Demon Diabolos, the Curse of Diabolos, the descendants of the Hero, and... the Truth of Possession."

"H-how do you know that...?"

She was dropping info that I’d only just learned myself. This was the kind of top-secret stuff that never leaves the room. 

"Did you really think you were the only ones chasing the Curse of Diabolos?"

"Guh...!"

Leaking this info is a death sentence. But could I kill them all and keep the secret? 

Not a chance.

My only move now was survival. I had to live long enough to tell headquarters that a bunch of super-powered girls in latex were onto us.

Time for a desperate play.

"AAAAAAAAHHHHHH!!"

I drew my sword with everything I had and lunged at Alpha.

"Oh, how reckless," she sighed.

She parried me like she was swiping away a fly and countered in one motion. My cheek split open, blood spraying everywhere.

But I didn't stop.

I kept swinging, over and over, desperately looking for an opening while she dodged me by a hair’s breadth every time. She wasn't even breaking a sweat. She’d read my entire moveset. In return, she started carving me up. My arm, my leg, my shoulder—little nicks everywhere.

But nothing fatal.

She's waiting for me to spill my guts, I realized. She won't kill me yet.

And that’s when I saw my win condition.

After one final, pathetic swing, I took a hit to the chest and stumbled back.

"This is a waste of time," Alpha said.

I didn't give her the satisfaction of an answer. I knelt, clutching my chest, and let a nasty grin spread across my face... as I swallowed the pill I’d been hiding.

"What are you doing—wait, what!?"

My body bulked up instantly. My skin darkened, my muscles felt like they were going to explode, and my eyes started glowing red. 

And the Magic Power? Oh, it was beautiful. It was surging like a goddamn volcano.

Ngh...!

I swung my sword—no wind-up, just pure speed—and Alpha instantly blocked it. The impact actually made her grimace. She skipped backward to put some distance between us.

"Cute magic trick," she said, shaking out her numbed arm and tilting her head. "Is that a Magic Power Overload? You're forcibly suppressing it..."

BETA

"Lady Alpha, are you okay?" I asked, stepping forward as she retreated for the first time.

"I'm fine, Beta. It’s just getting a bit annoying... wait, what?"

Alpha turned back, but the target was gone. In the spot where Olba had been standing, a square hole had opened up in the floor. A hidden passage to the lower levels.

"...He ran for it," Alpha muttered.

"The coward... let's go after him," I suggested.

But Alpha held up a hand.

"No need. He is already down there."

"He...? Oh! Lord Shadow mentioned he was going on ahead. But I thought he was acting on his own..."

"Yeah," Alpha said, letting out a soft, melodic chuckle. "He ran off in a completely random direction earlier, so I was worried he’d actually gotten lost for once."

She smiled that knowing, perfect smile of hers.

"To think he predicted this entire escape route... As expected."

I looked down into the dark hole, my heart racing and my eyes sparkling with respect. As expected of Lord Shadow. His wisdom truly knows no bounds.
The Eminence in Shadow Style: Simple Battle Lessons (How You, Too, Can Become an Eminence in Shadow!)

SHADOW

"I was lost."

I muttered those words to no one in particular while wandering through the deserted underground facility.

Everything had gone well enough when we first stormed the hideout, but I’d quickly grown bored of the endless waves of small fry. I’d decided to head on ahead and take out the boss myself, only for it to end like this. And after I spent all that time practicing my dramatic performance for when I finally encountered the boss, too.

It was a massive facility. Judging by the vibe, it felt like some bandit group had moved into a decommissioned military base.

"Hm?"

Right then, I sensed someone running toward me from further down the passage. A moment later, the other guy seemed to notice me as well. He skidded to a halt, keeping his distance.

"So, you’ve cut me off..."

The guy was absolutely ripped, and for some reason, his eyes were glowing red. Whoa, what is that? That’s actually kind of cool. Can he fire beams out of them or something?

"Regardless... if it's only one of you, this will be easy."

A twisted smile spread across his face, and in the next instant, the RED-EYED MAN vanished. Or rather, he moved so fast that an ordinary person would have hallucinated his disappearance.

But not me. I stopped the RED EYE’S sword with a single hand. 

Speed isn't much of a threat once you know where the attack is coming from, and power is all about how you apply it.

"What—?!"

I gave the stunned guy’s shoulder a light shove to create some space. 

His MAGIC POWER was incredible—honestly, it was even higher than Alpha’s. Unfortunately, the guy was a complete MAGIC POWER idiot; he had no idea how to actually handle it.

Personally, I’m not a fan of power-reliant fighting styles—the kind of "if I just beef up my speed and strength with MAGIC POWER and swing really hard, I’ll win" mindset. Look, I’m not saying I ignore the physical side of things. If I were forced to choose between pure power or pure technique as some ultimate choice, I’d pick power without hesitation. Technique without power is worthless. However, I absolutely loathe unrefined, distorted combat styles that rely solely on raw physical stats—speed, power, reflexes—while completely neglecting the finer details. It feels like giving up on the craft.

Physicality is a gift you're born with, but technique is born from effort. That’s why the EMINENCE IN SHADOW I strive to be will never lose when it comes to skill. I layer technique onto my power, I optimize my speed, and I use my reactions to scout for possibilities. Physicality matters, but I refuse to engage in an ugly fight that relies on it. That is my aesthetic.

Honestly, these "swing-and-pray" types just annoy me. 
So, I decided to teach him a lesson. 
I'd show him the proper way to use MAGIC POWER.

"Lesson One."

I took a light stance with my SLIME SWORD and began to walk. One step, two steps, then three. On the third step, the RED EYE swung his sword. That was his range.

In that exact moment, I accelerated. 

I used the absolute minimum amount of MAGIC POWER, concentrating it into my legs, compressing it, and then releasing it all at once. That was it. But that tiny, compressed burst of power increased my momentum exponentially.

The RED EYE’S blade sliced through empty air. Now, he was in my range. 

I didn't need speed anymore. I didn't need strength. I didn't even need MAGIC POWER.

I let my JET-BLACK BLADE graze the RED EYE’S throat. Just a paper-thin cut. Leaving a thin red line across his neck, I stepped back out of his reach. At the same time, his blade whistled past my cheek, barely missing.

"Lesson Two."

I stepped forward again, timing it with the recoil of his swing. I didn't use any MAGIC POWER this time. In terms of raw stats, the RED EYE was much faster than me. But no matter how fast you are, you can't move and attack at the same literal instant. 

And that’s why I could close the gap.

Just a half-step. A subtle distance—too far for me, yet too close for him. 

A momentary silence hung between us. The RED EYE hesitated. I saw it. He chose to retreat to reset the distance.

I already knew he’d do that. I’d already read his intent through his MAGIC POWER MOVEMENT. So even though he was faster, I moved first. I closed the distance before he could even begin his retreat and used the tip of my blade to graze his leg. A little deeper this time.

"Gah...!"

He let out a pained groan and retreated even further. I didn't pursue.

"Lesson Three."

After all, we were just getting started.



OLBA

Had he ever felt a gap in power like this before? As his body was cut time and time again by that JET-BLACK BLADE, OLBA found himself wondering.

Not when he fought the ELF named ALPHA, nor when he lost to the Princess at the BUSHIN FESTIVAL—he had never felt such a sheer difference in quality. If he had to compare it to anything... it was like when he was a child who had only just started training, standing before his master. Adult and child, master and amateur—it didn't even qualify as a fight.

The gap he felt now was exactly that.

The boy didn't look strong. He didn't radiate the same intimidating pressure ALPHA did. If anything, he felt like nature itself. His stance, his MAGIC POWER, his swordplay—everything was perfectly natural. His physical strength and speed weren't particularly noteworthy. No, they didn't need to be. His swordsmanship was perfected through pure, unadulterated skill.

He was overcoming a desperate deficit in MAGIC POWER through sheer technique alone. And that was exactly why OLBA felt such an overwhelming sense of defeat.

The only reason OLBA was still standing—the only reason he was still breathing—was because the boy allowed it. If the boy willed it, OLBA’S life would end in a heartbeat.

In his current state, OLBA could regenerate from any wound that wasn't immediately fatal. There were limits and heavy side effects, of course. If he lost too much blood or had his bones shattered, it would take time to mend. Yet, despite the repeated crises, OLBA lived. 

No—he was being kept alive.

"Why...?" OLBA gasped.

Why spare him? Why oppose them? Why was he so strong? Just... why?

The boy clad in pitch-black simply looked down at him.

"We lurk in the shadows to hunt the shadows. That is the sole reason for our existence."

His voice was deep, carrying a faint hint of sorrow. In that single sentence, OLBA understood the essence of the boy in black.

"You... do you truly intend to resist that?"

There were those in this world who stood beyond the reach of the law. OLBA knew this; he considered himself a part of that hidden world. Vested interests, the privileged class, the hidden side of society. The light of the law never reached the world's furthest corners. OLBA had reaped the benefits of that darkness, only to be crushed and discarded by those even higher up the ladder. 

That was why he had sought power... only to be defeated here.

"No matter how strong you are—how strong all of you are—you cannot win. The darkness of this world... is far deeper than you can imagine."

OLBA wasn't offering a warning. It was a prayer. He wanted this boy to fail miserably, to lose everything, and to rot in despair just as he had. He desperately wished for it, yet feared his wish would be denied. It was a cocktail of petty jealousy and envy.

"Then we shall dive," the boy replied. "To the very bottom."

There was no strain in his voice, no sign of exertion. There was only absolute confidence and an unwavering resolve.

"Don't give me that crap, kid!"

He couldn't accept it. He refused to accept it. Because that resolve was exactly what OLBA had once possessed before it was shattered.

In that moment, OLBA decided to cross the final line. He pulled a handful of pills from his pocket and swallowed them all. He knew he wasn't walking away from this alive. But if he was going down, he would use his final moments to show this boy the truth.

The true depth of the world's darkness.
The Eminence in Shadow is Solitary

Olba’s aura shifted. 

The Magic Power that had been rampaging out of control suddenly went quiet, compressing itself into a dense core within his physical frame. Blood vessels burst, muscles shredded, and bones snapped under the pressure—only to be knitted back together in an instant. By harboring such an absurd amount of Magic Power, he had surpassed the limits of humanity. 

The Cult called this "Awakening." 

Once you crossed that line, there was no coming back. But in exchange? You got absolute power.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!!"

With a roar that sounded more like a beast than a man, Olba vanished. A dull thud echoed through the chamber, and in that same heartbeat, I—the Jet-black Boy—was sent flying.

I kicked off the wall, corrected my posture mid-air, and stuck the landing. But Olba was already on me. His sword slammed into me again and again, launching me across the room.

"Slow! Light! Fragile! This is reality, brat!"

The pursuit was relentless. Every impact rang out like a hammer on an anvil as I was tossed around. Olba’s slashes were single-mindedly fast, heavy, and utterly merciless. It was pure, overwhelming violence. A tiger doesn't need "techniques" to kill a rabbit; it just exerts its strength and lets the rabbit die. There was no resisting it. 

I was being systematically dismantled. Or at least, that’s how it was supposed to look.

"–!?"

Blood sprayed from Olba’s chest. Before he even realized I’d moved, a deep sword wound had opened across his torso. He froze for a fraction of a second, then immediately swung again, blowing me back.

"It doesn’t work! It won’t work, you little shiiiiit!!"

The wound should have hit bone, but the flesh bubbled and regenerated in a blink.

"This is power! This is what it means to be strong!"

Olba accelerated even further. Spouting blood and tearing through the air, he looked like a Crimson Flash. 

Jet-black versus Crimson. 

We collided again and again. I’d get sent flying; he’d spurt more blood. The exchange was too fast for the naked eye to follow. All an observer would have seen were crimson afterimages and a black blur being knocked around, signaling that a fight was, in fact, happening.

But even this couldn't last forever. The gap in raw stats was too wide. It was obvious that the "Jet-black Boy" would eventually break. It was a match Olba couldn't possibly lose. He swung his blade again and again, trampling over me with his monstrous strength.

And yet... he started to look worried. Why was I still standing there, looking exactly the same as when we started?

"Why... Why can't I finish you...?"

I hadn't changed a bit. I was barely using any Magic Power, barely moving my body at all. I was just letting his momentum carry me, drifting through the chaos like a leaf in a rapid current. But I wasn't just drifting. Every time he rushed me, I used his own speed to precisely slide my blade into his vitals. 

I did nothing useless. Nothing unnecessary. I was just being natural. Just being.

"Ugly, isn't it?" I said. 

I stared him down, my eyes seeing right through his little tantrum.

"What do you know?! What could a brat like you possibly understand?!"

Olba howled. He poured every last drop of Magic Power into his sword and his body, preparing a final, desperate mowed-down swing. Even if it killed him, he was going to end me. It was, without a doubt, the greatest strike of his entire life.

Too bad for him.

"Playtime is over."

I cut him in two.

My Jet-black Blade swung through the air as if passing through an empty field. There was zero resistance. Olba’s sword, his massive Magic Power, his peak-human physique—all of it was sliced apart in a single stroke. 

Up until that moment, Olba probably thought my swordsmanship was built on pure skill—no Magic Power, no strength, no speed. 

He was wrong.

"What... is this...?"

It was a stroke that cut through everything. In his final moments of hyper-clarity, Olba saw it. He saw the blade slice his sword, his magic, his flesh, and his bone. That one swing contained incredibly dense Magic Power. It had absolute strength. It had overwhelming speed. And above all else... it had peerless skill.

This was the perfected form. 

I had everything. I just hadn't felt like using it until now. When I actually put my heart into it, there was nothing in this world I couldn't cut.

"To think... you were this..."

Blood geysered. His upper body slid off his waist, and his legs toppled over a second later. His divided halves still tried to regenerate, but the man was already broken. His flesh began to rot and decay, leaving black stains across the floor.

I looked down; he looked up. 

By crossing swords with me, Olba finally understood. You can tell everything about a person by their blade. My sword was the sword of a serious, honest, ordinary person—a style won through effort so intense it made my soul bleed. 

He’d thought I was just some kid who didn't know the "real world." He was wrong. I knew exactly how the world worked, and I’d chosen this path anyway.

Powerless. Olba’s entire life had been powerless. He’d tried to be something, but achieved nothing. 

But maybe, if it was this Jet-black Boy...

"Mili... a..."

Olba reached for the dagger with the blue jewel and closed his eyes. In his fading consciousness, he saw the smiling face of the daughter he’d lost so long ago.



So, anyway, the whole "Exterminate the Bandits and Save My Sister" quest was a wrap. Since Sis was knocked out, I just untied her and left her there. She came home the next day in a total foul mood. She’s way too tenacious for her own good—her hand injury was basically gone after one night of sleep. After a week of annoying fuss involving her "recuperation" and the official investigation, she finally headed off to the Royal Capital. For some reason, she was incredibly clingy during that last week. It was a huge pain.

Alpha and the others seemed super busy investigating the bandit group and mopping up the leftovers. Oh, wait, they're calling them "The Cult" now, aren't they? Whatever. Bandits, cultists—same difference. 

I have to say, though, that Red Eye old man from the bandits was a total find. When he dropped that line, "Then I shall sink, as deep as it takes," I got chills. It was the quintessential "Eminence in Shadow" dialogue. I honestly wanted to hire the guy as a recurring supporting actor. 

And man, my performance was 10/10. My ad-libbing in that high-pressure climax was a must-see. It’s a tragedy I didn't have an audience, but I guess I can hold out for two more years. That’s when I head to the Royal Capital. The Royal Capital. One of the biggest metropolises in the world, the only city in this kingdom with a million people. There are bound to be "protagonist" characters there, and maybe even a "last boss." Conspiracies, incidents, and shadow wars that you just don't get in the countryside... and then, the Eminence in Shadow drops in to mess with everyone. 

Ugh, just thinking about it makes me realize I’m still just a frog in a well, acting tough by beating up local bandits. My story hasn't even hit the prologue yet.

One day, while I was training for my big debut in two years, the seven girls gathered at my place. Apparently, they wanted to give me a report on their "investigation into the Cult" and "research on the curse." Everyone's been so busy lately that it's rare to see all seven of them in one room. 

This research stuff is such a waste of time, but I guess I'll listen, I thought as they started talking.

To summarize:

First, they claimed the heroes who fought the Demon Diabolos were all women. That’s why the Curse of Diabolos only shows up in girls. 

Creative, I’ll give them that. Too bad the history books say the heroes were all dudes. Since Shadow Garden is all-female (except me), I guess they needed a reason to feel special?

Next, they said the curse shows up most in Elves, then Beastkin, and finally humans. Apparently, it's about lifespan. Humans die too fast, so the "hero blood" gets diluted. Elves live forever, so the blood stays "thick," making the curse more common. 

I mean, yeah, I’m the only human in the group, and I don't have Possession. We've got two Beastkin and five Elves. And since they were all "cured" of Possession, I guess they worked backward to find a "plausible" explanation. They really put some thought into these settings.

Alpha and the rest kept rambling on, but I mostly tuned it out. 

Then they moved on to the Cult report. Apparently, The Cult is a massive, world-spanning shadow organization. Wow, very impressive. Spooky.

They said The Cult calls the girls with Possession "Adapters" and tries to capture or kill them immediately. To fight back, the girls decided Shadow Garden needs to go global. They’re going to leave one person with me on a rotation, while the rest scatter across the world to "protect Adapters" and "sabotage the Cult."

That’s when it hit me. 

They finally realized the Cult of Diabolos isn't real. 

This was their way of saying, "Look, we can't keep playing make-believe with you forever, so we’re going to go off and do our own thing." "Scattering across the world" was just code for "moving on with our lives." But since they still feel like they owe me for curing their skin diseases back in the day, they’ll leave one girl behind to babysit me so I don't feel too bad. That had to be it. They’d finally grown up.

I felt a little sentimental. It’s like back in my previous life—everyone wants to be a hero when they’re kids, but then they get older and forget they ever cared. I’m always the only one left behind. 

Well, they’ve become adults. It happens.

I decided to send them off with a smile. I never really intended to have seven employees anyway. Just me and one assistant is plenty. I watched the girls leave, acting like they were sad to say goodbye, and I made a vow. 

Even if I'm the only person left in this world playing the game, I’m going to keep aiming for the top. I will be the Eminence in Shadow.
The Games of Those Ignorant of the Shadow World

Upon turning fifteen, I enrolled at the Midgar Academy for Spellswords in the Royal Capital. It’s supposedly the top institution on the continent, a place where promising young spellswords gather from across the country and beyond.

I spent my first two months there keeping my grades in the lower-middle tier, just like any good background character should. During that time, I kept my eyes peeled for any A-list protagonist types.

I found one.

Princess Alexia Midgar. She was the ultimate heavy hitter.

Even a chimpanzee could tell she was a big deal just by hearing the name "Midgar Princess."

Apparently, she has an older sister named Princess Iris Midgar who’s an even bigger superstar, but unfortunately, she had already graduated by the time I arrived.

Now, I decided it was time to launch a massive Mob Event involving Princess Alexia. Or, more accurately, I was forced into it after losing a punishment game.

Yeah, that’s the one. The quintessential mob trope: "Confessing to the most popular girl because you lost a punishment game."

And so, there I was on the rooftop of the school building, facing off against Princess Alexia from a respectful distance.

She had silver hair cut sharply at her shoulders and almond-shaped red eyes that were, well, pretty. I guess. She had a perfectly sculpted, "cool beauty" sort of face, but... honestly, it’s just a hassle to describe. Yeah, yeah, you’re gorgeous, I thought. Unfortunately for her, I’d grown bored of looking at beautiful women thanks to Alpha and the others. In my opinion, people are better off with a few flaws; it gives them character.

Now, I wasn’t the only reckless idiot to challenge Alexia. In the two months since she’d enrolled, over a hundred morons had already confessed to her, only to be cut down by a single, cold sentence:

"I’m not interested."

I mean, it makes sense. She’s a princess; she’s destined for a political marriage after graduation. She has no time for schoolboy crushes. Then again, the nobles confessing to her were in the same boat. Most of them had political marriages waiting for them a few years down the line, too. That’s exactly why they wanted to squeeze in a little romance while they were still in school.

Well, whatever. At the end of the day, it was all just the games of those ignorant of the shadow world.

However, I had a mission to fulfill by mingling in those games as a mob. Getting harshly rejected by the school idol because of a punishment game was a top-tier Mob Event. By executing this perfectly, I would become the ideal "Mob A" I had always envisioned. Every step toward being a perfect mob was a step toward my ultimate goal: becoming the Eminence in Shadow.

I had stayed up all night preparing for this very moment. How should I do it? What should I say? What would be the most "mob-like" way to confess?

I hadn't just agonized over the word choice. I had researched everything—from the slight stutter in my delivery to the pitch of my voice and the exact amount of vibrato to use. I had finally mastered the ultimate "Mob Confession," and now, I stood upon the field of battle.

A decisive battle.

Yes, for a mob, this was a clash of destinies.

The Eminence in Shadow has his battles, and a mob has his.

Therefore, at this very moment, I had to give it my absolute all as a background character.

I steeled my resolve and looked her in the eye.

Princess Alexia... you’re standing there with such a composed face, but if I were to seriously draw my sword right now, your head and torso would be separated in an instant. You are, after all, only a person of that level.

Now, behold!

This is the most mob-like confession in the history of the world!

"P-P-P... Princess Alexi-th."

I carved out the "P-P-P" with a sharp staccato, added a pathetic vibrato to the silence, let the pitch of "Alexia" wobble up and down, and delivered a masterful slur on "Princess."

"I-I weally like you...!"

I let my gaze wander toward the ground to avoid her eyes, making my knees tremble just a tiny bit.

"P-P-Please gow out with meee...?"

The lines themselves were boring and cliché—the "royal road" of confessions—but my pronunciation, pitch, and articulation were all over the place. I ended on a weak, rising intonation to maximize my aura of total insecurity.

It was perfect!

This was the "Mob A" I had always dreamed of being.

I was satisfied. Deeply, truly satisfied.

"Okay. I look forward to it."

"Huh?"

I was already turning to leave, basking in my success, when I heard what must have been a hallucination.

"I said, I look forward to our relationship."

"Wait... what?"

"I said yes."

Something was very, very wrong.

"W-Well, I guess we should walk back to the dorms together."

I ended up walking all the way back to the dorms with Princess Alexia. She gave me a pleasant smile and a "see you tomorrow" before we parted. The moment I got back to my room, I face-planted onto my bed, buried my face in the pillow, and screamed.

"WHY THE HELL DID I END UP ON THE LOVE COMEDY PROTAGONIST ROUTE!?!?"
Word on the Street Is He's Blackmailing Her...

"This makes no sense!"

"It really doesn't."

"Totally bizarre, isn't it?"

The next day at lunch, I recounted the previous day's events to my two mob friends in the cafeteria. The three of us reached a unanimous conclusion: no matter how you looked at it, this situation was just wrong.

"Let’s be real, you don't have the specs to date Princess Alexia," Hyoro said. "I mean, even my chances would be questionable, right?"

That was Hyoro. He was the second son of the Baron Gari Family. He was tall and lanky, and while he clearly put effort into his appearance, his fashion sense was atrocious. From a distance, you might mistake him for a guy with a "cool vibe," but if you got any closer... yeah, no. Definitely not.

Despite the ego, Hyoro Gari obviously didn't have the specs to date Princess Alexia either. I knew this for a fact because he was a mob friend I had personally vetted.

"If Cid could pull it off, maybe I could have too," Jaga lamented. "Man, I should have been the one to confess."

That was Jaga. He was the second son of the Baron Imo Family. Small and chunky, he was the kind of spud-like guy you’d find on any high school baseball team. From a distance, up close, or from any conceivable angle, he was a masterpiece of a human being who couldn't even manage an "atmospheric" cool vibe.

Naturally, he was also a pure-bred mob who stood zero chance with Princess Alexia.

Oh, by the way, my name is Cid. Cid Kagenou. As long as I’m using this name, I, too, am a pure-bred mob.

"Look, it's not actually a good thing," I told them. "It feels like there’s some scary hidden motive behind it all. Besides, we live in different worlds."

"Probably," Hyoro agreed. "You don't have the natural charisma I do. What do you give it—a week?"

"More like three days," Jaga chimed in. "Just look around."

Following Jaga's lead, I scanned our surroundings. Everyone in the cafeteria was glancing my way and whispering.

Look, that's him...

No way! He's so... average.

It has to be some kind of mistake...

Actually, he's kind of my type...

Gross! Really?

And then, there were the darker whispers.

I heard he's blackmailing her. Some guy named Hyoro Gari was saying so.

Are you serious? I’m gonna kill that guy...

We'll make it look like an accident during training...

If I don't step up now, I can't call myself a man...

My hearing was sharp enough to catch almost all of it. I made a point to glare at Hyoro Gari.

"Hm? Something wrong?" he asked.

"Nothing."

The friendship of mobs is a fleeting, fragile thing.

"But seriously, what am I supposed to do?" I asked. "It would be weird to dump her right after I confessed."

Dumping a princess isn't very mob-like. Then again, dating one already blew my cover.

"Who cares? Just date her," Hyoro said with a smirk. "If you're lucky, you might even get to second base."

"Exactly," Jaga added. "Even if it’s a mistake, you're dating a princess. It's a waste to back down just because of a few obstacles."

"It's not that simple..."

While we sat there, my reputation was ballooning, carrying me further and further away from the life of an ordinary Mob A.

"Still, since things turned out like this, we have to keep the Punishment Game a secret," Jaga noted.

"Yeah," I agreed. "If that leaks, it'll be a disaster. So I’m counting on you guys. Especially you, Hyoro."

"Me? My lips are sealed."

"Of course, I won't say a word either," Jaga promised.

"I’m serious. Don't screw this up."

I let out a heavy sigh and started on my 980 Zeny Poor Noble Course daily special. I wanted to eat fast and get out of this uncomfortable cafeteria as quickly as possible.

Right then, it happened.

A 100,000 Zeny Super Rich Noble Course daily special was efficiently laid out on the table across from me by a team of maids.

And then...

"Is this seat taken?"

Princess Alexia had arrived.

Dammit, I knew it. That’s why I was trying to eat fast.

"P-p-p-p-please, be our guest!"

"I-i-i-if a seat like this is okay, by all means!"

Hyoro and Jaga’s responses were the epitome of small-fry energy. Wait, weren't these the same guys talking big about how they could date her themselves just a second ago? Ah, well. They really were the pure-bred mobs I had acknowledged them to be.

In more ways than one, I felt like crying.

"I don't see why not," I said to Alexia, who was still waiting for my answer.

"Thank you." She took her seat.

"Nice weather today," I said, figuring a weather check would buy me some time.

"It is," she replied.

The vapid conversation continued. She began eating her extravagant lunch with perfectly refined movements. I guess princesses really do have good manners. Lower nobles like us are basically just commoners with a fresh coat of paint, after all.

"The Super Rich Noble Course has a ridiculous amount of food, doesn't it?" I remarked.

"Yes. I can never finish it all."

"That seems like a waste."

"To be honest, a cheaper course would be fine, but if I don't order this one, it makes it difficult for everyone else to order what they want."

"Oh, I get it. If you can't finish it, can I have some?"

"Well, yes, but..."

"Don't worry about manners. This is just a lower noble's table."

I reached over and snatched the main meat dish from the bewildered Alexia, stuffing my face before she could complain. Wow, this is good.

"Ah..."

"I'll take the fish, too."

"Wait a minute...!"

Score. Luck is on my side today. Thanks to her, my stomach was in paradise. My attitude toward Alexia had been consistently casual since yesterday for a very specific reason.

Operation: "Dump Me Already, Dammit!" was in full swing.

"Haaa... fine. Whatever."

"Thanks for the food. See ya."

"Wait right there!"

My plan to beat a smooth retreat after scavenging her meal failed. I reluctantly sat back down.

"Your practical application class this afternoon is Royal Capital Bushin Style, correct?"

"Pretty much."

The academy split the day into basic subjects in the morning and practical skills in the afternoon. Basics were done by class, but the practicals were electives where grades and classes were all mixed together. You chose the style that suited you from a variety of martial schools.

"I’m also in the Royal Capital Bushin Style, so I thought we should attend together."

"No, that's impossible. You're in Section 1, Alexia. I’m in Section 9."

The Bushin Style was a popular choice. With fifty people per section, there were nine sections in total. They were divided by skill level, and since I was a fresh enrollment, I was still in the bottom tier. I was planning to eventually settle somewhere around Section 5.

"I had a seat opened for you in Section 1 on my recommendation, so it’s fine."

"That is the exact opposite of fine. Believe me, I know."

"Then perhaps I should move down to Section 9?"

"Please don't. I'll have nowhere left to stand."

"It's one or the other. Choose."

"No."

"It is a royal command."

"...Section 1 it is."

And so, my lunch came to an end.

Hyoro and Jaga remained as motionless as decorative ornaments until the very end.
Conflict Is Always Entertaining from the Sidelines

“Man, this place is huge...”

The words slipped out the second I stepped into the classroom for Royal Capital Bushin Style Division 1.

To put it in perspective, the place was basically a massive gymnasium. Naturally, it came fully loaded with locker rooms, baths, a cafeteria, and various other amenities. Even the doors were "manually-operated automatic doors"—which is just a fancy way of saying a maid stands there to open them for you.

For the record, Division 9 holds class outdoors, rain or shine. No doors means no maids required. Sucks to be us, I guess.

I changed as fast as I could to avoid being cornered by any overzealous elites and retreated to a corner to wait for Alexia. After a few minutes, she made her entrance.

“Shall we start with a light warm-up?”

She had swapped her uniform for a Bushin Style training outfit. The feminine version featured a skirt with deep slits; if you imagine a plain, unadorned cheongsam, you’re in the right ballpark. It was pitch black. In the Bushin Style, rank is determined by color—black is the peak, and white is the bottom of the barrel.

Naturally, I was the only person in the room wearing white. I stood out like a sore thumb.

I did my best to ignore the surrounding stares—which felt like a cocktail of seventy percent hostility and thirty percent curiosity—and started some light dynamic stretching.

“How interesting,” Alexia remarked, beginning to mimic my movements.

Even in this world, it’s common knowledge that loosening up before exercise is a good idea. However, nobody has really established a "correct" way to do it yet, so everyone just kind of wings it with their own weird routines.

Listen, kids. You can take sports as seriously as you want, but if you disrespect stretching, your body is going to break. Sure, people in this world try to brute-force their way through injuries using Magic Power, but that still tanks your performance.

Alexia was actually surprisingly conscientious about this. I could appreciate that. When it comes to the field of combat, I am nothing if not a perfectionist. I’m so enlightened I’ve got that "sipping artisanal coffee in a trendy SoCal cafe" vibe down pat. I wouldn't lose to anyone on the West Coast.

While I was lost in my own self-satisfaction, class began.

“We have a new student joining us today,” the faculty advisor announced, gesturing toward me.

“I’m Cid Kagenou. Glad to be here.”

I was immediately met with a barrage of glares that suggested nobody here considered me a "comrade" in the slightest.

Ah, yep. This is definitely Division 1. One look around confirmed that the room was crawling with VIPs. That handsome guy over there was the second son of a Duke; that beauty over there was the daughter of the current Order of Magic Swordsmen’s Captain. Even the advisor was the national Swordsmanship Instructor—a blond, blue-eyed hottie who was only twenty-eight.

“Everyone, try to get along,” he said, and with that, practice was underway.

We started with meditation and Magic Power Control, followed by basic suburi and other fundamentals.

Good, good. Basics are everything. In Division 9, they just swing the sword a few times and then start whaling on each other like kids playing pirates. As I thought, the truly strong understand the value of a solid foundation.

The level of talent in the room was high. Honestly, it was a great environment. Most importantly, this "Royal Capital Bushin Style" was incredibly logical. It was actually a joy to practice—a rare treat.

“Do you like the Royal Capital Bushin Style?” 

The blond instructor—Zenon Griffey, if I recalled—approached me.

“Do I look like I do?” I asked.

“Yeah. You look like you’re having the time of your life.”

“Maybe I am.”

Zenon-sensei gave a refreshing, princely laugh at my response.

“As you know, the Royal Capital Bushin Style is a relatively new school that branched off from the original Bushin Style. The 'Traditional' vs. the 'Innovative.' We caught a lot of flak at first, but thanks to Princess Iris, we’re now considered the second most prominent style in the country.”

“I’ve heard you were one of the swordsmen who helped build the school’s reputation, Sensei.”

“My contribution was trivial compared to Princess Iris. Even so, I like to think of this style as something I helped nurture. That’s why it makes me happy to see someone take a liking to it. Anyway, sorry for interrupting your flow.”

Zenon-sensei moved on to observe the other students. I actually knew exactly how he felt. I loved watching Alpha and the girls use my sword techniques. My style is something I built from the ground up, and seeing it recognized and wielded by others provides a very specific kind of ego stroke.

“What were you two gossiping about?” Alexia asked, strolling over.

“Just the Royal Capital Bushin Style.”

“Hmm. Next is 'Mass' practice, so let’s pair up.”

"Mass" is basically light technical sparring. You don't actually land hits; it’s more about checking your forms and the flow of counters.

“Aren't we a bit mismatched in skill level?” I asked.

“It’ll be fine.”

We leveled our wooden swords and began. 

I would swing, and Alexia would parry. Then she would strike, and I would parry. We kept the impact light, the movements slow, and the Magic Power usage to a minimum. 

While other pairs around us were venting Magic Power and clashing violently, Alexia was surprisingly accommodating. No, it wasn't that she was "matching" me... this was just her natural state. She understood that Mass was for technical refinement, not a contest of speed or strength. She was focused entirely on the purpose of the drill.

I could see it clearly in her sword.

Everyone in the kingdom worships her older sister, Princess Iris. They call her a genius, a prodigy, the strongest warrior in the land. Her fame is deafening.

In contrast, Alexia’s reputation is... mid, at best. People say she has decent Magic Power and an honest technique, but that she’s miles behind her sister. That’s the "common sense" take on Alexia.

But facing her like this, I realized her sword was actually quite good.

It was faithful to the basics. Her foundation was rock solid. It was just... plain.

Yeah, it was plain as hell. But that plainness was the fruit of staggering effort. The way she had stripped away every bit of waste until only the refined core remained was proof that she had climbed the mountain one agonizing step at a time.

Delta, you should really take some notes, I thought, picturing the Beastkin girl whose chaotic, instinctive sword style I find personally offensive.

“That’s a good sword,” Alexia noted.

“Thanks.”

“But I hate it.”

Ah, the classic 'compliment-sandwiched-in-an-insult' style.

“It’s like I’m looking in a mirror. Let’s call it a day.”

She started packing up. Apparently, class was over. 

Against all odds, I had survived the elite class without a scratch. Now, all I had to do was tidy up, change, and sprint home at Mach speed...

“Not so fast.”

...Or not.

Alexia grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and hauled me away.

“So, I take it that is your final answer?”

Before I knew it, I was standing in front of Zenon-sensei.

“Yes,” Alexia said firmly. “I’ve decided to go out with him.”

“You can’t keep running away from your problems forever, Alexia,” Zenon-sensei replied, his eyes narrowing.

“Oh, ho ho! I’m afraid 'adult circumstances' are far too complex for a mere child like me to understand.”

By this point, I had pretty much put the pieces together. I knew why I’d been dragged here, and I knew exactly why she had "decided" to date me.

Please, for the love of God, don't drag me into this, I prayed. I did my best to turn into a literal shadow and watched the "Main Character Event" unfold between the two of them.
My Name Is Pooch! Nice To Meet You All!

“So, basically, you and Zenon-sensei are engaged, and I’m just the stalking horse.”

I was confronting Alexia behind the school building after class.

“Not engaged. We are potential fiancés,” Alexia corrected with a perfectly composed face.

“Either way is fine.”

“It is most certainly not fine. They’ve been forcing the matter forward before anything has even been decided, and it’s been a real headache.”

“That’s also fine—meaning I don’t care. Sorry, but I have no intention of getting dragged into your personal drama.”

“My, how heartless for a boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend? You just wanted a convenient stalking horse to hide behind, didn't you?”

“Well, yes. But we’re both in the same boat, aren't we?”

Alexia flashed me a nasty little smirk.

“Same boat? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, playing dumb? The great Cid Kagenou, who confessed to me because of a lost punishment game.”

Alexia’s smile deepened. 

Okay, wait a second. Let's stay calm.

“How cruel... to toy with a maiden's pure heart like that,” she said, sobbing fake tears. This was coming from a woman who didn't possess a single shred of maidenly purity in her entire body.

It’s fine. I’m a professional. I’m calm.

“I have no idea what you're talking about. Do you actually have any proof?”

Yes, proof. That was the key. No matter how much she suspected me, as long as those two didn't betray me, the evidence was—

“Was his name Jaga-kun? When I spoke to him, his face turned bright red and he started blabbing everything—including a bunch of things I didn't even ask. He’s such a good friend, isn't he?”

I maintained my mental equilibrium by imagining myself pulverizing Jaga into a bowl of mashed potatoes.

“Are you okay? Your cheek is twitching pretty violently.”

“I’m fine. My personality is twisted, so my face follows suit.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Still better than yours, though.”

“Hmm? Did you say something?”

“Nothing. So... what do you want?”

I admitted defeat. My only mistake had been my choice of friends.

“Let’s see...” Alexia crossed her arms and leaned back against the school wall. “For starters, you’re going to keep pretending to be my boyfriend. The deadline is whenever that man finally gives up.”

“I’m just the son of a Baron. Honestly, I don't have the social standing to be a convincing stalking horse.”

“I know that. I just need to buy time. I’ll handle the rest myself.”

“Also, I don't want to get into anything dangerous. The guy is a swordsmanship instructor. If something happens, I’m useless.”

“God, you’re noisy. Stop grumbling.”

With that, Alexia reached into her pocket and scattered gold coins across the ground. 

“Pick them up.”

One hundred thousand Zeny per coin. There were at least ten of them.

“Heh. Do I look like the kind of man who can be bought with money?” I asked, already down on all fours, meticulously gathering them one by one.

“You do.”

“Spot on.”

Eleven, twelve, thirteen... Oh, there’s one more!

Just as I reached for the final coin, Alexia’s loafer stomped down on it. 

I looked up. Alexia’s crimson eyes were looking down at me. I could see right up her pleated skirt. 

“You’re going to listen to me like a good boy, right?” she asked, her smile oozing with malice.

“Of course I am.”

I gave her my best hundred-watt smile.

“Good boy, Pooch.”

Alexia patted my head, then walked off with her short skirt fluttering in the breeze. I carefully wiped her footprint off the gold coin and tucked it into my pocket.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I’d been cutting back on my sleep to keep up with my training even after enrolling in the academy, but my free time took a hit once I started this fake relationship with Alexia.

“Come with me.”

With that single command, I was dragged to the Royal Capital Bushin Style Division 1 classroom in the predawn hours. 

The two of us were the only ones in the cavernous room. The morning sun filtered in, filling the space with a quiet, still atmosphere.

Early morning practice. 

Alexia swung her sword with single-minded devotion. I stood beside her, swinging mine in kind.

She was sincere when it came to the blade. I didn't dislike that about her—that one specific trait, anyway.

We didn't speak. We simply swung our swords in silence. Surprisingly, I didn't find the time spent like this painful at all.

“Your sword is strange,” Alexia noted. “The basics are solid. But that’s it. There’s nothing else there.”

She trailed off.

Of course there isn't. I was suppressing everything—power, speed, magic power, and technical skill. All that remained was the bare foundation.

“For some reason, I can’t take my eyes off it.”

“Thanks.”

Outside, I could hear the birds chirping. It sounded like a beautiful song, but in reality, they were screaming at each other over territory. A total bloodbath.

“But I still hate your sword,” Alexia said.

After that, we didn't say another word as we continued to swing.
BY THE WAY, I’M ON INSTRUCTOR ZENON’S SIDE

It had been two weeks since then, and I’d been somehow managing to survive my stint as Alexia’s boyfriend. I ran into the occasional bit of harassment from other students, but it was all well within the range of what I could tolerate.

Above all, I was just relieved that Instructor Zenon hadn’t tried to beat me to a pulp or resort to any other short-sighted, violent outbursts. A real weight off my shoulders.

Despite the situation, Instructor Zenon continued to instruct Alexia and me during class with his usual politeness. He didn’t strike up casual conversations like he used to, but you had to hand it to him—he was handling things like a real adult who knew how to separate his public and private life.

Compare that to this girl...

“I can’t stand that man,” she spat. “Acting all high and mighty just because he’s a little decent with a sword.”

As expected, she played the part of the sweet princess in public, but behind the scenes, it was a non-stop storm of verbal abuse.

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever you say.”

At this point, I was basically a robot designed for nodding. I knew from experience that arguing with her was a total waste of time.

“You saw that shady smile too, right, Pooch?”

“Yeah, yeah. I saw it.”

Our usual pattern involved taking a slight detour through a deserted forest path on the way back to the dorms after classes ended. During the walk, I did nothing but mindlessly agree with whatever came out of Alexia’s mouth. Not even ten percent of her rant actually registered in my brain.

We trekked through the twilight woods at a snail’s pace. She would unconcernedly spend over thirty minutes on a path that should have taken ten. There were days when it grew so dark that the stars came out, but I endured it. There were days when I thought she should just go talk to a wall, but I simply endured.

Endurance, endurance, and more endurance.

Eventually, however, even I felt the need to get a word in.

“Uh, can I say something for a second?”

“What is it, Pooch?”

Alexia sat down on her favorite tree stump and crossed her legs. I couldn't exactly tell her to get off her ass and keep walking, so I had no choice but to sit down next to her.

“What is it you actually hate about Instructor Zenon? Looking at it objectively, he seems like a prime catch as a marriage partner.”

“Are you serious? Were you even listening to a word I said?”

Alexia looked more than a little displeased. 

“Everything. I hate every single thing about that guy’s existence.”

“He’s handsome, a Swordsmanship Instructor, and he’s got status, honor, and money. Plus, he seems like a nice guy who knows how to conduct himself. He’s actually pretty popular with the girls.”

Alexia scoffed at my assessment. 

“Only on the surface. You can polish a surface however much you want. Just look at me.”

“Fair point. That’s actually very persuasive.”

Come to think of it, Alexia was also incredibly popular. That was only because she put on a front to a nauseating degree.

“That’s why I don’t judge people by their surface.”

“Then what do you judge them by?”

“Their flaws,” Alexia said with a smug look on her face.

“That’s a pretty negative way to judge people. It suits you perfectly.”

“Oh, thank you. By the way, I don’t actually dislike you, despite the fact that you’re a total mess of flaws with almost no redeeming qualities.”

“Thanks. That’s officially the most insulting compliment I’ve ever received.”

Alexia gave a wry smile. 

“You’re a straightforward piece of trash, and that’s fine. But that’s exactly why I hate that man.”

“So, what are Instructor Zenon’s flaws?”

“As far as I can tell, he doesn't have any.”

“Then he’s a super-catch, isn't he?”

“That’s exactly the problem! There’s no such thing as a person without flaws. If one exists, they’re either a massive liar or they’ve completely lost their mind.”

“I see. Thank you for that answer, which was absolutely overflowing with dogma and prejudice.”

“You’re very welcome, my flaw-ridden Pooch. Now, go fetch!”

Alexia tossed a single gold coin into the air. I caught it with a full-speed dash.

Score! One hundred thousand Zeny!

I shoved the gold coin into my pocket and returned to Alexia, who was clapping her hands in delight.

“There’s a good boy.”

She started patting my head. Endure. I must endure.

“He hates it! He really hates it!”

As she ruffled my hair and patted me all over, I was reminded once again that she really wasn't a decent human being.

“It’s written all over your face, you know.”

“I’m letting it show on purpose.”

With a light chuckle, Alexia stood up. 

“Well, let’s head back.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Pooch, tomorrow is the day I’m finally going to slam a wooden sword into that man’s irritating face. You’d better be watching.”

As she said that, I found myself compelled to ask a question.

“Are you actually being serious when you fight him?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Alexia turned around and stared intently at me. I’d definitely asked something unnecessary, but for me, it was the one thing I couldn’t just ignore.

“Instructor Zenon is definitely more skilled than you, but from where I'm standing, it doesn’t look like the gap is big enough for you to get beaten that one-sidedly.”

I actually like Alexia’s sword. It’s a style built one step at a time, through honest, daily effort. But when it comes down to a serious fight, she clutters it up with unnecessary junk. I hate seeing such unsightly garbage mixed into a style I’ve actually acknowledged.

“You certainly make it sound easy for a White Uniform,” she said.

“It’s just the nonsense of a White Uniform. You don’t need to take it to heart.”

“Fine, I’ll tell you. It isn’t as simple as you think.”

“Oh?”

“I have no talent. I was born with a lot of Magic Power, and I like to think I’ve put in the work. I even think I’m reasonably strong. But even so, I can never win against a true genius.”

“Is that so?”

“I’ve been compared to Sister Iris my entire life. There were expectations from everyone around me, and more than anything, I respected Sister Iris and wanted to catch up to her. But I couldn't do things the way she did. Everything—the very things we were born with—was different from the start. That’s why I tried to become strong in my own way. You know what people call my swordsmanship, don’t you?”

When people compared the skills of the two sisters, Iris and Alexia, there was one phrase that always came up.

“The Ordinary Sword.”

“That’s the one. By the way, yours is an Ordinary Sword just like mine. Sucks for you.”

Alexia gave a lopsided smile. 

“I don’t think it sucks. I like your sword, Alexia.”

Alexia held her breath for a moment at my words, then glared at me.

“I’ve heard that before. After I lost miserably on the stage of the Bushin Festival, Sister Iris told me the same thing.”

『I like your sword, Alexia.』

Alexia mimicked her sister’s voice, her lips twisting into a distorted expression.

“That woman couldn't possibly understand my feelings. She has no idea how miserable I felt in that moment. I’ve hated my own sword ever since that day.”

Alexia laughed. I couldn’t tell what kind of smile it was, but it certainly didn't look like she was having fun.

There were words I had to say. If I didn’t say them, I would be denying my very soul.

“I’m a pretty indifferent guy,” I began. “If some tragic incident happened on the other side of the world and a million people died, I wouldn’t really give a damn. If you lost your mind and became an indiscriminate mass murderer, I wouldn’t really care much about that, either.”

“If I ever lose my mind, I’ll make sure to cut you down first.”

“But there are things that aren't trivial to me. They might be worthless to other people, but they are more important than anything else in my life. I live my life while protecting the very few things that are precious to me. That’s why there is no lie in what I’m about to say.”

Just one thing.

“I like Alexia’s sword.”

After a long silence, Alexia finally responded.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. But if I had to say... it's just that I get pissed off when people trash something I like. That’s all.”

“I see.”

Alexia turned on her heel. 

“I’m going home alone today.”

And with that, she walked away.
It’s Quite a Feat to Make Me Snap

“It’s been a while since the three of us ate together like this, hasn't it?” Jaga, that traitor, said.

“That’s because this guy was eating with the Princess every single day,” Hyoro added.

“It wasn’t like I had a choice,” I replied.

The three of us were back in the cafeteria for the first time in ages. Alexia was, for once, nowhere to be found.

“Cid-kun, please, just cheer up already.”

“Yeah, stop being the kind of guy who holds a grudge over every little thing.”

“I even treated you to the 980-Zeny daily special on the Poor Noble Course!” Jaga whined.

“Exactly. He treated you, so let’s just let bygones be bygones,” Hyoro backed him up.

I let out a heavy sigh. “Fine, I get it.”

“Alright! Now that’s what makes a man.”

“Thank you, Cid-kun.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Hyoro lowered his voice. “So, how far did you actually get?”

“With what?”

“You know, that stuff with Princess Alexia. You were dating for two weeks, so you must’ve at least done a bit of that.” 

It was a remarkably stupid conversation, mostly consisting of him repeating the word “that.”

“Nothing happened. There’s no way it would.”

“Man, you’re such a hopeless coward. If it were me, I would’ve gone all the way by now.”

“I agree,” Jaga said. “Even I would’ve at least gotten a kiss.”

“Like I said, it wasn’t that kind of relationship.”

I continued my meal, brushing them off with half-hearted answers. Then...

“Do you have a moment?”

Instructor Zenon, the handsome blond, made his grand appearance.

“Yes, please!”

“Please, take a seat!”

The two idiots immediately turned into stiff garden ornaments.

“Did you need something from me?” I asked, being a little cautious. I was on the lookout for him making some kind of move while Alexia was gone.

“Yes. You may have already heard, but Princess Alexia hasn't returned to the dorms since yesterday.”

It was news to me. 

But she’s probably just out on a journey to ‘find herself’ or something. She’s at that age, after all.

“We started a search this morning and found this.” 

Instructor Zenon pulled out a single loafer. It was Alexia’s.

“There were signs of a struggle nearby. The Knight Order is treating this as a kidnapping and has opened an investigation.”

“No way...!” I cried out in grief.

In my head, however, I was doing a full-power fist pump. Yes! Serves you right!

“While narrowing down the suspects, a person who was the last to be seen with Princess Alexia emerged.” Instructor Zenon said, his eyes boring into mine. “The Knight Order would like to hear your side of the story.”

At the cafeteria entrance, I saw the members of the Knight Order. They were fully armed and practically radiating bloodlust.

“You’ll cooperate, won't you?”

I realized it then. 

Welp. This is bad.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

After that, I was tossed into a makeshift holding cell and interrogated. I wasn't released until the evening, five days later.

“Hey, move it!”

A rough shove to my back sent me stumbling out of the building, and my belongings were tossed out onto the ground after me. 

Standing there in just my underwear, I started pulling my clothes and shoes out of the pile. Since the nails on all my fingers had been ripped out, it took an annoying amount of time to get dressed.

Once I finished getting ready, I took a deep breath and started walking.

The crowds passing by on the main street stared at me—a beaten, blood-soaked mess.

I exhaled again.

Calm down. Calm down, me. There’s no point in snapping at small fries like that.

I tried my hardest not to remember the faces of the knights who had interrogated me so I could maintain my composure.

They were just doing their jobs.

The wounds from the beating were superficial, and I could have healed my missing nails instantly if I felt like it. I didn't, purely for the sake of staying in character as a mob.

“Yeah, I’m always calm.”

Yes, perfectly calm.

I took a deep breath. My vision cleared.

I checked for presence and sensed two suspicious shadows trailing a short distance behind.

Two tails, huh?

The kidnapper still hadn't been caught, and Alexia’s status was naturally unknown. I wasn't so delusional as to think I’d been proven innocent. I’d just been let go due to insufficient evidence; I was still very much a suspect.

I walked toward the dorms, looking down and pretending to be exhausted.

Along the way...

『Later...』

A tiny voice, nothing more than a whisper, reached my ears. Then came the faint scent of a familiar perfume.

“Alpha, huh...”

The main street was packed with people in the evening rush, and she was nowhere to be seen.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I returned to my dorm room and flipped on the light. A girl stepped out from the shadows.

“You’re going to eat, right?”

She wore a black bodysuit that fit her perfectly, emphasizing her womanly curves. In her hand was a sandwich stuffed with thick cuts of tuna. It was from Magronald's, a famous shop in the Royal Capital.

“Thanks. It’s been a while, Alpha. Where’s Beta?”

I hadn't eaten anything decent in five days, so I tore into the sandwich. Beta was supposed to have been the one acting as my assistant lately.

“I heard from Beta. You’ve gotten yourself into quite a mess, haven't you?” 

Alpha sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. Her silky blond hair and those sharp, beautiful blue eyes felt nostalgic. She seemed to have matured quite a bit since I last saw her.

“Tell me about it,” I said, stuffing the last bite of the sandwich into my mouth.

“There’s water there.”

“Thanks.” 

I drained the large cup of water in one go.

“Phew, I’m back among the living.” 

I kicked off my shoes, ditched my jacket, and dove onto the bed.

“Hey, at least change your clothes first.”

“No way. I’m sleeping.”

“Honestly... do you even understand the position you’re in?”

“I’ll leave the arrangements to you.”

Alpha was top-tier. If I left it to her, she’d set up the perfect stage for me. Until then, I just needed to sleep... I mean, accumulate my power.

Alpha let out a long sigh. “I think you know this, but as things stand, you’re going to be the fall guy.”

“True.”

Unless the real culprit was caught, the most suspicious person—me—would almost certainly be executed. Especially since this was a royal kidnapping. The public wouldn't be satisfied unless someone died.

The Middle Ages are the best.

“Get up. I have another sandwich.”

“I’m up.”

I took the second sandwich from her.

“There’s a movement within the capital trying to frame you.”

“Heh. Well, if they just leave it alone, I am the culprit anyway.”

“They want a quick resolution. A dull student from a Poor Baron Family is the perfect scapegoat.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’d do.”

“The Knight Order can’t be trusted.”

“Has The Cult infiltrated them?”

“Yes, without a doubt. The one who kidnapped the princess is a member of The Cult. Their goal is her high-concentration ‘Hero's Blood’.”

Alpha and the others are still keeping up The Cult roleplay. I really appreciate the dedication.

“Is she still alive?”

“If she dies, they can’t drain any more blood, can they?”

“Fair point.”

“I don't know why you were busy having a romance with the princess, but...” Alpha glared at me with half-lidded eyes.

“I don't think I’d call it a romance.”

“You have your reasons, don't you? Something you can't tell us.”

I looked away, avoiding Alpha’s gaze as she tried to peer into my eyes. I stayed silent. Obviously, I didn't have any grand reason at all.

“I understand. I know you’re carrying a heavy burden.”

What am I supposed to do if I’m not carrying anything at all?

“But trust us a little more. If you’d told us about this beforehand, it wouldn't have turned into such a disaster. Right?”

“I-I get it.”

“It’s fine. Following up for you is our job, after all.” Alpha smiled. “Once this incident is over, you’re treating me to Magronald's. That sandwich you just ate was actually my dinner.”

“Sure. Sorry for eating your share, Alpha.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Alpha stood up, opened the window, and perched one leg on the sill. Her small hips swayed slightly.

“I’m heading out. Stay quiet for a while.”

“Got it. What’s the plan?”

“I’m gathering our forces. We don't have enough people in the Royal Capital right now. I’ll have to call Delta, too.”

“You’re calling Delta?”

“She’s been dying to see you.”

Vanguard Delta, also known as Assault Weapon Delta. To put it simply, she was a battle-crazed idiot. 

It’ll be nice to have a reunion with everyone, but man... I really hope they’re all living normal, decent lives.

“I’ll send word once the preparations are complete. See you later.”

Alpha gave me one last smile, pulled her bodysuit hood over her face, and vanished out the window.
I See, That’s a Marvelous Idea (Deadpan)

IRIS

“Is that the end of the report?”

The beauty with hair like a wildfire spoke. Her straight red locks, reaching down to her back, shimmered in the candlelight, while her wine-red eyes scanned the investigative documents spread across the desk. Her presence was so dignified and striking that the knight delivering the report couldn't help but flush.

“T-That is all, Lady Iris. We’ll continue the investigation immediately.”

Iris nodded, signaling for the knight to dismiss himself.

Once the door clicked shut, only two people remained in the room: Iris and a man with refined, handsome features and blonde hair.

“Marquis Zenon, thank you for your cooperation in this matter.”

“It happened on academy grounds. I bear responsibility for it as well, but more than anything, I’m just worried for Lady Alexia’s safety…”

Zenon looked down, biting his lip with a convincing display of regret.

“You have your duties as the Swordsmanship Instructor to attend to. No one is going to blame you personally. Right now, let’s focus on rescuing Alexia safely rather than pointing fingers.”

“You’re right, of course…”

“Moving on.” Iris paused, closing the file. “Are we certain there’s a high probability that this student, Cid Kagenou, is the culprit?”

“I’d hate to believe a student is capable of such a thing, but the circumstantial evidence makes him the primary suspect. That said, looking at his actual skill level, I find it hard to believe he could face Princess Alexia head-on and win.”

Zenon chose his words with calculated precision.

“Then he either had an accomplice or used drugs. Yet he didn't crack even under the Knight Order’s interrogation. Do you really find him that suspicious?”

“I don’t know. Part of me wants to believe in him.” Iris narrowed her eyes and nodded. “I’ve put a reliable knight on him for surveillance. We’ll just have to wait for the report.”

“I pray for Lady Alexia’s safety.” 

Zenon bowed and made his exit. As he opened the door, a girl came sliding into the room before he could step out.

“Lady Iris! Please, you have to listen to me!”

“Claire-kun! What are you doing? My apologies, I’ll remove her at once!”

Zenon tried to grab the black-haired girl—Claire Kagenou—to drag her back out.

“Marquis Zenon, who is she?” Iris asked, stopping him.

“She is…”

“I’m Claire Kagenou! Cid Kagenou’s older sister!”

“Claire-kun! S-She’s a top-tier student at the academy, currently doing a trial internship with the Knight Order.”

“I see. It’s fine, let her speak.”

“Thank you so much!” 

Claire stepped forward and pleaded with Iris. “My brother—Cid—he’s not the kind of person who would kidnap Princess Alexia! This has to be a mistake!”

“The Knight Order is investigating carefully to ensure no mistakes are made. Your brother hasn't been officially declared the culprit yet.”

“But if the real culprit isn't found, my brother is the one they’ll execute!”

“The Order is thorough. We don't execute people by mistake.”

“But still!”

“Claire-kun, that’s enough!” Zenon barked, stopping her as she desperately tried to press Iris. “I understand your feelings, but this is bordering on an insult to the Knight Order.”

“Kh…!” 

Claire glared at Zenon, then turned that same sharp gaze toward Iris. “If anything happens to that boy…!”

“Claire-kun, I said stop!!”

Interrupting her, Zenon forcibly hauled her out of the room.

Thud.

Iris sighed as she stared at the closed door.

“The way we worry about family is the same, I suppose…” she whispered to the empty room. “Alexia, please be safe.”

They had been close once. But somewhere along the line, they’d started passing each other like strangers. They hadn't had a real conversation in years. And now, she realized with a pang, they might never speak again.

“Alexia…”

As Iris closed her wine-red eyes, a single tear traced a path down her cheek.



ALEXIA

When Alexia woke up, she was in a dim room. No windows, no exits—just a single candle providing a flickering light. The walls were rough stone, and a heavy-looking door sat directly in front of her.

“Where am I…?”

She had no memory of what happened after parting ways with Pooch on the walk back from the academy. When she tried to move, the sharp clatter of metal rang out. Her limbs were bolted to a stone pedestal.

“Magic-Sealing Restraints…”

She couldn't circulate her Magic Power. Breaking out on her own was going to be a nightmare. She ran through the possibilities—kidnapping, blackmail, human trafficking—but couldn't settle on a motive. She didn't have a claim to the throne, but she knew a princess always had some utility value.

With no information to work with, her mind drifted.

I wonder if Pooch is okay.

He was a recently acquired friend with a terrible personality, but Alexia had grown fond of how he spoke his mind without being intimidated by her. If he’d been caught up in this, his life was probably—no, better not to think about that.

Alexia shook her head and scanned the room again. Stone walls, iron door, candlestick, and… a heap of black trash?

The mass was chained up right next to her. As Alexia watched, it moved. It was breathing. It was some kind of living creature draped in rags.

“You. Can you hear me? Do you understand what I’m say—!”

The creature shifted and looked at Alexia. 

It was a monster.

It was a hideously emaciated thing, the likes of which Alexia had never seen. Its face was a mess of black, festering sores, with features that barely resembled a nose or mouth. Its body was grotesquely distorted; its right arm was longer than Alexia’s entire leg, while its left was a shriveled, stunted thing fused to its chest as if it were cradling an invisible child.

And it was right next to her.

While Alexia was bolted down, the monster was only held by a neck collar. If it reached out with that long arm, it could touch her. Alexia held her breath and looked away, trying not to provoke it. 

She could feel its eyes on her, observing her. After a silence that felt like an eternity, the chains rattled. Clink-clank.

Alexia stole a glance. The monster had curled back up and seemed to be sleeping. She let out a long, shaky breath of relief.

A moment later, the front door groaned open.

“Finally… finally, I have it.”

A gaunt man in a white lab coat stepped in. His cheeks were hollow, his eyes were sunken pits, and his lips were cracked and bleeding. His hair was a patchy, greasy mess that smelled like a rotting carcass.

Alexia watched him with cold, clinical detachment.

“Royal blood… royal blood… royal blood…”

While chanting like a broken record, the man pulled out a device fitted with a thin needle. He’s going to draw my blood, she realized. She’d had it done plenty of times by the royal physicians, but kidnapping a princess just for a blood sample was a bit extreme.

“Do you mind if I ask a question?” Alexia said, her voice perfectly calm.

“Nn? Nnn?” The man responded with a sound that was more of a wet groan than a word.

“What exactly are you planning to do with my blood?”

“Y-Y-Your blood is the Blood of the Demon. I’m going to bring the Demon back to the modern world!”

“I see. That’s a marvelous idea.”

I have no idea what he’s talking about, she thought, but he’s clearly insane and probably in a cult.

“However, I’d be quite annoyed if you took too much. I’m not really in the mood to die yet.”

“Heh… heh-heh… I-I know. I need a lot, so I’ll just take a little every day.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

As long as her blood was useful, he wouldn't kill her. Alexia decided to play the part of the obedient prisoner until rescue arrived.

“It wasn't… it wasn't supposed to be like this. It’s all those idiots’ fault.”

“I agree. I can’t stand idiots either.” Dealing with them is so exhausting, she added under her breath.

“They destroyed my… my laboratory. That idiot Olba was the first to get taken out.”

“Right, right. Foolish Olba, going first like that.”

“And then, one after another! Aaaaaaargh!”

“You poor thing. You’ve really had it rough.”

“I have! I have! My research was almost finished! If I don't finish it soon, I’ll be excommunicated! Excommunicated!”

“That’s just terrible.”

“D-Dammit! You useless… useless thing!”

The man suddenly turned and began kicking the chained monster. He stomped on it again and again, but the creature just stayed curled in a ball, refusing to move.

“Weren't you going to draw my blood?” Alexia interrupted.

“Right! Right! Your blood! If I have your blood, it’ll be complete!”

“Good for you.”

The man readied the device and pressed the needle against Alexia’s arm.

“With this… with this, it’ll be finished. I-I won't be kicked out!”

“Try not to make it hurt.” Because I’ll want to punch your teeth in, she added mentally.

The needle sank in. Alexia watched the crimson fluid fill the glass container with an air of complete indifference.

“Heh… heh-heh-heh…”

Once the container was full, the man cradled it like a holy relic and scurried out. Alexia waited for the door to shut before letting out a heavy, weary sigh.



CID

Everything was for the sake of this day.

It had been two days since I was released from the "interrogation" (read: spa treatment). I was currently in my dormitory room, hand-picking items from my prized Eminence in Shadow collection.

Cigars… no, I’m not quite at the age where I can pull those off yet.

Vintage wine… ah, here we go. A masterpiece from Portaux in southwest French. It’s worth 900,000 Zeny. Perfect for a moonless night like tonight.

And of course, I need a glass to match. Let’s keep the French theme going—a Biton Glass, a cool 450,000 Zeny.

I added an antique lamp for mood lighting and hung a legendary painting I’d "found" (stole from bandits) called The Monk's Scream on the wall. Perfection.

Ah, my soul is healing.

All those nights spent hunting bandits and crawling through the dirt for gold coins were for this very moment. I almost teared up looking at the masterpiece of a room I’d curated from my collection.

All that was left was to set out the invitation that arrived today and wait.

I waited.

And waited.

And waited…

I was poised and ready!

Finally… the moment arrived. 

As a girl clad in pitch-black slipped through my window, I delivered my line.

“The time is ripe… Tonight, we walk the world of shadows…”

Yes. Everything was for the sake of this day.
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SHADOW

“The time is ripe... Tonight, we walk the world of shadows...”

I let the words hang in the air, dripping with as much mystery as I could muster. I was currently doing my ‘Enigmatic Leader’ bit, sitting in my high-backed chair with my legs crossed, facing away from the door. 

I could practically feel Beta’s gaze on my back. To her, I probably looked like a man standing on a lonely, distant peak. To me? I was just trying to make sure my posture looked cool in the reflection of the window. 

I swirled a wine glass, letting the vintage liquid catch the glow of the antique lamp. I didn’t actually know a thing about wine, but this bottle looked expensive, so I figured it’d help the aesthetic. Based on Beta’s wide-eyed expression, it was working. She was even staring at the paintings I’d used to decorate the place. 

Specifically, she was gawking at The Monk's Scream.

I’m pretty sure I picked that up in some dusty ruin or bought it off a shady merchant, but hey, it looks depressing and rare, which fits the vibe. 

I could see her mouth hanging open, probably wondering how a mere mortal could obtain such a “phantom masterpiece.” It’s simple, Beta: when you’re a professional roleplayer, you develop a knack for finding the best props.

“The world of shadows,” Beta whispered, her voice trembling with reverence. “With the moon hidden tonight, it is truly a world suited for us.”

I glanced at her over my shoulder and took a slow, deliberate sip of wine. Nailed it.

“Preparations are complete,” she reported.

“I see.” 

I made my voice sound like I’d already seen the future. In reality, I was just guessing she’d finished whatever it was Alpha had told her to do.

“By Alpha-sama’s order, all mobile personnel in the vicinity have been concentrated in the Royal Capital. Their number is 114.”

“114 people?” I repeated.

Beta flinched like I’d just slapped her. Wait, did I sound disappointed? I was just doing the ‘stoic repetition’ technique.

“M-my apologies...!” she stammered.

Is she worried about the head-count? “I wonder if they hired Extras...?” I mused. 

Beta looked blank. Right. I keep forgetting they don't have movie terminology in this world. Note to self: keep the meta-talk to a minimum.

“No, it’s nothing. Just talking to myself.”

“Understood!” 

She didn’t push it. She never does. She probably thinks I’m contemplating the structural integrity of the universe or something. Honestly, it’s a lot of pressure being this admired. 

“The operation is a simultaneous raid on the Cult of Diabolos Fenrir Faction Hideouts scattered throughout the Royal Capital,” she continued, regaining her composure. “We’ll be tracking Princess Alexia’s Magic Power traces and moving to secure her immediately.”

I nodded, acting like I was actually processing the tactical map. 

“Gamma has overall command, Alpha-sama is on the field, and I’m the assistant. Epsilon’s on rear support, and Delta is the vanguard—she’s the signal to start. The unit composition is—”

I raised a hand, cutting her off. Too much exposition. I’ve already got the ‘Shadow’ part down; I don't need a briefing on the logistics. 

I pulled out a letter and flicked it toward her.

“It’s an invitation.”

Beta caught it and scanned the lines. Her face went from confused to absolutely livid in three seconds flat. Man, she really gets into character.

“This is...”

“I feel bad for Delta,” I said, stood up, and let my coat flare out behind me. “But... I think I’ll play the prelude myself.”

“Yes! I shall arrange it at once!”

“Follow me, Beta. Tonight, the world shall know us...”

I turned around, making sure the shadows hit my face at a perfect forty-five-degree angle. Beta looked like she was about to vibrate out of existence from pure joy. 



SHADOW

The ‘invitation’ led me deep into a forest path, not far from where Alexia had been snatched. I showed up in my mid-garb—my boring student uniform—just to set the stage. Beta was lurking somewhere in the trees, hiding her presence like a pro.

After a few minutes, two guys showed up. One of them tossed something at me. I caught it with one hand without looking. 

A shoe? Real mature.

“This is... Alexia’s shoe,” I muttered. Step one of the ‘Framed Protagonist’ trope: The Planting of Evidence.

Two guys stepped out of the brush, wearing Knight Order gear. I recognized them instantly—the same two goons who had interrogated me earlier.

“Yo, handsome,” one smirked. “Caught red-handed with the Princess’s shoe? That’s a bad look.”

“And check it out,” the other laughed. “It’s covered in Magic Power traces. Guess we found our guy. Cid Kagenou, you’re under arrest.”

Oh, this is gold. They’re actually going through with the ‘Corrupt Knight’ routine. I love it when a plan comes together.

“I see. So that’s how it is,” I said, giving them my best ‘I’ve-seen-through-your-conspiracy’ eyes.

“Yeah, that’s how it is!” The guy sneered. “If you’d just confessed earlier, we wouldn’t have had to go through all this trouble. You could’ve saved yourself a lot of pain.”

They drew their swords and moved in. They’re actually closing the distance? Against me? These guys are the definition of ‘Mob Characters.’

“Now then, Cid Kagenou. You’re under arrest for kidnapping.”

“Don’t bother resisting. It’s a waste of time.”

One of them leveled his blade at my chest, laughing.

Time to start the show.

“Oh?”

I caught his blade between two fingers. Before he could even blink, I pivoted. I didn’t even use my hands. I just let the Jet-black Dagger hidden in my boot slide out as I swung my leg in a high arc.

Squelch.

Blood sprayed as my blade grazed his throat. He collapsed, gurgling and clutching his neck. 

“You bastard! What did you do?!” the second one screamed, lunging at me with a desperate, clumsy swing.

I tilted my head an inch to the left, letting the blade whistle past. Then, I swept his leg. Or rather, I swept the bottom half of his leg off with another kick.

“AAAAAAAaaaaahhh!!”

He hit the dirt, staring at the stump where his knee used to be. The fountain of red was quite the visual. 

“My leg! My leg!” he shrieked, trying to crawl away. “Y-you can’t do this! We’re the Knight Order! If we die, you’re the first person they’ll come for!”

I walked toward him, my steps slow and heavy. I made sure to walk right through the trail of blood he was leaving. Aesthetics, Cid. Always remember the aesthetics.

“Hie...! Y-you’re dead! You hear me? Dead!”

“When dawn breaks,” I said, my voice dropping an octave into that gravelly Shadow tone, “the bodies of two knights will be found.”

“T-that’s right! You’re finished!”

I moved. It was a blur to him, but to me, it was just a casual stroll that ended behind his back.

“Hie?!”

I swung my right leg one last time.

“Because when dawn breaks... everything will have ended.”

His head took flight.

I stood there for a moment as the blood rained down around me, then I triggered the slime suit. The student uniform dissolved, replaced by the full ensemble: the Jet-black Boots, the form-fitting bodysuit, and the Jet-black Longcoat that billowed perfectly in the wind despite the lack of a breeze. 

I pulled my hood low, making sure the Magician's Mask caught the moonlight so my glowing red eyes were the only thing visible. 



BETA

OH. MY. GODS.

I was hiding in the bushes, and I nearly lost consciousness. Shadow-sama was... he was a god. No, he was more than a god. The way he transitioned from that pathetic student persona into the majestic ruler of the night... it was art. 

I scrambled to pull my ‘The Chronicles of Master Shadow’ notebook from my cleavage. My pen was a blur—shubabababa!—as I sketched his silhouette against the spray of blood. 

Dignified. Beautiful. Lethal. 

I quickly jotted down today’s entry for Master Shadow's Quotations next to the drawing. Total elapsed time: 4.8 seconds. 

I can’t wait to get home. The west wall of my room is almost full, but I’ll find space for this masterpiece. Writing the Chronicles is the only thing that keeps me sane.

Suddenly, a massive explosion rocked the distance.

“Delta, huh...” Shadow-sama murmured, glancing toward the city. “The nocturne has begun. Beta, let us go.”

“Y-yes! I'm coming right now~!” 

I shoved my notes back into my cleavage and sprinted after him. Shadow-sama is so focused on his grand design for the world that I’m sure he hasn’t noticed my little hobby. It’s better that way. A loyal shadow needs no recognition!
**FRAGMENT OF DIABOLOS! SPLAT!!**

ALPHA

"Hieee…! What the hell are you?! What did we even do to deserve this?!"

A sea of blood. That’s really the only way to describe the scene where this guy was currently losing his mind. 

"It" had appeared without a hint of a warning. No monologue, no motive, just a sudden burst through the wall followed by a high-speed massacre. Even as I watched, another cultist became a snack for that Jet-black Blade. At this point, nobody even had the Ki left to fight back. Their only thought was a desperate, "I’ve gotta be the first one out of here!"

Too bad the only exit was right behind "It."

"What did we do to you?! We didn't do anything!" the man shrieked.

"It" turned toward him and sneered. Even behind that Jet-black Mask, you could tell the expression was pure, unadulterated malice. 

"H-Help—!"

The man didn’t finish that sentence. His body split perfectly down the middle, from the crown of his head to his crotch. He fell apart in two wet thuds, spraying blood like a fountain. "It" stood there, letting the red rain soak into her. She looked like she was actually enjoying the shower.

From a distance, she had the silhouette of a woman, but her vibe was 100% devil. 

Realizing she was running low on prey, "It" decided to finish things up. She extended her blade. And I don’t mean she stepped forward—I mean the Jet-black Blade literally grew. It wasn't a metaphor; the thing stretched out long enough to pierce through the outer walls.

She took a massive swing with her oversized toy.

"S-Stop it—!!"

Crunch. She sliced through the entire building, cultists and all, in one go.

"And there she goes," I muttered.

From my vantage point atop the Clock Tower, I watched the building collapse like a house of cards. It was almost comical. My long blonde hair—I am a beautiful Elf, after all—whipped around in the night wind, sparkling against the darkness.

"Delta… that girl seriously never heard of the word 'overkill.'"

I sighed and shook my head. Nothing I could do about it now. I looked out over the Royal Capital. The whole city was starting to wake up and panic. Everything was proceeding exactly as planned. And, naturally, everyone’s attention was currently glued to the pile of rubble Delta had just created.

I mean, at least she makes for a great distraction, I thought. Makes it easier for the rest of us to move.

If you could ignore the massive collateral damage, her performance was actually top-tier.

"I suppose it’s time I got moving, too."

I adjusted my Jet-black Mask, hiding my face, and stepped into the night.



ALEXIA

The outside world was getting noisy. I opened my eyes for the first time in hours. 

Between the Man in the White Coat and that one female caretaker, my social calendar was pretty empty. Since I was still chained to this pedestal by all four limbs, I didn’t have much to do except nap. I’d reached a sort of "mutual non-aggression pact" with my roommate, the Abomination, but the growing ruckus outside suggested the status quo was about to change.

I felt a grin tugging at my lips. Rescue? Finally?

"I don't suppose someone could smash through that wall in a really flashy way?" I muttered to myself. 

I was definitely getting stressed if I was starting to talk to myself. I rattled my restraints, knowing it was useless, when a voice cut through the silence.

"My apologies. Did I wake you?"

The Abomination actually raised its head. 

"But you should probably stay awake. I have a feeling this is going to be fun."

I knew I wouldn't get a real answer, but I kept talking to it anyway. Boredom does weird things to a person’s sanity. 

A moment later, I heard the door lock click. Someone was in a massive hurry.

"Damn it! Damn it all!!"

The Man in the White Coat burst in, looking like he’d crawled out of a blender.

"Good day to you, too," I said, leaning into the sarcasm.

"Just a little more! I was so close!" 

He completely ignored me. He looked terrified, which was a great look for him.

"T-They’re here! It’s over! It’s all over!"

"Oh, give it up," I told him. "Resistance is a waste of time. Tell you what: let me out of these chains and I’ll try to ask them to spare your life." 

Emphasis on the "try," I added mentally.

"As if they’d let me go! They’re going to kill everyone! Everyone!!"

"The Midgar Knight Order doesn't just murder people for fun," I countered. "If you surrender, they’ll probably let you live."

Yeah, right, I thought. Even I don't believe that.

"The Order?! Who gives a damn about the Order?! They are going to slaughter us all!"

"Wait, not the Order?" 

If not the knights, then who? Or maybe this guy was just finally having the mental breakdown he deserved.

"Either way, you’re done. Just quit."

"No! No, no, no! I won't! If I can just finish this!"

He started clawing at his own head, his bloodshot eyes landing on the Abomination.

"I-I have the prototype. Even a failure like you should be useful for this!"

He lunged forward, jamming a needle-filled device into the Abomination’s arm.

"I wouldn’t do that if I were you," I said, feeling a genuine chill. "I’ve got a really bad feeling about this."

He ignored me, obviously, and slammed the plunger down, injecting some mystery cocktail into the creature.

"Now! Show it to me! Show me the Fragment of Diabolos!!"

"Wow. Can't wait," I deadpanned.

Then the Abomination started to bloat. Its muscles swelled, its bones cracked and lengthened, and its right arm—already pretty monstrous—deformed into a massive, wicked limb tipped with claws the size of human legs. Its left arm stayed fused to its chest, like it was clutching a secret.

The thing let out a roar that sounded like a tea kettle screaming in hell.

"S-Splendid! It’s magnificent!" the scientist shrieked.

"Well… that’s certainly a development," I muttered.

Naturally, when you grow that much in three seconds, chains tend to break. The Abomination’s restraints snapped like toothpicks.

"I did tell you to stop," I sighed.

Then came the splat.

The creature’s right arm came down, and the Man in the White Coat turned into a red smear on the floor. He didn't even have time to scream.

"Okay, then."

The Abomination turned its head. Our eyes met.

I tensed up, watching its every twitch. Being chained to a rock didn’t give me many options, but I wasn't going down without a fight. I really didn't want "collateral damage from a moron's experiment" to be my cause of death.

The creature swung its massive right arm.

I twisted my body as hard as I could, praying to avoid a fatal hit. If I can just survive the first strike—!

CRASH!

The arm completely bypassed me, smashing the pedestal I was chained to instead. I got thrown into the wall by the shockwave, the wind getting knocked out of me.

"Guh…!"

I did a quick inventory. Bones intact? Check. No major bleeding? Check. Still mobile? Check. I scrambled to my feet, ready for round two.

But the Abomination was gone. All that was left was a smashed pedestal and a giant, gaping hole in the wall.

"Did it… actually save me?"

The swing had been aimed away from me even before I moved. Maybe it was intentional? Or maybe it just had terrible aim. 

"Whatever. I'm not complaining."

I walked over to the flattened remains of the scientist, fished out the key, and unlocked my Magic-sealing restraints. Finally, my Magic Power started flowing again. I took a long, satisfying stretch to get the kinks out of my joints and stepped through the hole in the wall.

The hallway was long, dim, and littered with soldiers who had been flattened like roadkill by my former roommate.

"I'll be taking this," I said, picking up a Mithril Sword from one of the bodies. It was a cheap mass-produced piece of junk, but it would do.

I moved down the corridor and rounded the corner, only to stop dead in my tracks.

"I can't have you running off on your own," a voice said.

My eyes went wide. "Y-You? What are you doing here…?"
Watch From the Cheap Seats

Seriously, what the hell was going on?

I sprinted through the midnight streets of the Royal Capital, my red hair fluttering behind me like some dramatic cape. The first report I’d heard was so ridiculous I practically rolled my eyes. Buildings being sliced? Give me a break. But as I hauled ass toward the scene, the updates kept rolling in, each more absurd than the last.

A massive, simultaneous attack was tearing the Royal Capital apart. 

It didn't take a genius to figure that out. The weird part? There was zero logic to the targets. A merchant guild here, a warehouse there, a random restaurant, some noble’s private villa... It was definitely a coordinated hit, but the motive? Totally MIA.

Regardless of the "why," the city was in a full-blown panic. 

The Knight Order was out in force, and the VIPs were being ushered to bunkers. Even though it was the middle of the night, half the citizens were peeking through their shutters, and more than a few idiots were actually heading toward the chaos to get a better look.

"Go home if you want to keep your heads!" I shouted at the loitering crowds as I hurried past.

Something was definitely up. 

This isn't your average Tuesday night crime spree, my intuition whispered. I’ve learned to trust my gut.

Just then, a scream cut through the air.

"A-Abomination! We need backup! Now!"

That was one of my knights. And he sounded terrified.

I pulled a sharp u-turn and sprinted toward the noise. I cleared a corner, darted through a back alley, and burst onto the main street to find the thing waiting for me.

It was a hideous, hulking Abomination.

The creature was swinging a bloated, blood-slicked right claw, turning my knights into literal piles of ground beef.

"Well, that’s disgusting," I muttered, already mid-stride.

"Get back!" I barked.

In one fluid motion, I drew my sword. My blade flashed like a streak of white lightning through the dark, passing clean through the Abomination’s torso.

Bisection.

I sliced that oversized freak right in half with a single swing. I’m just that good, I thought, not even bothering to look as the two halves started to slide apart. 

"Is everyone okay?" I asked the survivors.

"It’s Lady Iris! We’re saved!"

"Holy crap, did you see that? One hit! She took that Abomination down in one hit!"

The knights still standing were mostly unscathed. Keyword: standing.

"Eight men down, ma'am," someone reported.

Every single one of them had been killed instantly. I looked at the gruesome remains, and my wine-red eyes stung with a flash of grief. Dammit.

"Recover the bodies and fall back," I ordered. "Report to the captain and—"

"Lady Iris, look out!"

I heard the knight scream, and I saw the others pointing behind me with faces full of pure horror. 

"What...?"

I spun around, my sword already moving in a desperate arc. 

CLANG.

My blade collided with the Abomination’s right arm. 

"Ngh...!"

For a split second, the sheer weight of the blow almost buckled my knees. I didn't have time to wonder how a bisected corpse was hitting me, so I just flooded my limbs with a massive surge of Magic Power and shoved the heavy arm back.

I dove into the creature's guard, shredded its legs, and then danced out of range before it could swat me. A split second later, that massive claw whistled through the air I’d just occupied, clipping a few strands of my hair.

"It’s regenerating?" I blurted out.

The torso I’d just cut in half was perfectly fine. Even the leg wounds I’d just inflicted were already knitting back together.

"No way... it’s healing even after Lady Iris cut it in half?"

"We're doomed..."

"Back off!" I snapped at the trembling knights. I stepped up to meet the Abomination’s next rush.

The thing was fast, strong, and hit like a falling boulder. But its pattern? Mind-numbingly basic.

"You’re just a brainless monster after all," I sighed.

I stopped playing nice. I minced its arms, severed its legs, and lopped off its head. I unleashed a flurry of strikes that said, 'Go ahead, try regenerating through this.' I didn't give it a second to breathe; I just turned it into a one-sided carving session.

But even then...

"Are you serious? Still regenerating?"

The Abomination was a tank. It found a tiny opening in my combo, shoved me back with a swing of its arm, and regained its footing.

Then, it threw its head back and let out a shrill, ear-piercing roar.

As if the world was responding to its tantrum, rain started falling from the moonless sky. It started as a light drizzle but quickly turned into a downpour. When the water hit the Abomination’s blood, it hissed and gave off thick plumes of white smoke.

"Fine. This might take a minute," I conceded.

I gave up on the "quick and easy" victory and settled into a combat stance. I wasn't worried about losing—I’ve literally never lost a fight in my life—but this was turning into a major time-sink.

I leveled my sword and charged the fully-healed monster.

Then, everything went sideways.

With a high-pitched ping, my sword was suddenly batted aside. The impact was so violent it sent a numbing shock all the way up my arm.

I watched my favorite sword spin away into the darkness, and I glared at the person who had just crashed my fight.

The intruder glared right back.

The stranger was the one to break the silence.

"Don't you realize you're just dragging out its suffering?"

It was a woman wrapped in a Jet-black Bodysuit. I couldn't see her face, but she sounded young. 

"Who are you?" I demanded, keeping one eye on this Jet-black Woman and the other on the monster.

"Alpha."

She dropped the name like it was supposed to mean something, then immediately turned her back on me as if I were a mere distraction. 

"Hold it! What do you think you're doing? If you intend to interfere with the Knight Order, I won't be—"

"Hostile...?" 

Alpha cut me off, laughing into the rain without even looking back. It was a low, mocking chuckle that really got under my skin.

"What’s so funny?" I hissed.

"Hostile... honestly, could you be any more ridiculous? It is the height of arrogance for a fool who knows nothing to speak of 'hostility' to us."

"You...!"

My Magic Power flared. It poured out of me in a massive wave, literally blowing the rain away and kicking up a localized gale. But Alpha didn't even flinch. She kept her back turned, her voice cold and dismissive.

"Spectators should act like spectators and just watch the stage from the cheap seats. Don't get in our way."

With that, she just... walked toward the monster. She didn't have a care in the world. It was like I didn't even exist to her.

"A spectator...?" 

I clenched my numb fist and glared at her retreating back. 

"You poor thing. That must have hurt," Alpha said, her voice oddly gentle as she addressed the Abomination. "Don't worry. The pain is almost over. You don't have to be sad anymore."

A Jet-black Blade extended from her hand. It was impossibly long, taller than she was.

"So, please... stop crying."

Then, she just took a step forward. It was the most natural thing in the world, like she was going for a stroll. And then the Abomination was in two pieces.

None of us saw it. Not me, not the monster—nobody. We all just stood there and watched it happen, unable to even process the movement. It wasn't an attack fueled by bloodlust; it was just a natural conclusion. The thing was there, and then it was cut.

The Abomination’s massive body slumped to the ground. It shriveled up amidst clouds of white smoke until it was no larger than a young girl. As the smoke cleared, a dagger tumbled from its left arm.

It was a dagger set with a brilliant red gem.

‘To my beloved daughter, Milia.’

The words were engraved right there on the hilt.

"I hope... that in your next life, you find peace," Alpha whispered. Then she vanished into the mist.

A crack of thunder echoed in the distance.

I just stood there, paralyzed. The rain soaked through my hair and ran down my face in cold streaks. My hands were shaking. I didn't know why. I didn't want to know why.

"Alexia..." I whispered.

My gut was screaming at me again. My sister was at the very heart of this disaster. 

"Alexia, please tell me you're okay..."

I scrambled to pick up my sword and started running again.

The rain showed no signs of stopping.
Distant Memories

I rounded the corner and skidded to a halt. A familiar face was waiting for me.

"Y-you... what are you doing here?"

He looked the same as always—blonde, handsome, and wearing that smug, overconfident smile that usually made the girls at the academy swoon. INSTRUCTOR ZENON.

"Why? Because this is my facility," he said, sounding way too pleased with himself. "I'm the one who invested in that man. Simple as that."

"Oh, thank god," I sighed, letting my shoulders drop just a bit. "I’ve always suspected you were a complete lunatic. It’s nice to know I’m finally right."

I took a couple of cautious steps back. There was a staircase behind him—probably my ticket out of this dump.

"Think whatever you like," he shrugged. "It doesn’t change the fact that I need your blood."

"Honestly, what is it with you people and blood? Are you all doing vampire research or just going through a very weird phase?"

"To someone like you, it might as well be the same thing."

"Stop. Spare me the explanation," I cut him off. "I have zero interest in your occult hobbies."

"I figured as much."

"You do realize the knights are going to be here any second, right? You’re finished, Zenon."

"Finished?" He didn't even blink. That creepy smile didn't move an inch. "Exactly what part of me is 'ending'?"

"Your status, your honor—gone. And then there’s the execution. I’ll personally volunteer to drop the guillotine's blade on your neck."

"I'm afraid it won't go down like that. You and I are leaving through a secret passage."

"Wow, a secret getaway. How romantic," I deadpanned. "Too bad I absolutely loathe you."

"You’ll come regardless. With your blood and this research, my seat as the 12th Seat of the Rounds is practically guaranteed. I’ll finally be able to ditch this pathetic 'Swordsmanship Instructor' gig."

"The Rounds? Let me guess—a support group for sociopaths?"

"The Knights of Rounds," he corrected, his voice taking on that annoying 'true believer' tone. "The twelve strongest knights chosen by The Cult. Status, honor, wealth—I’ll have more than I ever dreamed of. I've already got the strength; I just needed the results. And your blood is going to provide them."

Zenon threw his arms out wide like he was expecting applause. God, villains and their monologues.

"I don't care," I said, bored. "I am so done with the blood talk."

"In a perfect world, I would have preferred Princess Iris, but you’ll have to do."

"I’m going to kill you."

"Ah, my apologies. I forgot how much you hate being compared to your sister."

"Shut up!"

That was it. I lunged. My strike was pure Ki and desperation, aimed straight for his throat.

"Ooh, scary," he mocked.

He parried it at the last possible second. I followed up with a flurry of attacks, our blades clashing and sending sparks flying into the air. If you were just looking at the swords, it might have looked like we were evenly matched. But one look at our faces told the real story.

I was grinding my teeth, pouring everything I had into every swing. Zenon? He looked like he was taking a leisurely stroll in the park.

Tch.

I clicked my tongue and hopped back to reset my range.

"I haven't seen you in a while, and you've already downgraded to a cheap sword?" Zenon noted, glancing at my blade.

I looked down and winced. We’d only been at it for a minute, and my sword was already covered in nicks and chips. Note to self: don't buy weapons from shady merchants during a city-wide crisis.

"A true master doesn't care about the quality of their sword," I bluffed, trying to keep my face stiff.

"Right. I’m sure a master wouldn't," he sneered. "But you’re just an ordinary girl. I should know—I am your Swordsmanship Instructor, after all."

My heart stung. For a second, I felt like I was going to cry, but I shoved that pathetic feeling down and replaced it with pure, unadulterated rage.

"Then keep your eyes open," I spat. "I'll show you exactly how 'ordinary' I am."

I didn't hold back. I knew I couldn't beat him in a fair fight, especially not with a piece of junk that was about to shatter. But I hadn't spent my life swinging a sword for nothing. I’d spent every day chasing my sister’s back, obsessing over what I lacked, trying to bridge the gap. I knew her sword better than I knew myself.

I could see it in my mind perfectly. Every angle, every ounce of weight. If I could see it, I could do it.

"HAAAAAAH!"

I swung. It wasn't my strike—it was Iris's.

Zenon’s smile finally vanished. He poured Magic Power into his blade to block, but the impact sent us both reeling.

Was it a draw? No.

A thin red line opened up on Zenon’s cheek.

He wiped the blood away, staring at his hand in genuine shock. "I'm impressed."

He wasn't being sarcastic this time.

"I didn't think you were hiding a trick like that." He tilted his palm, studying the red stain.

"Regretting looking down on me yet?" I panted.

"Heh. Hardly." He started to laugh again. "I'll admit I was surprised, but in the end, it’s just a cheap imitation. You’re a monkey mimicking a master. You aren't even close to the real thing."

He shook his head, looking almost disappointed.

"You sure talk big for someone who just got cut."

"Fair point. I suppose I should get a little serious then."

Zenon shifted his stance.

The air in the room instantly turned heavy. The Magic Power radiating off him became sharper, denser, like it was physically pressing against my skin.

"I'll tell you a secret: I’ve never shown my true power to an outsider. What you’re about to see is my genuine sword—the sword of a future member of the Rounds."

The atmosphere literally trembled.

"No way..."

He was on a different level. This wasn't just a "strong" move; it was an attack with a terrifying weight I’d never experienced. This was the wall between a genius and an ordinary person. It was a gap so wide it made me want to give up on the spot.

He might have actually been as strong as my sister.

The blade came at me with overwhelming pressure. I didn't even have a plan; my body just moved on its own, a reflex born from years of mind-numbing practice.

There was no impact.

When our swords met, mine simply gave up. It shattered into a million pieces.

I watched the glittering fragments of Mithril dance through the air, feeling strangely detached, like I was watching someone else's life from a distance.

Somewhere far away...

A memory surfaced. A time when swinging a sword was actually fun. Before the comparisons, before the pressure. Back then, Iris was always by my side. It was a distant memory I thought I’d buried years ago.

"You can never be like your sister," Zenon said.

A single tear escaped and ran down my cheek.

"Now, you're coming with me."

The hilt—the only part of my sword left—slipped from my hand. It hit the floor with a dull, pathetic thud.

And then...

Clack. Clack.

A sound echoed from the stairs behind Zenon.

Clack. Clack. Clack.

Someone was walking down.

Clack. Clack. Clack. Clack.

The footsteps stopped. I looked up.

Standing there, looking like he stepped right out of a chuunibyou's wet dream, was a man clad in a JET-BLACK LONGCOAT.
I Am...

I was decked out in head-to-toe jet-black. Hood pulled low, Magician's Mask firmly in place—the whole "mysterious anti-hero" ensemble. I strolled into the room with all the leisure in the world, stopping just a hair’s breadth outside the striking distance.

"So, the man in black..." Zenon Griffey glared at me, his eyes trying for a 'sharp gaze' that just felt desperate. "You're that stray dog who's been nipping at the Cult's heels lately, aren't you?"

Time for the line. 

"My name is Shadow," I said. I went for the deep, abyss-tier bass, the kind of voice that sounds like it’s echoing from the bottom of a well. "I lurk in the shadows... and I hunt the shadows."

"I see. You’ve taken out a few small-scale bases and let it go to your head," Zenon sneered. "But let's be real—the Cult’s main force wasn't at any of those spots. You’re just a coward who specializes in bullying small fry."

Clearly, this guy wasn't a fan. That was great news for Alexia, though I doubted she saw me as some knight in shining armor either. 

"It makes no difference who I hunt or where I hunt them," I replied. 

"Regrettably, it makes all the difference. The main force is right here. Today, you’re destined to be the one getting hunted."

Zenon leveled his sword at me. 

"Zenon Griffey, 12th Seat of the Rounds-elect. I’ll be taking your life as a trophy to secure my seat."

Then he launched a thrust at me. It was fast, sure—like a gale—but please. 

I didn't even have to try. I just flicked out of his line of sight, and his blade bit into nothing but air.

"Wha—!?"

A second later, I was standing right behind him. I’d completely taken his back in a heartbeat. 

The guy froze. It was like he’d forgotten how time worked. He stopped his sword, stopped his breath, and tried to concentrate every nerve on the guy standing directly behind him. 

We just stood there. I didn't even move; I just crossed my arms and stood back-to-back with him for the aesthetic. 

"So..." I let the word hang in the air. "Where is this 'main force' you mentioned?"

Zenon’s face twisted in pure humiliation. He spun around, swinging his sword in a wide arc, but I was already gone.

"Impossible...!"

The faint flutter of my coat was the only clue he had. 

I was back at my starting position, standing there like I’d never moved an inch. From Alexia’s perspective, I must have looked like a ghost. If there were no tricks involved—and there weren't—I was basically an "irregular" factor. A total glitch in his power-scaling matrix.

Zenon tried to keep his cool and turned back to face me. 

"Alright, I’ll admit I underestimated you a bit. You didn't wipe out those bases by luck, I suppose."

This time, he wasn't playing around. He flared his Magic Power, and the air actually started to vibrate. It was a massive jump from the hit that had shattered Alexia’s blade earlier. 

The thing is, Zenon actually was strong. He’d been the "child prodigy" type, winning tournaments and climbing the ranks to become a Swordsmanship Instructor. Everyone in the Royal Capital knew his name. 

"Allow me to show you," he growled. "This is the true power of the Rounds-elect."

He moved. Fast. 

Alexia could barely track the white blur of his blade as it whipped toward my neck.

"Dull," I remarked.

I’d already drawn my Jet-black Blade. I caught his strike with zero effort. 

"Kh...!"

Zenon tried to win the blade lock, putting his weight into it. I just relaxed, used his own momentum against him, and tossed him aside like yesterday's trash.

"Huh...!"

He managed to stick the landing before hitting the wall, desperately re-centering his stance. But the panic was starting to leak through the cracks in his expression. 

Neither of us moved. Well, I chose not to move. Zenon, on the other hand, couldn't move. He looked like he was trapped in some kind of illusion where every possible opening was already sealed.

"What's wrong, Rounds-elect? Not coming?"

"You...!"

Zenon’s face turned a delightful shade of murderous red. 

"DON'T YOU DARE LOOK DOWN ON MEEEEEEEE!!"

He went full berserker. He swung, he thrust, he unleashed a firestorm of strikes. 

But none of it landed.

"AAAAAAGGHHHHH!!"

His battle cry started to sound pretty pathetic. It was basically a glorified practice session between an adult and a toddler. 

Alexia was watching the whole thing in total shock. She’d never seen Zenon lose his cool like this. The "perfect gentleman" mask was gone, and even with all that effort, he couldn't even touch me. She probably thought her sister, Princess Iris, was the peak of strength, but even Iris wouldn't have been able to humiliate him this badly.

Clang. Cling. Clang.

The light, rhythmic sound of our swords echoed through the facility. It sounded exactly like a training drill. My jet-black blade and his white steel traced arcs through the air, and eventually, Alexia seemed to get sucked into the rhythm. She couldn't look away. 

Because she saw it.

"The Ordinary Sword..." she whispered.

Exactly. It was the evolution of her own style. The "ideal" she’d dreamed of as a kid—not built on talent, or raw speed, or overwhelming power, but on the sheer, tireless repetition of the basics. The sword of a "have-not."

She’d lost her way after everyone compared her to her genius sister and called her sword "ordinary." But she hadn't been able to let it go. And now, that same "ordinary" sword was absolutely dismantling a "genius" like Zenon Griffey. 

"Incredible..."

She was into it. I could tell. You can see a person's entire life story by how they swing a sword, and mine was a story of single-minded, straight-line dedication. 

"Sister Iris..." she murmured. 

I guess she finally figured out whatever cryptic advice her sister had given her.

"Gah... d-damn it...!"

Zenon went flying and hit the dirt for the umpteenth time. He glared at me, panting like a dog, his eyes still refusing to believe reality.

"W-who the hell are you...?! With that kind of strength, why hide your face!?"

I mean, if I went public, I’d have fame and money. But then I wouldn't be a cool mysterious shadow-broker, would I? Besides, my swordplay is pretty distinct. If I showed my face once, people would never forget it. But as it stood, neither Zenon nor Alexia had a clue who I was. 

"We are Shadow Garden," I said, sticking to the script. "Those who lurk in the shadows, those who hunt the shadows. We exist for that purpose alone..."

"Are you insane!?"

Zenon and I locked eyes. Alexia was just a spectator at this point, probably confused as hell about the whole "Blood, Demons, Cult" plotline. To a normal person, it probably sounded like the ramblings of a crazy person. 

Unless, of course, it was all true. Unless there was a massive conspiracy running the world from the reverse side that she knew nothing about.

"Fine. If you’re going to be serious, I suppose I should return the favor."

Zenon reached into his coat and pulled out a Red Pill.

"With this, a human transcends their limits to become an Awakened. Normal people can't handle the strain and eventually die, but the Rounds are different. Only those who can master this overwhelming power earn the right to lead."

He popped the pill. 

"Awakened 3rd."

A literal storm of Magic Power erupted from him. His wounds closed instantly, his muscles bulged, and his eyes turned bloodshot as his veins started popping. The pressure was intense enough to make most people want to curl up and die. 

"Now, I’ll show you the strongest power there is," Zenon said, his smug smile returning. 

To be fair, he was probably stronger than Princess Iris at that moment. He was, technically, the "world's strongest" for a hot second. The old Alexia would have despaired. But after seeing my sword? This version of Zenon didn't look strong at all. 

"Ugly..." she whispered.

"How ugly," I agreed. 

We were both aiming for the same peak. It made sense we’d share the same opinion.

"Ugly...?" Zenon’s smile died.

"Don't call that 'strongest.' It’s a blasphemy against the word."

"Why you...!"

"There’s no path to the top using borrowed power."

I finally let my Magic Power flare. I’d barely used any until now. My mana is precise—so precise that most people can't even feel it. 

But then, I let it show. 

The mana manifested as dozens of thin, bluish-purple lines of light. They coiled around me like glowing veins or branches of lightning, forming a beautiful, intricate pattern.

"So beautiful..." Alexia breathed. She wasn't just talking about the light; she was enamored with the sheer density and control of the mana itself.

"What is this...?" Zenon was losing his mind. He’d never seen mana shaped like this. 

"I’ll engrave the meaning of 'true strength' into your eyes."

The mana gathered on my Jet-black Blade, etching glowing patterns into the steel. It began to spin, concentrating into a tight spiral. It felt like the entire world was being sucked into that point. 

"This is my strongest."

I took a stance. A simple thrusting stance. One designed for a single purpose.

"S-stop..." Zenon stammered. 

The ground was shaking. The air was shaking. Zenon was shaking. Everything was vibrating under the sheer weight of the move I was about to pull. 

Alexia was shaking, too, but not from fear. It was pure joy. She was looking at the finish line—the ultimate sword.

"Observe..." 

I pulled the glowing blade back. 

"Secret Technique: I Am Atomic."

Then, I let it rip.

The sound vanished. 

A literal torrent of light swallowed Zenon whole and roared past Alexia. It punched through the walls, the earth, and everything else in its way, screaming into the night sky. 

And then, it detonated.

A massive magical sigil burned itself into the clouds, dyeing the entire Royal Capital bluish-purple. Seconds later, the shockwave hit, blowing the rain clouds away and rattling every house in the city. 

When the light cleared, all that was left was a beautiful starry sky and a full moon. 

Zenon had been vaporized—not even dust remained. A massive tunnel had been carved through the facility all the way to the surface. 

I gave my coat a stylish flick and vanished into the night. 



Once, there was a man who wanted to beat a nuclear weapon. 

He trained his body, his mind, and his techniques. But no matter how hard he worked, the nuke was still on a level he couldn't reach. 

But he didn't give up. After a literal lifetime of insane training, he finally found the answer. 

[PROBLEM] How do I avoid being vaporized by a nuclear bomb?
[ANSWER] I just have to become the nuclear bomb.

That's the simple, clear-cut logic that birthed the ultimate Secret Technique: I Am Atomic.



Alexia stood there in the silence for a long time. 

"Alexia! Alexia!!"

A voice was calling from the distance, desperate and out of breath. She knew that voice. 

"Sister... Sister Iris!"

She started running, darting through the hole I’d blasted in the wall and out into the open air. 

"Alexia! Thank God!" 

Iris came sprinting toward her and pulled her into a tight embrace. Iris was soaking wet from the rain, and though she felt cold, the hug was warm. 

"You're safe... you're actually safe..." 

Alexia slowly wrapped her arms around her sister's back. 

"I'm sorry," Iris whispered. "I'm all wet, you must be freezing."

Alexia just shook her head against Iris's chest, the tears finally starting to flow.
[URGENT] HOW TO DISPOSE OF A CORPSE AT SCHOOL [ONE MALE]

CID

It was early summer, and two students were standing on the school rooftop.

One was a stunning girl with hair like polished silver.

The other was an unremarkable boy with black hair—me.

"The whole thing feels like there was a lot more going on behind the scenes, but officially, the case is closed," the girl said. "Still, my sister is getting ready to put together a specialized task force for the investigation. I’m planning to help out, so this is really just the beginning."

"Don't overdo it," I replied.

"Anyway, you’ve been cleared of all suspicion. Sorry for all the trouble I put you through."

"I mean, it’s fine, but..."

A breeze swept between us, catching the hem of her skirt and revealing a flash of pale thighs. 

"It’s freaking hot out here. Can we go inside?"

It was a beautiful day, but the midday sun was absolutely relentless. Our shadows stretched thick and dark across the concrete, and I could already hear the distant, buzzing drone of summer cicadas.

"Wait. There are two things I wanted to tell you."

"Out here?"

"Out here."

She narrowed her eyes and looked up at the blue sky.

"First... I figured I should say thank you. For everything. A while back, you told me you liked my sword. It’s a bit late, but... thanks."

"Don't mention it. Seriously."

"I’ve finally come to like my own swordsmanship. Not that it’s thanks to you or anything."

"Was that last part really necessary?"

"It’s the truth."

Our eyes met for a second. I was the one who looked away first.

"Well, whatever. If you like it now, I guess that’s all that matters."

"I suppose it is," she said with a small smile.

"So, what was the second thing?"

"Well, we’ve been pretending to date this whole time, right? But since Zenon ended up dead because of this whole mess..."

"Right. Which means I’m finally off the hook."

"Actually, I have a proposal."

She seemed to struggle with the words, looking uncharacteristically hesitant.

"If... if you’re okay with it..."

Her red eyes darted around nervously.

"I was thinking maybe we could try continuing this relationship for a little longer."

Her voice was barely a whisper.

I gave her my most refreshing, protagonist-tier smile.

"I refuse."

Then, I flipped her the bird.

With a graceful shing, she drew her sword.



That evening, a student visiting the rooftop discovered a massive amount of blood splattered across the floor.

Despite the sheer volume of blood shed, there wasn't a body to be found anywhere. Even after a full investigation of the students and staff, no one was reported missing or even seriously injured. The case remained an absolute mystery.

Later on, this incident would be whispered about as one of the School’s Seven Wonders: The Murder Case Without a Corpse.
The One You’d Miss if You Blinked

Summer was just around the corner.

Under a sky that felt exactly like the season was changing, I was energetically swinging a wooden sword. It was currently the middle of an afternoon practical skills class. Finally liberated from Alexia, I was back to taking lessons with Hyoro and Jaga.

Since Instructor Zenon’s little scandal had caused a sharp decline in students for the Royal Capital Bushin Style, the three of us had been bumped up to Division 7.

"So, what’s the deal with you and Princess Alexia?" Hyoro asked, practicing his swings beside me.

"I keep telling you, we broke up. End of story." 

She also nearly murdered me, for the record.

"What a waste," Jaga chimed in. "You didn't even get to second base, did you?"

"Nope. Not even close."

I kept up the worthless conversation while swinging my worthless sword with zero effort. This was the pure, unadulterated essence of Division 7. 

It was a total waste of time, but if this was the path of a mob character, I had no choice but to walk it.

"It’s almost time for the Bushin Festival," Jaga noted. "Have you two entered the Selection Tournament yet?"

"Well, duh," Hyoro said. "If I make a splash at the tournament, I’ll be swimming in girls. I’ll probably take home two or three of 'em, easy."

(Total virgin, by the way.)

"Hehe, three at once sounds like a bit of a handful," Jaga added.

(Also a total virgin.)

"Cid, you haven't entered yet, have you?"

The Bushin Festival was a massive sword fighting tournament held once every two years. Naturally, it drew famous swordsmen from across the country and even from abroad. There was a specific Academy Slot for the festival, and the Selection Tournament was what determined who got it.

Of course, as a perfectly average mob, I had absolutely no intention of entering a high-profile event like that. It was out of the question.

"I’m not go—"

"I went ahead and entered for you, so you can thank me later—Bugh!!"

Hyoro suddenly clutched his stomach, doubling over in agony.

"H-Hyoro-kun?! What happened?!" Jaga screamed.

It was a terrifyingly fast body blow. The kind of move you’d miss if you blinked—if you weren’t me, that is.

"Whoa there, Hyoro. What’s wrong? You collapsed like someone just drove a right hook straight into your solar plexus."

I unclenched my right fist and looked down at him.

"That’s... oddly specific, Cid-kun," Jaga remarked.

"Darn, looks like he’s completely unconscious. Help me carry him to the infirmary. Oh, by the way, is it possible to cancel a Selection Tournament entry?"

"I'm not sure... Oh, look, Hyoro-kun is foaming at the mouth."

Claiming that Hyoro had suffered a sudden seizure, I got the teacher's permission to haul him off to the infirmary. 

On the way there, I spotted something.

"What’s that about?"

I noticed a stern-looking group entering the main school building.

"That’s... Princess Iris is with them," Jaga noted.

Alexia was there, too. For a split second, our eyes met, but she immediately turned away with a sharp "Hmph."

I still hadn't told anyone that she’d lost her mind and become an indiscriminate street slasher. As long as she stayed out of my hair, I didn’t plan on breathing a word about that incident on the rooftop. It was a Mutual Non-Aggression Pact. She was free to enjoy her hobby of cutting people down as much as she liked. Her swordsmanship had actually improved quite a bit lately; I supposed polishing one's technique was always a good thing. Provided she didn't try to polish it on me.

"Now that I think about it, I heard Princess Iris requested some kind of investigation from the Midgar Academy for Arts and Sciences," Jaga said.

He was surprisingly well-informed for a guy like him. The Midgar Academy for Spellswords was a massive campus, and it shared the grounds with the Midgar Academy for Arts and Sciences, which focused on academics and research. I didn't really know much about them, though.

"Huh. Interesting."

I vaguely recalled her mentioning something about forming a new unit. 

Jaga and I watched the knights pass, dumped Hyoro in the infirmary, and proceeded to ditch the rest of our classes.



SHERRY

A small meeting was taking place inside a spacious reception room.

"I would like to ask you—the woman renowned as the greatest intellect in the kingdom—to decipher this artifact."

The speaker was Iris, a red-haired beauty. She held out a large, pendant-like object.

"But... I am still just a student," the girl with pink hair replied, looking at the artifact with hesitation.

"Your research is famous both here and abroad," Iris insisted. "In this field, there is no researcher who can surpass you, Sherry Barnett."

"But..."

"It’s a wonderful opportunity. Why not accept it?" 

The man who interrupted was an elderly gentleman. 

"Vice Academy Director Ruslan Barnett..."

"You know, you could always call me 'Father,'" Ruslan said with a warm smile.

Sherry gave him a troubled, shy look.

"Sherry, you are destined to be a researcher who takes wing into the grander world. This request from Princess Iris will surely be a stepping stone toward your brilliant future."

"But I’m not really..."

"Sherry, what have I always told you? Have confidence in yourself. You can do this. In fact, you’re the only one who can." 

Ruslan placed a reassuring hand on her slender shoulder.

"I understand..." Sherry said softly, taking the artifact from Iris. "Ancient Letters? And written in code, no less."

"It was recovered from a facility belonging to a religious group calling itself the Cult of Diabolos," Iris explained. "We believe they are researching ancient civilizations, but the details remain a mystery. The code likely relates to that era."

"Then it is indeed a task suited for me." Sherry peered at the artifact, her interest clearly piqued.

"Furthermore," Iris continued, "I would like to dispatch guards from the order to oversee the artifact’s safety."

"Guards?" Ruslan asked, his tone shifting.

"The truth is, this artifact is being targeted by the Cult of Diabolos."

"How very dangerous," Ruslan said, his eyes sharpening.

"We originally seized this item from one of the Cult’s facilities. We had many other documents and items in storage as well, but—to my shame—someone burned the warehouse down the other day. This artifact is the only thing left."

"Ah, that fire. I see. If I recall, that was when you established your new order, Princess Iris?"

"It was. Though we are still a small-scale operation."

"The Crimson Order, wasn't it? And you are visiting us in that capacity today?"

"Yes..."

"Are the existing orders truly that untrustworthy?"

Iris didn't offer an answer to Ruslan’s pointed question. She simply stared back at him, her expression unreadable.

"Hmph. Very well," Ruslan conceded. "I will permit two guards. No more."

"Two? I suppose if I were the one standing guard, it wouldn't be an issue, but..." Iris trailed off, looking troubled.

"If Princess Iris is always tied down to a single location, the order’s work will stall," said the large knight sitting to her left. He had a physique like a stone wall and a beard resembling a lion’s mane, with a prominent scar running across his cheek.

"You’re right... Glen, I’ll leave the security in your hands."

"Understood. Consider it done," Glen said, bowing his head.

"Sister, I’ll help as well," Alexia said from Iris’s right. "If we’re diverting personnel to guard duty, we’ll have fewer people to investigate the Jet-black Incident."

Iris remained silent.

"The Crimson Order is short-handed as it is," Alexia continued. "Besides, I know him. I’m the best fit for this."

"Alexia, you’re still—"

"A student. I know. But you’re the one who told me that status doesn't matter if one has the skill."

"I never said that."

"You said something very similar to Sherry-san just now."

Alexia gave her sulking sister a composed, playful smile.

"You used to be so cute..." Iris muttered under her breath.

"I can hear you, Sister. I just want to know what their goal is... and if they intend to be our enemies."

"It’s dangerous, Alexia."

"I’m well aware."

The two sisters locked eyes for a long moment.

"Fine," Iris sighed. "I will request your cooperation, but only for missions that don't interfere with your studies and carry minimal risk."

"Thank you." Alexia smiled and bowed.

Iris turned back to Sherry with a heavy sigh. "I leave the artifact in your hands."
Otherworld General Trading Company: Mitsugoshi Company

Evening rolled around, and with classes finally over, I headed to the Student Affairs Office to beg my way out of the Selection Tournament.

“Sorry for the trouble.”

I gave a polite bow and stepped out of the office.

“So, how’d it go?”

Hyoro and Jaga, who had been loitering outside, scurried over to me.

“The tournament brackets are already set in stone,” I said with a heavy sigh. “They told me it’s impossible.”

“Hey, chin up. If you put on a good show, you’ll be drowning in girls.”

“Exactly! Like they say—a pinch is just a chance in disguise!”

I shook my head.

“It’s not about winning or losing. I just straight-up don’t want to be in it.”

“Tch, fine. You’re hopeless. Come on, I’ll show you a good shop to cheer you up.”

“A-A good shop?” Jaga asked, his breathing getting suspiciously heavy.

“Whoa there, not that kind of shop. I’m talking about the Mitsugoshi Company. It’s been the talk of the town lately. Word is they sell all sorts of stuff no one’s ever seen before. Apparently, they’ve got this sweet treat called ‘Chocolate’ that’s supposed to be damn delicious.”

“A sweet treat? That sounds lovely.”

“Idiot! You’re not supposed to eat it yourself!” Hyoro barked, slapping Jaga across the back of the head. “You give it to girls as a present. Bitches love sweet stuff; they’re easy pickings if you’ve got treats.”

“O-Oh, I see! As expected of Hyoro-kun. I’m learning so much.”

“Heh, you know it,” Hyoro said, looking smug as hell. 

“Alright, let’s move out, Cid!”

“Let’s go, Cid-kun!”

The two of them had stars in their eyes. 

“Fine, fine. I’m coming,” I replied, trailing another sigh behind me. 

Though, I guess I am a little curious about what passes for ‘Chocolate’ in this world.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Hyoro led us onto the Royal Capital's Main Street. Since it was evening, the road was packed, and every shop in the prime real estate district was doing brisk business. But even among the crowd, one place stood out—the rumored Mitsugoshi Company.

“Whoa, look at that...”

It was a towering, newly built, luxury building. More than that, it was tasteful—it even had a certain modern flair to it. How should I put it? It gave off that maximum sense of "I don't belong here" that I used to feel whenever I wandered into a high-end designer brand shop in my past life.

There was a massive line at the entrance. Every single customer waiting was either a noble or someone connected to the nobility; you could tell they were high-rollers just by looking at them. At the very back of the line stood a young lady in a uniform holding a placard. Apparently, it was currently an eighty-minute wait.

“Eighty minutes,” I noted.

“We should just barely make it back before the dormitory's curfew,” Jaga said.

“We’ve come this far, might as well line up,” Hyoro insisted.

“But I’ve heard rumors that the Slasher has been showing up lately. Getting back too late might be...”

“Don’t be a moron. You’ve got three Spellswords right here. If he shows up, we’ll just give him a taste of his own medicine.” Hyoro patted the sword at his hip confidently.

“I-I guess you’re right.”

“Wait, what’s this about a Slasher?” I asked, cutting in.

“Supposedly, there’s a killer prowling the Royal Capital at night,” Jaga whispered. “Word is he’s incredibly skilled. They say even the Knight Order has taken casualties...”

“Huh. Sounds too scary to go out at night.”

A Slasher Event? That sounds like a blast. I definitely need to get in on that action.

“Hey! Stop dawdling and get in line! We’re gonna miss curfew!”

Hurried along by Hyoro, we took our spots at the very end of the queue.

“H-H-Hey there, miss. Y-You’re looking lovely today. What are your h-h-hobbies?”

Hyoro immediately tried to hit on the girl holding the placard, but she brushed him off with the kind of polished smile only a seasoned veteran of the service industry could pull off. 

Then, for some reason, she turned that beaming smile toward me.

“Excuse me, sir. Could I trouble you for a moment of your time?”

She was a total knockout with dark brown hair, matching eyes, and a calm, elegant face. She wore a simple navy-blue mini-dress—the company uniform. It weirdly reminded me of a cabin attendant from my previous life.

“Wait, me?” I asked, pointing a finger at my chest.

“Yes. It won’t take long. We’d just like your cooperation with a survey.”

A survey? They’re doing market research in this world? That’s rare.

“I mean, I guess, but...”

“Thank you so much.”

“I-I-I’ll help too!”

“M-Me too!”

Hyoro and Jaga tried to appeal with everything they had.

“One person will be sufficient, thank you.”

The lady linked her arm with mine and led me past the long queue and straight into the shop. I looked back one last time to see Hyoro and Jaga wearing expressions of pure, unadulterated despair.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I followed the lady into the store, and man, the interior was fancy. 

The designers had avoided gaudy flashiness, opting instead for a refined, calm atmosphere where every detail was meticulously polished. Even an amateur could tell this place had incredible taste; it felt incredibly modern.

As she guided me through the sales floor toward a staff door, I caught a glimpse of the merchandise. It was insane. 

Obviously, they had the popular Chocolate, but there was also coffee, cosmetics, soap—a literal mountain of things I’d never seen before in this world. Everything from the clothes and accessories to the shoes and underwear featured sophisticated, novel designs. Even I could tell that in a world like this, this stuff would sell like crazy.

This was dangerous.

This company is going to achieve total market hegemony in the very near future, I realized. I was certain of it.

We passed through the staff door and down a hallway until we reached a grand staircase that looked like it belonged in a movie about a luxury cruise ship. At the top was a wide, brightly lit corridor covered in red carpet. At the very end stood a pair of massive, glowing doors engraved with elegant sculptures.

Two beautiful women stood before the entrance. They bowed to me and slowly pulled the doors open.

Inside was a space the size of a Great Hall.

Rows of pillars reminiscent of a Greek temple lined the room, and the marble floor gleamed. Along both sides of the red carpet that led deep into the room, beautiful women stood in perfect formation.

“Huh?”

The moment I stepped inside, they all knelt in unison.

“Um... what about the survey?”

At the far end of the room sat a massive chair. 

It was a delicate work of art, bathed in the madder-red glow of the evening sun filtering down from a skylight. No one was sitting in it yet.

Standing beside the chair was a beautiful Elf with indigo hair. She was a sophisticated woman with the figure of a supermodel, dressed in a bewitching black gown.

I recognized her face.

“We have long awaited your arrival, My Lord.”

She knelt with the grace of a world-class actress.

“Gamma...”

The third veteran member of the group, following Alpha and Beta.

With her intelligent features and sharp blue eyes, she was the kind of person you could tell was a genius just by looking at her. This was the one and only Gamma, THE BRAINS OF SHADOW GARDEN.
Seven Women, One Man. Naturally, I Get Left Out

Gamma was smart. Brilliant, even. But she suffered from one major, glaring flaw.

Her moniker: The Weakest Gamma.

Despite being one of the senior members of the Seven Shadows, her combat ability was the lowest of the lot. The Seven Shadows was just the name I gave to the original seven members of Shadow Garden. I’d come up with it because it sounded cool.

Among that group, Gamma’s athletic and combat instincts were both non-existent. Like, fatally so.

If Delta had the sharpest instincts among the Seven Shadows, Gamma had the dullest. Honestly, if you asked me, they were two sides of the same coin. Gamma would be pissed and Delta would be thrilled to hear that, but they were definitely cut from the same cloth.

While trying to teach Gamma and Delta the way of the sword, I learned two very important things.

One: No matter how good someone’s instincts are, you can’t explain shit to an idiot.

Two: No matter how smart someone is, you can’t teach instincts to someone who lacks them.

Eventually, I just gave them both the same instruction: 

"Infuse it with a ton of Magic Power and hack them down."

I didn’t ask for anything more. It was that "smash it with pure physical force" style I hated so much. 

Yeah, my convictions had suffered an utter defeat at the hands of those two. Even now, my head throbbed just thinking about that day. No, stop. Let it go. I needed to forget.

I shook my head to clear the thoughts.

"It has been a long time, my Lord."

Gamma sashayed toward me with an elegant model walk. She swayed her hips provocatively, her high heels letting out a sharp, cool click, click, click against the floor.

Until.

"Pegyh!"

She faceplanted over absolutely nothing.

"Th-the heels are quite high today, aren't they?" she stammered, immediately blaming the shoes.

As Gamma stood up while clutching her nose, the surrounding staff members rushed over in a blur of movement, presenting her with a pair of low-heeled pumps.

"N-now then. My Lord, please, this way."

Having swapped her shoes, Gamma spoke as if nothing had happened.

Fine, whatever. When it comes to a woman's embarrassment, you’ve basically got two choices: pretend you didn’t see it or tease the hell out of her. I usually sided with the "pretend I didn't see it" camp.

But even so, I had to say something.

"Your nose is bleeding."

In another flurry of movement, the ladies nearby darted in to wipe the blood away.

"P-please, this way."

Watching Gamma’s cheeks turn bright red, I couldn't help but think: She hasn’t changed a bit.

I followed Gamma’s lead and took a seat in a massive chair. Looking out from that vantage point... man, it was good.

This was the life.

A massive atrium, the madder-red sunset pouring in through the skylight, and beautiful women kneeling all along the red carpet. I felt like a true king—the king of the World of Shadows.

Gamma had really gone all out to prepare such a pricey-looking set for me.

My heart actually fluttered with emotion. I crossed my legs, rested my chin on my left hand, and raised my right. I pooled blue-purple Magic Power in my palm and unleashed it toward the heavens.

The light shot up toward the ceiling before splitting into countless shards that rained down upon the room.

"A reward. Receive it..."

It was the Rain of Light.

The droplets struck the kneeling women, temporarily tinting their bodies blue-purple. Well, it only really helps with fatigue, circulation, and minor scratches, but whatever. It looks cool.

"I shall treasure this day for the rest of my life," Gamma whispered with a trembling voice as she knelt beside me.

She was a hell of an actress.

But it wasn't just Gamma. Every single one of the beauties kneeling by the carpet was shaking; some were even shedding tears. The woman who had guided me in was full-on sobbing.

The acting coaching here was top-tier.

"Well done, Gamma. By the way, I wanted to ask about this company."

Specifically, this Mitsugoshi Company. The Chocolate, the stuff I’d seen on the sales floor, even the design of the building... no matter how you looked at it, none of this belonged in this world.

"Please, ask anything you desire."

"By any chance... are the products here things I told you about a long time ago?"

For some reason, Gamma had always been obsessed with my knowledge. Back in the day, every time Delta thrashed her, she’d come to me half-crying and beg for stories. Back then, I’d told her about stuff like chocolate and whatever else I remembered from my past life in Japan, dressing it all up as "Shadow Wisdom."

"Yes. Though my efforts are meager, I have done my best to reproduce a mere fragment of the god-like knowledge you bestowed upon me, my Lord."

"I-I see."

I mean, I wouldn't call it "knowledge." I basically just told her that if you take bitter beans, throw in a ton of sugar, and let it harden, it tastes good. How the hell did she actually make it? Is it the brains? Is this just the gap in our IQs?

But fine. Whatever. The world has geniuses and it has idiots. That’s just how it is.

However, there was one thing I absolutely had to confirm.

"Does everyone—Alpha and the others—know about this place?"

"Yes, of course."

Ah, I see. It was one of those "everybody but me" scenarios. I get it. I’m the only guy; it’s hard to fit into the girls' circle.

"S-so... you guys making much money?"

"Currently, we are established in major cities both domestically and abroad, and expansion is proceeding smoothly. However, the true priority is how deeply we can take root in the shadows under the cover of the company’s growth."

I don’t need the tacked-on "shadow" flavor text.

Basically, it meant this: They’d frozen me out, used my ideas as the foundation, and were raking in the dough. 

If they’d given me even a tiny cut, I wouldn't have had to crawl around on the ground looking for dropped coins or act like a dog to chase after loose change.

But it was fine. They’d built this massive, elaborate stage for me. That was enough.

Well... maybe not quite enough.

"Um, I have a bit of a request. Could you lend me just a little bit of cash?"

I'll pay it back eventually. Probably.

"Of course. I shall have it prepared immediately."

Gamma answered instantly and gave an order to the girl who’d guided me. A few moments later, a cart was rolled in.

It was piled high with gold coins. A literal mountain of them. I’d never seen that much glittering gold in my life. It had to be at least a billion Zeny.

"Th-this is, uh..."

No, stop. If I "borrow" this much and never return it, things are gonna get ugly.

"Oh! Was it too little? I shall arrange for more at once—"

"No, it's fine."

I cut her off and reached for the pile. I made a show of thrusting my right hand deep into the mountain of gold. Clink, clink, clink.

The key was to keep all eyes on my right hand. I focused every fiber of my being.

Then—

"Hmph."

I pulled out about fifteen gold coins with my right hand, showed them off to the room, and then slowly slid them into my right pocket. 

That was 1.5 million Zeny.

But in reality, my left pocket now held another 1.5 million. The very moment I’d drawn their attention to my right hand, I’d used my maximum hand speed to snatch a handful with my left and pocketed them without anyone noticing.

Alpha or Delta might have caught me, but there was no way in hell Gamma could see through it.

"I-is that sufficient? I would be honored to give you all of it—"

Gamma looked almost pathetic saying that. She really thought I’d only borrowed 1.5 million. Meanwhile, I’d walked away with double—three million Zeny.

"This is fine. It’s enough," I said, barely suppressing the urge to burst out laughing.

"Understood. We shall clear the rest away."

Gamma clapped her hands, and the staff wheeled the gold off. Then, she knelt before me again.

"I have surmised the reason for your visit today, my Lord. Naturally, it concerns that incident, doesn't it?"

"Yeah."

I nodded. Wait, what incident?

"I am deeply sorry. Our investigation is ongoing, but we have yet to identify the culprit. However, please give us just a little more time. The Slasher haunting the Royal Capital... The fool who dares to don a Jet-black Garb and usurp the name of Shadow Garden... I, Gamma, shall personally bring them to justice."

"Humph..."

First I’ve heard of it.
A Quick Breather in the Back Alley

"Hmm..."

Shadow lapsed into a profound silence after that single, cryptic utterance. Gamma watched him intently, her blue eyes shimmering with a trace of anxiety. Is he displeased? Have I failed him?

Suddenly, a single tear traced a path down Gamma’s cheek. Seeing that nostalgic Bluish-purple Magic Power again had sent her mind spiraling back into the past.

Gamma’s life had truly begun with that bluish-purple glow.

Without him, she would have died a miserable death, nothing more than a festering mound of possessed flesh. Abandoned by her family, exiled from her country, and stripped of everything she owned, she had been standing on the precipice of agony, terror, and total despair. The one who saved her was a young boy emitting a brilliant, bluish-purple light. Gamma would never forget that radiance as long as she lived. To her, it was the light of life itself.

The bluish-purple light contains life, Alpha had once said.

Gamma didn't need logic to agree; she felt the truth of it in her very soul. That light didn’t just stitch up superficial wounds; it reached down and healed a person’s very essence.

Whenever she touched that Bluish-purple Magic Power, Gamma felt as though the invisible shackles binding her were falling away. It was as if something precious, something long suppressed, was finally being liberated, allowing her to reclaim her true self.

On that day, Gamma had been reborn.

The moment she was granted the name "Gamma," she had vowed to dedicate her new life entirely to him.

Yet, despite the depth of her devotion, she had initially occupied the lowest rung of the Seven Shadows. She was constantly overtaken by newer recruits, suffered defeat after defeat, and spent her days crawling through the dirt in humiliation. Eventually, she was forced to face a bitter realization: no matter how hard she worked, she would never be a warrior.

Gamma had agonized over it. What is the point of my existence? If I'm just going to be a pathetic burden, I might as well vanish.

On the very day she resolved to disappear, he had—for some inexplicable reason—summoned her. It was then that he shared his "Shadow Wisdom."

He showed her a path where one fought not with martial prowess, but with intellect.

Gamma had lunged at Shadow Wisdom with the desperation of a drowning woman. She threw herself into reproducing his knowledge, literally risking her life because she knew it was her only way to survive by his side.

Looking back, he must have seen through her entirely. Her internal agony, the specific path she needed to take—he had understood it all and offered her Shadow Wisdom as her salvation.

In that moment, a profound sense of heartache washed over Gamma. He existed in a realm so far beyond her reach that it was almost painful. 

Does he even need someone like me?

The thought alone brought fresh tears to her eyes. 

But that was why she had to wipe them away and keep pushing forward. When she finally grew Shadow Garden into an organization worthy of him—something grander and more powerful than anything the world had ever seen—then, surely... these feelings of hers would finally be fulfilled.

"I see. So that’s how it is."

His voice snapped Gamma back to the present.

"I have an idea. I'll go look into it."

Gamma’s chest tightened at the sound of his voice. He sounded as if he had already seen through the entire mystery. I’ve failed to be useful again. He always managed to find the answer using the tiniest fragments of information. Clues that Gamma couldn't find even by mobilizing every resource at her disposal, he uncovered with effortless ease.

Still, Gamma refused to give up. She had decided long ago that she wouldn't stop trying until the day he truly acknowledged her.

"Nu, come here."

Gamma summoned the Dark-brown Haired Woman who had escorted Shadow to the VIP lounge.

"This is Nu. She is the 13th Number."

"Hoh."

Shadow narrowed his eyes as he looked Nu over. With those piercing eyes of his, he was likely measuring the exact depth of her potential in an instant.

"She’s a recent recruit, but even Alpha-sama has acknowledged her skills. Please feel free to use her for errands or as a messenger."

"I am Nu. It is an honor to be at your service."

Nu’s voice wavered slightly, thick with nervous tension.

"I’ll call for you if I have a need," Shadow said.

"Understood!" 

Nu bowed deeply and withdrew.

"Well then, it's about time I head home."

Shadow stood up, preparing to depart.

"Oh, right. I wanted to buy some Chocolate. Just the cheapest stuff you've got. It’d be great if I could get a friendship discount on top of that."

"Prepare our most premium Chocolate for him immediately," Gamma commanded her subordinates.

"Um... how much is that going to run me?"

"With the friendship discount, it is a hundred percent off."

"A hundred percent?! That’s free! Score! Oh, in that case, I’ll take enough for three people."

"As you wish."

Gamma watched him with a fond smile. He was so dedicated to staying in character as the "average joe," Cid Kagenou.



"This is bad! We're never gonna make curfew!"

"It's because you were so slow, Cid!"

"My bad, my bad! Look, I gave you guys Chocolate, didn't I?"

The three of us were hauling ass through the Royal Capital long after sundown.

Sure, I was part of the reason we were late, but it was mostly because Hyoro and Jaga wouldn't stop badgering me for details about that hot girl. Nu, was it? Anyway, I gave them a bunch of vague, non-committal answers to shut them up.

But man, talk about a plot twist.

I never would've guessed Alexia would actually turn into an indiscriminate serial killer. I mean, if it’s not Delta doing the hacking and slashing, it has to be Alexia. That girl finally snapped, I thought to myself when I heard the report. 

Despite being a blessed Princess, I wonder what drove her over the edge? The female psyche truly is an enigma.

Then again, I don't necessarily think becoming an indiscriminate serial killer is a bad career move. Everyone needs a hobby, right? To each their own.

However, if she’s going to go around dragging Shadow Garden’s name through the mud, that’s where I draw the line. Sorry, Princess, but I can't let that slide.

Suddenly, Hyoro chimed in. "Hey, did you guys hear something?"

"I didn't hear a thing," Jaga replied.

The two of them were running ahead of me, but I had caught the sound perfectly. It was the distinct ring of steel clashing against steel. Somewhere in the distance, a fight was breaking out.

I came to a dead stop.

"Hey, what gives?"

"We're gonna miss curfew!"

Hyoro and Jaga stopped a few paces ahead and looked back. I pointed toward a dark back alley.

"I’ve gotta go take a dump."

They both gave me a look that clearly said, Is this guy for real?

"If I don't go right this second, I'm going to be leaving a trail of brown behind me while I run."

"That... is a valid concern," Hyoro admitted.

"It’s a question of curfew or dignity," Jaga added, his face turning grim.

The two of them became incredibly serious.

"Just go on without me. I don't want anyone to see me like this..."

"Ngh! We get it! Don't worry, man, I won't tell a soul that you were late because you were pooping in the wild!"

"Cid-kun, your choice was the right one, no matter what the world says! I believe in you!"

"I can't hold it! Hurry... just go!"

"Cid... I'll never forget your sacrifice!"

"Cid-kun... even if you're a public shitter, we'll be friends forever!"

"Go! Just goooooooo!!"

The two of them turned on their heels and sprinted away.

I watched their retreating figures until they vanished, then slipped into the back alley. A few moments later, I began heading toward the sound of battle.
"Ugh, My Head..."

I followed the sounds of combat until I reached the depths of a dark back alley.

Two spellswords were trading blows.

One of them was Alexia, no doubt about it—she was rocking her usual school uniform and short skirt.

The other, however, was a man dressed head-to-toe in black, his face hidden behind a mask.

Something felt off. It would have made sense if Alexia—the one I suspected of impersonating Shadow Garden—was the one in black, but their roles were completely reversed.

I climbed onto a nearby roof, suppressed my Ki, and settled in to see how things would play out.

"Give it up already. You’re no match for me."

The fight was leaning heavily in Alexia’s favor. The man in black wasn't exactly a weakling, but he couldn't keep up with Alexia, whose skills had been skyrocketing lately.

Her blade shredded his black coat, and blood began to splatter across the cobblestones.

One more solid push and it would be game over.

"Why do you keep killing innocent people? Is this what you’re fighting for?"

"We... are Shadow Garden..."

Shadow Garden.

The man in black definitely just said that.

"That's all you've said from the start. Is this the will of the man called Shadow?"

"We... are Shadow Garden..." the man repeated.

Well, that settled it.

This guy in black was the culprit framing Shadow Garden.

My bad, Alexia. Turns out you were innocent after all. I offered her a silent "whoops" in my head.

But why was this guy pretending to be part of my organization?

It was a natural question, but I already knew the answer. In fact, I was probably the only one who could understand.

It was pure admiration.

He looked up to Shadow Garden... and to the Eminence in Shadow.

I couldn't exactly knock the guy for his feelings. After all, my entire life started because I admired the "eminence in shadow" archetype. My whole deal began by imitating and idolizing the mysterious masterminds in movies, anime, and manga.

He was just walking the same path, trying to mimic Shadow Garden.

That’s right—he was the world’s very first Shadow Garden Follower.

I felt a warm surge of emotion welling up in my chest. I was just so happy to know that the path I’d taken was the right one, and that someone out there had actually recognized it.

You can do it, buddy.

I almost wanted to cheer him on.

But alas, that was strictly forbidden. I am the Eminence in Shadow, after all. If I allowed someone to run around dragging my organization’s name through the mud, I’d be failing at my role.

He might be trying to play the part of an eminence in shadow, but I’m the real deal.

There’s no room for sentimentality or compromise in this business.

I steeled my heart and watched the two of them continue their dance.

"This is the end!"

Just as Alexia’s sword sent the Follower’s blade flying, I sensed a new presence closing in.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

"This is the end!"

Alexia flicked her wrist, sending the man’s sword spinning away.

Clang.

The blade rang out as it bounced off the cobblestones.

In that heartbeat—

"...!"

Alexia threw herself into a roll, narrowly dodging a sudden slash from behind.

She blocked a follow-up strike by reflex and immediately kicked her new opponent in the gut to create some distance.

Catching her ragged breath, Alexia stared down her new enemies.

Two more spellswords had joined the fray. Both were dressed in black.

Alexia clicked her tongue as she saw the first man scramble to retrieve his sword.

Now it was three against one.

And these weren't just some thugs; they were experts.

She could handle one.

She could hold her own against two.

But three...

"Three-on-one against a delicate maiden? How tacky."

If only they were the chatting type.

"Tell you what, why don't we do three rounds of one-on-one? No?"

They began to slowly encircle her.

Alexia adjusted her stance, moving constantly to ensure no one could get a clean shot at her back.

"Oh, look behind you! The moon is just lovely tonight."

She used nothing but her gaze to check the enemy trying to flank her. She kept her sword moving in small, tight arcs as they all probed for an opening.

"What, you won't even look? You really should."

Alexia smiled.

Under the moonlight, her crimson eyes flashed with a predatory glint.

"Because my sister is standing right behind you."

"—!"

They bit.

Alexia moved instantly.

Her white blade carved through the back of the enemy who had been pathetic enough to actually look behind him.

Die.

She didn't say it aloud, but she sneered it in her mind.

She sliced through the black coat, sending a spray of fresh blood into the air.

But it was shallow.

She needed one more hit to finish him—

An impact suddenly tore through Alexia’s midsection.

"Agh...!"

A black boot buried itself in her side.

She heard the sickening crunch of her ribs snapping.

Alexia spat a mouthful of blood and swung her sword at the leg, but the attacker pulled back just in time, leaving her blade to strike the cobblestones.

Her rhythm was broken.

Alexia spat out another glob of blood and wiped her mouth, staining her hand crimson.

Two of them had fallen for the bluff, but the third hadn't. That was the bastard who had kicked her and ruined her finishing blow.

Alexia glared at them with pure venom.

It was still three against one.

In fact, the situation had gotten worse. Two were unharmed, and while the third was heavily wounded, he still had his sword. She couldn't ignore him.

Meanwhile, her ribs were shattered, and pieces of bone were currently stabbing into her lungs.

I’m going to die, she thought.

She had no choice.

Alexia reached into her uniform pocket and pulled out a Red Pill. It was a drug she’d managed to sneak away before the Arson Incident.

She hated the idea of showing off such an "ugly" sword, but it was better than being dead.

She brought the pill to her lips.

I’ve always been good under pressure, she prayed as she prepared to swallow it.

In that instant—

Jet-black darkness descended from the sky.

Like an owl soaring through the night, he landed without a single sound.

The jet-black blade cut one of the men in half in a single motion, making a flower of blood bloom in the alley.

The choking, metallic scent of blood filled the air.

The Jet-black Man... Shadow... flicked his blade, clearing the gore. A single, horizontal line of red was painted across the wall.

"Fools who dare impersonate the name of Shadow Garden..."

Shadow.

The strongest being in existence, the man who had shown Alexia the "perfected sword" she could never forget.

Was he... an enemy?

No, Shadow and the men in black seemed to be at odds.

"You shall atone for your sins with your lives."

The moment Shadow spoke, the men in black made their move.

The decision was instantaneous.

They kicked off the cobblestones and the walls, scrambling onto the rooftops to flee.

"Foolish..."

Shadow gave chase.

"W-Wait...!"

Alexia’s voice actually made him stop.

Shadow turned slowly and looked her dead in the eye.

Alexia’s sword rattled in her hand. She knew she was being an idiot.

"I am Alexia Midgar. Princess of this kingdom."

Shadow simply stared at her.

If he felt like it, her life would be harvested in a heartbeat.

"Tell me what you’re after. Why do you use that power, who are you fighting, and... do you intend to turn your fangs against this country?"

Shadow turned his back to her.

"Do not get involved. You would be happier knowing nothing."

"...! Wait! If you’re saying you’re an enemy...!"

"And what would you do if I were?"

A wave of pure bloodlust slammed into Alexia.

Her instincts shriveled in the face of a being she knew she could never defeat.

But humans were defined by their ability to resist instinct.

"I’ll fight you. You’d eventually kill my sister, and I won't allow that."

Shadow’s coat billowed behind him.

"I can understand your sword style. I might not be able to do it now, but one day, I will surely—"

"You think you can kill me?"

Leaving those words hanging in the air, Shadow vanished into the darkness.

Alexia whispered to the empty night.

"Yeah... I do."

Silence returned to the alley.

Left alone, Alexia slumped down, clutching her stomach.

The sword slipped from her trembling hand and clattered to the ground.

She knew she’d been reckless.

But recently, Alexia had finally realized why she swung her sword in the first place. She knew what those few, precious things were that she actually cared about.

Her one and only sister, and her one and only friend.

She had decided she would protect them, and that was enough.

"This is bad..."

Her consciousness was fading.

She knew that passing out in a back alley like this was a recipe for disaster. She tried to use the wall to haul herself up.

Then—

"Alexia... Alexia!"

A voice was calling her name from the distance.

"S-Sister... over here!"

"Alexia!!"

Footsteps thundered toward her.

Something soft caught her as her body finally gave out.

"Alexia! How could you be so reckless...!"

"Sister..."

Alexia buried her face in Iris's chest.

"You’re going to tell me exactly what happened here later. Consider yourself warned."

"...Yes, ma'am."

"And you can start by telling me what these are."

"Eh...?"

Alexia looked down. The Red Pills were scattered all over the cobblestones. She must have dropped them when she fell.

"S-Sister, I’ve never seen those before in my life."

"Quiet."

"I'm serious! I have no idea!"

"I’m not hearing it."

"Ugh, my head..."

Alexia decided to just "faint" and leave the rest for future her to deal with.
High Heels, One-Piece Dresses, and Smooth White Legs

SHADOW

I watched from the eaves as two shadows scrambled through the Royal Capital. They were really putting their backs into it, ducking into a narrow alleyway while casting panicked glances over their shoulders.

They must have been in a serious hurry. Once they hit a dead end, they slumped against the brick, hands on their knees, gasping for air. For a long moment, the only sound in the dark alley was the ragged, desperate wheezing of two men who knew they were being hunted.

Naturally, that was my cue.

Click.

I let the sound of my boot strike the pavement echo from the depths of the alley. They spun around, eyes bugging out as they tried to pierce the gloom. I stepped forward, emerging slowly from the darkness.

Click. Click.

I made sure every footfall sounded heavy, deliberate, and thoroughly menacing. They grew wary, their hands trembling as they reached for their swords. But I was faster. 

Before the first guy could even register a threat, my Jet-black Blade had already sprouted from the back of his head. No warning, no fanfare—just a sudden, violent piece of geometry piercing his skull.

"Ah… agah…!"

I slid the blade out as effortlessly as I’d tucked it in. The man collapsed in a spray of crimson, his death rattle lost to the night.

"…!"

The survivor scrambled back, his face pale with terror. I stepped fully into the dim light, my Jet-black Longcoat billowing around me and my Magician's Mask hiding my expression. I was really feeling the vibe tonight.

"Did I keep you waiting…?" I asked. 

I made sure to pitch my voice low—like it was resonating from the very bottom of a cold, dark abyss. Nailed it.

"Hieee…!" The man let out a pathetic squeak and backpedaled.

"Why do you fear me so?" I asked, tilting my head slightly for dramatic effect. "Did you actually… think you could escape?"

The man didn't stick around for the monologue. He spun on his heel and bolted. 

"Wha—!?" He screeched, skidding to a halt.

"A masterfully executed hunt, Master Shadow."

A woman was standing right where he had intended to run. It was Nu, looking every bit the refined, elegant beauty in her mini one-piece dress. 

"To have them cornered so quickly… as expected of your brilliance."

"Nu, is it?" I asked, keeping up the act.

"Yes, my lord."

We spoke across the man as if he were a piece of furniture. Trapped between us, he backed against the wall, his eyes darting back and forth in a total panic.

"Please, leave the rest to us," she said, bowing gracefully. "We will ensure all necessary information is… extracted."

I sheathed my Jet-black Blade with a satisfying click.

"…Do not be negligent," I warned, giving him one last intimidating look.

"As you command."

I turned on my heel and vanished back into the shadows. A solid 10/10 for the exit.

NU

I lowered my head, remaining in a deep bow until Master Shadow’s presence had completely vanished from the alley. Only then did I turn my attention to the trash left behind.

The man was fully armed and armored. I, on the other hand, was dressed for a night out—just a simple one-piece dress and high heels, without a visible weapon to my name. It didn't take a genius to see where his thoughts went.

He moved fast, I’ll give him that. He swung his sword in a wide arc, aiming to cut the "unarmed" woman down where she stood.

Or at least, that was his plan.

My dress fluttered as I pivoted, and my leg sliced through the darkness like a whip.

Clang.

His sword hit the cobblestones. A second later, eight of his fingers joined it.

"A-Aah…!" 

He didn't even know what to reach for—his fingers or his weapon. He extended a hand that now consisted of nothing but two thumbs, reaching out in a daze. I brought my high heel down, pinning his hand to the dirt.

"Igih…!"

A thin, jet-black needle of a blade had sprouted from the tip of my heel, driving straight through his palm. Blood began to pool around my shoe, staining the stones.

"I am not quite as merciful as Master Shadow," I said, my voice dropping to a frigid whisper.

The man looked up, meeting my gaze. I made sure he saw the absolute frost in my eyes.

"Don't think for a second that you'll be allowed to die easily."

My skirt flared as I swung my leg upward, and my knee connected with his jaw with a sickening crack.

The next morning, the citizens of the Royal Capital woke up to a gruesome sight hanging over the main thoroughfare. A mangled corpse dangled in the breeze, his face twisted into a permanent mask of agony and terror.

Across his stomach, written in his own blood, were three simple words:

‘THE FOOL’S END’
An Isekai-Style Valentine

Alexia lay back on her pristine bed, looking up at her sister’s perpetually serious face.

"I think I’ve got the gist of it," Iris said, seated firmly by the bedside. "The Slasher Incident wasn't the work of Shadow Garden, but some other group masquerading as them."

"That’s what Shadow told me."

"Shadow, huh... In the end, we’re still no closer to figuring out who they really are." Iris looked down, her expression clouded with thought. "During that Royal Capital Simultaneous Attack Incident, I confirmed the presence of an incredibly powerful Spellsword who seemed to be a member of Shadow Garden."

"She called herself Alpha, right?"

Iris nodded. "Other reports confirm the same: this organization possesses terrifying combat potential. Thanks to your report, we finally have a name for the man—Shadow—and the group—Shadow Garden. But that’s where the trail goes cold. Everything else is a complete mystery. We don't even know what they’re after."

"Shadow was fighting the Cult of Diabolos. Isn't it likely their goal involves the Cult?"

"The Cult of Diabolos is our only lead, then..." Iris let out a weary sigh.

"Sister...?"

"I used to think they were just some fringe religious group that worshipped Demon Diabolos, but their roots go much deeper than I ever imagined."

"Is this about the Arson Incident?"

"That’s part of it. But the reality is that the Crimson Order’s budget proposal was just rejected. It looks like I’ll be funding our operations out of my own pocket for the foreseeable future."

Alexia’s brow furrowed. "Does that mean the Cult has people in the civil government as well as the Knight Order?"

"I can't say for sure. They could be Cult members, or they might just be puppets bought with the Cult's gold. My methods for establishing the Order were... aggressive, let’s say, so I’m not in much of a position to complain."

"I can help with the money."

Iris offered a dry, thin smile. "I appreciate the thought, but you know how many people are actually in the Crimson Order, right?"

"Eight."

"Exactly. Just eight. My personal assets can keep us afloat for a decade without breaking a sweat."

"But you won't be able to grow the Order like that."

"There’s no point in expanding right now anyway. We still can't tell our allies from our enemies."

"Sister, um..." Alexia looked up at Iris, biting back her hesitation. "Who is the real enemy of the Crimson Order? Shadow Garden, or the Cult of Diabolos?"

Iris’s answer was immediate and accompanied by a sharp smile. "Both. As long as they're in this kingdom, I won't allow either to run rampant."

"Sister... you mustn't fight Shadow." Alexia’s hands tightened around her bedsheets.

"Alexia, are you still on about that...?"

"You only say that because you haven't seen him! You saw that strike that dyed the night sky of the Royal Capital! You must have!"

"The official conclusion was that it was a runaway Artifact."

"That’s wrong! I saw it! I saw Shadow release that power with my own eyes!"

Iris leaned in, her gaze locking onto Alexia’s crimson eyes. "Alexia, that wasn't the kind of power a human being can produce. You were in captivity for days; your memory was hazy, and you were likely hallucinating from whatever drugs they pumped into you. I’m not saying you’re a liar. I’m saying you were exhausted."

"Sister!"

Iris took Alexia’s hands in hers. "And even if a man named Shadow really did do that, I can't just run away. If I turn tail, who's left to protect this country?"

"Sister..."

Iris patted Alexia’s hair and stood up. "Just get some rest and let your wounds heal."

"...I’ll help you as soon as I’m better."

"That won't be necessary."

"Eh?"

"I forgot to mention: you’re on suspension for the time being."

"What?!"

"Theft of evidence." Iris produced a Red Pill, leaving Alexia gaping like a fish. "Take this time to reflect on what you've done."

The door clicked shut with a definitive thud.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

CID

I’m being watched.

The moment I stepped into class, I felt the weight of a dozen stares. Everyone was huddled in groups, whispering about me.

"Look, that’s him."

"The guy who let it rip while he was running..."

"I heard he did it right in the middle of the street to show off."

I cut a glare toward Hyoro and Jaga, both of whom suddenly found the floor very interesting.

"Y-Yo. Sorry about your... disaster yesterday."

"G-Good morning. Yesterday sure was rough, wasn't it?"

"Yeah, morning. Though I have a feeling today is going to be the real trial."

The two of them gave me synchronized, twitchy smiles. I let out a massive sigh.

"Anyway, did you bring the chocolates from yesterday?"

Hyoro pulled out a wrapped bundle. "Got 'em right here."

"I brought mine too," Jaga added.

"I've got mine... just in case," I said.

"Alright. Lunch break is when we launch Operation Present!"

"Hehe, I can't wait."

"Right."

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Lunchtime rolled around.

Hyoro insisted on "showing us how a pro does it," so we tagged along. We ended up at a second-year classroom. Hyoro took his position in the hallway while we hung back to watch the master at work.

"Going for an upperclassman, huh? Hyoro’s got guts."

"He sure does."

A few moments later, a cute-looking girl walked out.

"U-Um, excuse me. This is for you—"

Just as Hyoro held out the chocolate, a massive hand clamped onto his shoulder. A hulking, muscle-bound upperclassman was looming over him like a thunderstorm.

"Hey. You got business with my fiancée?"

"Ah... no, I, uh..."

"Why don't we go somewhere quiet so you can tell me all about it?"

We ignored Hyoro’s desperate, pleading eyes and did a synchronized 180-degree turn.

"Time to go."

"Agreed."

Hyoro’s muffled screams echoed down the hall behind us.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Jaga’s destination was the library. The facility is shared with the Academy for Arts and Sciences, so it’s pretty massive. Naturally, the meatheads from the Academy for Spellswords never set foot in here. Neither do I, usually.

"So, you’re targeting a student from the other academy?"

"Precisely. I won't make the same mistake as Hyoro. I’ve done my homework. I know her social circle, her favorite foods, her Dormitory room number, which stall she uses in the restroom, her shoe size, her scent, her underwear color, her three sizes, and I even have a collection of her used paper cups—"

"I’ve heard enough. Just go."

I shoved Jaga into the library and walked away without bothering to wait for the inevitable.

"KYAAAAAA!! STALKER! THERE’S A STALKER!!"

The scream erupted almost instantly.

I strolled along, swinging my bag of chocolate. I never come around the library, so the scenery felt fresh. I spotted a girl from the Academy for Arts and Sciences walking toward me and decided to get this over with.

"Here, have some chocolate."

"Huh?"

She was a total knockout with pink hair. I shoved the bag into her hands and made a break for it before things could get weird.

"Wait? What? Huh?"

I heard her confused voice fading into the distance. I feel like I’ve seen her face somewhere before... oh well, probably just a background character.
It Takes a Mob to Know a Mob

SHERRY

"I wonder what this is..."

A young girl tilted her head in confusion inside the laboratory.

She was a beauty with hair the color of cherry blossoms. Her serene eyes were fixed on the rows of brown objects nestled inside a box. A sweet aroma wafted from them. She picked one up, turning it over in her hand, but she still couldn't quite identify it.

If I remember correctly, the boy who gave this to me called it "Choco."

"Sherry, is something the matter?"

An elderly man called out to her from behind. His hair was a salt-and-pepper blend, slicked back neatly.

"Vice Academy Director Ruslan..."

"Now now, we promised you’d call me 'Father' when it’s just the two of us."

"Stepfather," Sherry corrected him with a troubled little smile.

"So, what’s the story with that Chocolate?"

"Chocolate? A boy from the Academy for Spellswords gave it to me."

"Oho." Ruslan stroked his mustache. "That is the high-end confectionery all the ladies have been gossiping about lately. I daresay it’s a gift for you."

"Eh? But I didn’t even know him."

"It must have been love at first sight. That’s a legendary, top-shelf Chocolate—the kind you can’t get even if you line up at the crack of dawn. He must have gone to great lengths for your sake."

Love at first sight... Sherry whispered, her cheeks flushing a faint pink.

"And how will you reply?"

"My reply...?"

"I’m sure he’s waiting for an answer."

"B-but, I..." Sherry turned bright red, her eyes darting around the room.

"You should learn more than just research; you need to learn how to interact with people. That’s what an academy is for, after all."

"...Yes." Sherry looked down, and Ruslan gave her a gentle smile.

"So, how is the work on the Artifact coming along?"

"We've only just begun." She gave another troubled smile, her cheeks still slightly rosy.

"I suppose that’s to be expected."

"However, I did discover one thing. A very distinctive cipher is being used on that Artifact."

"A distinctive cipher?"

Sherry spread the documents out in front of Ruslan.

"It was likely used by an ancient nation or organization. And... it bears a striking resemblance to the code my mother used to research."

"I see. Lucreia's code... She truly was a brilliant researcher." Ruslan closed his eyes as if lost in thought.

"I want to know the meaning of the cipher my mother was studying right before she died."

As she stared intensely at the documents, her profile took on the sharp, focused air of a professional scholar.

"You’ve taken on a fine request."

"Yes." Sherry beamed, looking shy as Ruslan patted her head.

"So, where is the Artifact now?"

"It’s being guarded by a knight in a separate room."

"Do you not need it on hand?"

"Only when necessary. It's important to have time to think alone, and I get a bit nervous working in front of the knights."

"Is that so? Cough, hack... E-excuse me..." Ruslan turned away, coughing into his hand.

"Stepfather! Are you alright?"

Sherry hurried over to rub his back. Ruslan’s frame felt frail, and his cheeks looked gaunt.

"I-I’m fine, really. I’m okay." Ruslan steadied his ragged breathing. "My condition had been improving lately, but illness is a fickle thing."

"Stepfather..."

"Don't look so worried. More importantly, another offer for you to study abroad has arrived from the Academic City."

"Academic City Lawagas..."

"The greatest minds in the world are recognizing your work. You could grow so much more if you went to Lawagas. It’s a wonderful opportunity."

Sherry shook her head. "I can’t just leave my sick stepfather behind."

"Sherry, you don't need to worry about me."

"If you hadn't adopted me after my mother died, Stepfather, I surely would have perished. I... I want to be of help to the man who saved me." Sherry pleaded with him, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

"Sherry... I am lucky to have such a good daughter." Ruslan smiled warmly. "Keep up the good work on your research. And make sure you eat that Chocolate."

"...Yes."

Ruslan left the laboratory. Left to her own devices, Sherry felt her face heat up as she popped a piece of chocolate into her mouth.

"It's sweet... and delicious."

She reached for a second piece.



CID

I spent the day in blissful peace—no Hyoro, no Jaga, and no Alexia. As I walked home alone through the gardens, the setting sun painting everything in shades of orange, the student population began to thin out. Suddenly, a girl approached me.

She wore the uniform of a second-year from the Academy for Arts and Sciences. Her dark brown hair was pulled back into a bun, and she wore a pair of dowdy glasses that matched her eye color.

To a layman, she was just another student. But after years of honing my mob skills, I knew better. This was the "plain-Jane" beauty type—someone pretending to be a mob.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment to talk?"

I recognized that voice.

"Nu?" I whispered.

Nu gave a small nod. It was honestly impressive how much a refined, mature woman could change her entire vibe with just some glasses, makeup, and a hairstyle.

We kept our voices low as we walked.

"Are you actually attending the academy now?"

"No, this is a borrowed look. I don't stand out as much if I'm wearing a uniform."

"Fair enough."

In an academy this size, you saw more strangers than friends anyway. As long as you were wearing the right clothes, nobody was going to give you a second glance.

"Where should we talk?"

"Let's head to that bench over there."

The bench she pointed out offered a panoramic view of the beautiful garden, and more importantly, there wasn't a soul nearby. We sat down together in the glow of the dazzling sunset.
Poop Bastard

NU

I looked down at the academy gardens and narrowed my eyes behind my glasses. 

By all rights, I should’ve been attending this school as a second-year student. Up until the very day I was cast aside as a victim of Possession, I’d never doubted for a second that my future would be anything but peaceful and predictable.

But in the end, it was all just a pretty little lie.

My family, my friends, my peace—every "normal" thing I’d taken for granted had been part of a tower built on the thinnest, most fragile ice imaginable. I’d been nothing more than a frolicking child, completely oblivious to the dark, freezing depths waiting beneath my feet.

I watched the students wandering through the garden with a gaze that sat somewhere between envy and pity. I even spotted a few familiar faces in the crowd. As the daughter of a marquess, I used to be quite the social butterfly. My days were once filled with glitz and glamour.

Now? That felt like a lifetime ago.

I’d been scrubbed from the marquess’s family history, relegated to a "person who never existed." I wondered how many of those people I once called friends actually remembered me. “Oh, her? I think I remember a girl like that,” they’d probably say. 

Honestly, they’d probably only whisper about me with more contempt than affection. That’s just how the world treats the "possessed."

I didn’t actually need to sneak into the academy during the day just to meet with Shadow. I just... I couldn't quite let go of that tiny, pathetic sliver of hope. I wanted to indulge in the foolish dream that some small corner of this peaceful school still had a place for me.

I let out a short, self-deprecating laugh.

Even if I had no place in the "official" world, I had comrades who shared my resolve. And... I had my revered master standing right beside me.

He’d started this fight all on his own. And even if he ended up as the last man standing, I knew he’d keep on fighting. His very existence was the pillar supporting all of Shadow Garden. 

Humans are weak creatures, so we naturally gravitate toward something absolute to cling to. If God is that absolute for the rest of the world, then for Shadow Garden, it’s him. 

Personally, I think he’s way better than God. If I open my eyes, he’s actually there. If I reach out, I can actually touch him.

“Hmm? Something wrong?” he asked.

“You have a bit of trash on you.”

I reached over and plucked a stray piece of lint from his shoulder. I kept my eyes on his profile as I continued.

“Please keep my presence here a secret from Lady Gamma. If she finds out I’ve been infiltrating the academy during the day, she’ll be furious with me.”

“Got it. I have to say, I’m impressed. You look like a completely different person with that makeup.”

“My features are a bit plain, so it’s easy to change my look. Call it a skill from my past life—I’ve always been quite good with a brush.”

“Heh. So that look you use at Mitsugoshi Company is a fake too?”

“Yes. I make myself look a bit older than I actually am.”

“I see. So, out of curiosity, how old are you really?”

“That’s a secret.” I gave him a playful, suggestive smile. “Anyway, I’m here to report on the man in black from yesterday.”

“Hmm.”

“We interrogated him, but we couldn't get anything out of him. His mind was already shattered by heavy brainwashing. Based on our observations, we believe he was a Children 3rd of the Cult of Diabolos.”

“Hmm?”

Ah, the Diabolos Children. 

The Cult of Diabolos makes a habit of snatching up orphans or poor commoner children the moment they show even a hint of Magic Power aptitude. They raise them in specialized facilities where they’re subjected to endless training, brainwashing, and experimental drug regimens. They say less than ten percent of them even survive to "graduate." The Children 3rd are the failures of that process—disposable pawns. Their broken minds ensure they can't leak secrets, yet their combat prowess still dwarfs that of your average knight.

The 2nd types have more stable psyches, while the 1st types—the rare few—possess world-class strength.

Of course, Lord Shadow already knows all of this. I didn't want to bore him by explaining the basics, so I moved on.

“It’s obvious that the shadow of The Cult is behind this string of incidents. I imagine their goal is to lure us out into the open.”

“Hmm.”

“But that’s not their only objective. We recently confirmed that a Named Children 1st has entered the Royal Capital. Specifically, Rex—the ‘Game of Rebellion.’ We believe they’re mobilizing for a specific purpose, but we’ve lost Rex’s trail. We’re currently investigating his whereabouts.”

“Hmm?”

The Named Children. 

That’s a title given to those among the Diabolos Children who have performed exceptionally for the organization. Most of the Named are 1st types, though once in a blue moon, a 2nd will earn the title. Some of them even climb the ranks to become members of the Knights of Rounds. In fact, being Named is considered the gateway to the Rounds.

And, of course... Shadow Garden currently has a former Named Children 1st in our own ranks.

Since I was the one who provided that info to the organization in the first place, I figured there was no need to recap it for him.

“Please stay on your guard. The Cult is definitely plotting something. We’ll continue our investigation and report back as soon as we have a lead.”

“Hmm.”

The sun began to dip below the horizon, the afterglow staining the clouds a deep madder red. I stood up, fanning my slightly damp neck. Beside me, my master stretched and stood as well.

Maybe, in another life, we could have spent our days like this—chatting like a normal couple and enjoying the academy life. I laughed at myself for being so sentimental. 

But, just for a moment...

“Well? A gentleman should really escort his lady, shouldn't he?”

“An escort? Like this?”

He offered his left arm, and I looped mine through it. We started walking, huddled close together. Yeah, I thought, smiling to myself, a future like this definitely should have existed.

Then, from across the grounds, a male student started screaming at the top of his lungs.

“YOU POOP BASTARD!!”

I clicked my tongue, the mood instantly shattered. I recognized that voice—and that face. He was a piece of trash who used to hit on me incessantly back in my socialite days. I made a mental note to track him down and beat him within an inch of his life later.

For some reason, my master’s eyes started darting around awkwardly. 

I just hugged his arm tighter.
Can You Keep Up?

If you were to ask who the strongest spellsword in the academy was, the answer—up until the year before last—would have been Iris Midgar.

However, once she graduated, an era without a champion fell upon the Midgar Academy for Spellswords. At least, that’s what everyone thought.

Then, a new ruler suddenly appeared.

In a way no one could have imagined, a person no one expected ascended the throne, reigning at the summit of the academy as its absolute champion.

Her name was Rose Oriana.

An international student from the land of the arts, the Oriana Kingdom, she was the daughter of King Raphaello Oriana. While her study abroad program had been planned as part of the alliance between our kingdoms, no one expected a princess from a country of artists to become the undisputed powerhouse of our school.

Well, frankly, I didn't care whether they saw it coming or not.

The problem was that my first round in the Selection Tournament was against that very same Rose Oriana.

I did have the option to withdraw. Hyoro was currently covered in bruises after getting "hazed" by some upperclassmen, and Jaga had been placed under house arrest for "unauthorized entry" into the girls’ dormitory. In other words, as long as I had a decent excuse, I could get out of participating.

But when I thought about it carefully, isn't the guy who gets absolutely demolished by the champion in the first round a total mob trope?

Oh, it’s mob-like, all right. No doubt about it.

Withdrawing was now out of the question. I had a mission: to show the world the most mob-like battle ever fought—a battle of the mob, by the mob, and for the mob.

And so, I drew my sword amidst the roar of a massive crowd.

Standing at the opposite end of the arena was Princess Rose Oriana. Her honey-colored hair was elegantly curled, and she wore a fashionable set of combat gear while brandishing a slender rapier. Her features were soft, her figure was top-tier, and honestly, everything about her screamed "stylish." As expected of the land of the arts.

Furthermore, despite being a second-year transfer student, she already served as the Student Council President. Between her beauty, her skill, and her popularity, the cheers from the stands were deafening.

Not a single person was calling my name. Cheer for your own countryman, you traitors, I thought for a split second, but I let it go. This was the perfect stage for a mob. It was glorious.

Rattle, rattle.

My sword trembled in my hand. Had I ever been this nervous in a fight before? Victory, murder, or evaporating someone into dust—those were easy. I wasn't looking for a simple conclusion. What I needed was a defeat more "background character" than anyone had ever seen before.

What is "mob-ness," anyway? I was stepping into the realm of philosophy here.

But there was no need to worry. For this very day, I had mastered the "48 Mob Secret Techniques."

"Rose Oriana versus Cid Kagenou!" the referee shouted.

Rose’s honey-colored eyes and my mob-tier eyes locked, sparks practically flying between us.

Oh, Rose Oriana. Can you keep up? Can you follow me to the extreme... of mob combat?!

"Match start!!"

The moment the signal echoed, Rose’s rapier danced. It blurred through the air, drawing a beautiful, sharp trajectory toward my chest. It was a strike an ordinary mob could never hope to react to.

I could see it perfectly, of course. I saw it... but I didn't react. I couldn't show even a hint of being able to keep up. Why? Because I was a mob.

I didn't move an inch until the very microsecond the rapier touched my chest. The edge had been blunted for the tournament, but it would still hurt like hell if it landed properly.

The rapier pierced my chest. At that exact moment, I made my move.

Without showing any visible motion, I used only the strength in my toes to spring backward. I took the force of the rapier’s thrust and used it to add a sickening twist to my body. Simultaneously, I reached into a hidden pocket in my sleeve and tore open a bag of blood I'd prepped the night before.

The entire process took less than a tenth of a second.

While being blown backward, I spun through the air like a drill, spraying blood in every direction like a malfunctioning fountain.

"Pegyoeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!"

My crimson tornado painted a masterpiece of gore across the arena.

Mob Secret Technique: Bloody Tornado.

I hit the ground pathetically, bounced once, and rolled to a stop. The crowd’s cheers shook the stadium.

"Gu—guh... Hwarghhhh!" I tore another blood bag and vomited a fresh puddle.

Perfect!

There wasn't a soul in the audience who doubted my status as a weakling. I almost flashed my pearly whites at my own ten-out-of-ten performance, but I held it in. It wasn't over yet. Not by a long shot.

"Gugeh... Gevohhhhh!!"

I forced myself up, acting like a man who had exactly ten seconds left to live. That’s right... I still had forty-seven more Mob Secret Techniques to get through.



ROSE ORIANA

Why? How can he keep standing?

Rose Oriana shuddered as she watched the boy rise again and again. He was covered in blood, and he looked like he could barely even figure out which end of the sword to hold. He was in no condition to fight; the fact that he was even on his feet was a miracle.

Rose’s sword was slender, but it was far from light. The edge was blunted, but the Magic Power she poured into it was the real thing. A single clean hit should have been enough to incapacitate anyone.

And yet... just how many times had this boy taken her blade?

It wasn't once or twice. He had been bathed in over ten slashes, yet he continued to rise with indomitable fighting spirit. Why did he go so far? His body had clearly passed its limit, but his eyes weren't dead. Those burning eyes told her that he still had something he had to do.

His spirit had transcended his flesh. It was his sheer will that supported his broken body.

Rose felt a wave of emotion wash over her. Just how much resolve had he brought into this match? He clearly had a reason why he absolutely could not afford to lose.

The gap in their strength was immeasurable. There wasn't even a one-in-ten-thousand chance of him winning. Nevertheless, he hadn't given up. He glared at Rose with those intense eyes.

It's not over yet. I can't let it end here.

Rose was moved by the sight of him—a brave figure challenging an impossible foe, refusing to break. She began to feel a deep respect for the boy named Cid Kagenou, and with it, a profound sense of guilt. She had looked down on him as an easy opponent.

Perhaps in a contest of blades, it wasn't even a competition. But in a battle of hearts, Rose had suffered a complete defeat.

"It ends with the next strike," she declared.

That was why she chose to end it quickly. If she let this continue, he would keep standing until he actually died. She didn't want to kill him... not a boy with such a bright future.

The cheers in the arena had died down. The audience was watching in stunned silence, completely put off by the boy's gruesome state. Rose funneled the greatest amount of Magic Power of the day into her sword. The air trembled, and the crowd began to murmur in apprehension.

But even so.

"I see you still won't give up."

His eyes were shining with a fierce heat. There wasn't a shred of fear in his gaze, only infinite fighting spirit.

If that was the case, she would give him everything she had.

Just as Rose’s sword let out a roar—

"Stop!! That’s enough! The match is over!"

The referee jumped between them, forcing the match to a halt. He had judged that any further combat would be life-threatening.

Rose let out a sigh of pure relief.

The boy, however, looked devastated.

"No way... I still have thirty-three left..."

I can still fight. His eyes said it all.

"The winner: Rose Oriana!!"

A roar of cheers finally blessed Rose. She responded by waving to the crowd, then turned and gave a deep, respectful bow to the collapsing Cid Kagenou.
The Undying Spellsword

The moment the match ended, they tried to haul me off to the infirmary, but I spotted a split-second opening and made a break for it.

Phew, that was close.

If anyone saw my completely uninjured body, I’d be in deep trouble. I was seconds away from having to actually carve myself up just to maintain the act.

I slipped out through the players' entrance and began trekking down a deserted corridor.

I guess I’ll have to wait until next year to reveal the rest of my 33 Secret Techniques. Oh well, I’m sure another opportunity will pop up eventually.

"U-um..."

"Hmm?"

I was suddenly called out to by a student I didn’t recognize.

She was a PINK-HAIRED BEAUTY wearing the uniform of the Academy for Arts and Sciences. I had the nagging feeling I’d seen her somewhere before.

"Are... are your injuries all right?" she asked.

"B-barely..." I replied, casually clutching my chest as if nursing a mortal wound. "I think I... managed to avoid any permanent damage?"

"I’m so glad. I was watching your match."

"O-oh. I see."

"I don't usually watch the tournaments, but seeing you stand up over and over again... it was really cool."

"Wait, it was... cool?"

"Yes..."

Blushing slightly, the girl nodded.

Finding a mob character "cool"? This girl has some seriously weird tastes. Then again, with a crowd that big, I suppose a few statistical outliers were bound to find my performance moving.

"Um, this is for you..."

The girl timidly held out a small package.

"What’s this?"

"I baked some cookies. As a thank-you..."

I figured it was a "thanks for the good game" kind of gesture.

"Thanks." 

Since she’d gone through the trouble, I accepted them. The girl gave me a happy smile.

"I-if it’s okay with you, I’d like to start as friends."

"Friends? Sure, why not."

With a few exceptions, I make it a point to live my life without making women feel embarrassed.

"Hooray! Look, Adoptive Father, I made a friend!"

Adoptive Father?

I followed the girl’s gaze and saw a tall man with slicked-back, graying hair walking toward us. I recognized that thin frame immediately.

VICE ACADEMY DIRECTOR RUSLAN.

He was the second-in-command of this school and, according to rumor, a former master swordsman who had once won the Bushin Festival. 

And if this girl looked up to him as her father, then she was—

"SHERRY BARNETT...!"

"Yes?"

According to my own private research, she was the person most likely to be a "main character" over at the Academy for Arts and Sciences. In my head, I’d already cast her as the girl who gives the protagonist perfect advice, solves the plot's big mysteries, and crafts the legendary gear needed to take down the final boss. 

Since students from that academy don't usually fight on the front lines, I’d basically written her off as irrelevant and forgotten her.

"You're Cid Kagenou, right?" Ruslan said as he came to a stop beside Sherry.

"Yes, sir."

"Are you sure you're alright? Those looked like nasty wounds."

"B-by some miracle, I'm hanging in there. Actually... maybe Princess Rose was holding back?"

"Hmm," the Vice Academy Director muttered, stroking his chin. "True. Rose-kun isn't the type to misjudge her own strength. Still, make sure you see a doctor."

"I will. Absolutely."

I absolutely will not.

Ruslan nodded and placed a hand on Sherry’s shoulder.

"This girl is devoted entirely to her research; she doesn't really have any friends."

"Adoptive Father!"

"Hahaha," he laughed. "She’s smiling now, but she’s been through a lot. Please, be a good friend to Sherry. I’m asking you this as a father."

Ruslan looked at me with a serious expression, while Sherry stood beside him with a bashful, troubled smile. It really wasn't the kind of atmosphere where I could say, "Sorry, I don't do non-mob characters."

"...Understood."

"Then I’ll leave the rest to you two youngsters."

The Vice Academy Director tapped my shoulder and walked away.

"Um, I look forward to getting to know you," Sherry said.

"Yeah, same here."

"So, what should we do now?" She tilted her head, then jumped slightly. "Oh, that’s right! We have to get you to a doctor first! I'm sorry, I got so excited I forgot."

"No, really, I'm fine."

"Eh? But..."

"The doctor can wait. I’ll go later. I promise. I'll definitely go. Actually, why don't we just go get some tea instead?"

"Um, are you really sure you're okay?"

"Totally fine. Don't worry about it."

"Wow... Spellswords really are amazing, aren't they?"

"Yeah... they sure are."

The beauty—who was anything but a mob—gave me a radiant smile.

After that, the two of us had tea and shared the cookies while we chatted for a bit before parting ways. My impression of her was just a normal girl, but she mentioned she was currently researching some precious Artifact at the request of the Knight Order. I told her that sounded "pretty cool." For what it’s worth, the cookies had a nice, simple flavor. They were delicious.

Well, she’s the furthest thing from a "mob friend," but I barely ever have any contact with the Academy for Arts and Sciences anyway. It’ll probably be fine.

The next day, I took five days off to "recover from my injuries" so as not to arouse suspicion.

When I finally returned to school, everyone in class was just a little bit kinder to me.
The Dream of Every Boy in the Universe

The day after my "recovery," the final morning class wrapped up a bit early.

"The Student Council Election candidates and the current Student Council President are about to give their speeches, so everyone stay in your seats," the teacher warned the students already trying to make a break for it.

"Whatever, but where did all the third-years go anyway?" Hyoro asked, leaning over from the next desk.

"Who knows," I replied with a yawn.

"The third-years are on an off-campus trip this week..." Jaga started to explain from the seat in front of me, turning around to join the conversation. Just then, the classroom door swung open and two girls walked in. The teacher swapped places with them and headed out.

One of them was a face I recognized—Rose Oriana, the Student Council President I’d "fought" the other day.

I’ve always wondered about this, but why is it that when someone stylish wears a completely ordinary uniform, they give off this mysterious, fashionable Aura?

"Um, thank you to the faculty for giving us this valuable time... regarding the Student Council Election..."

A first-year girl who clearly wasn't used to public speaking began to drone on in a stiff, nervous voice. 

Is it just me, or do these kinds of speeches just sail right through everyone’s head without leaving a trace?

Hyoro and I sat there like total zombies, letting the words wash over us as we yawned in sync. Jaga, on the other hand, actually seemed to be taking notes.

Suddenly, I felt like my eyes met the President’s. If she actually remembered a mob who got pathetically thrashed in the first round of a tournament, she had a hell of a memory.

"Whoa, the Prez was totally checking me out," Hyoro whispered, fussing with his bangs.

"Sure was."

"Man, what if she tries to scout me for the Student Council?"

"Sure thing."

"I mean, I really hate bothersome stuff, you know? But for her..."

"You don’t say."

We kept that up for a while as time ticked by. 

Then, I felt a sudden twitch of Magic Power. Something was wrong.

"Huh?"

"What's up?"

I'm constantly training by manipulating minute amounts of Magic Power within my body, but all of a sudden, I couldn't channel it. It felt like the flow was being obstructed by something. Maybe if I forced it through, or thinned the stream out even more, I could get it moving again...

While I was mulling over the technicalities, I sensed something approaching the classroom.

"It’s coming..." I muttered, mostly just because I felt like saying it.

The very next second.

A massive explosion roared through the hall.

The classroom door was blown off its hinges, sending the class into a total panic. Immediately after, men dressed in black with swords drawn stormed inside.

"Nobody move! We are Shadow Garden, and we are taking control of this academy!" they bellowed, securing the exits.

"No way..." 

My whisper was swallowed by the screaming and commotion around me. Not a single student could move. They couldn't tell if this was a drill, a prank, or—impossibly—the real thing. Most of the class was too stunned to process the reality of the Academy for Spellswords being under siege.

I was the only one who grasped exactly what was happening.

I knew they were serious. I knew our Magic Power was being jammed. And I knew the exact same thing was likely happening in every other classroom right now.

"Incredible..."

The word slipped out of my mouth, a genuine sigh of admiration.

These guys... they actually did it. 

They really, truly went and did it!

The "Scenario" that every boy in the universe has dreamed of at least once. The "Event" that occupies a prime page in every youth’s book of delusions. They actually pulled off a "Terrorists Occupy the School" plot!

I was literally trembling with emotion.

How many times had I fantasized about this? Hundreds? Thousands? No—millions. I had imagined countless variations of this exact moment, and it was finally, finally here.

"Stay in your seats! Hands in the air!"

The men in black began intimidating the students with their blades as the reality of the situation finally started to sink in. Personally, I thought their choice to play the terrorists was a bit niche—a choice for the true connoisseurs. But of course, the classic, top-tier role was on the student side.

What should I do? How should I play this? Infinite possibilities were unfolding before my eyes.

"It seems you don’t realize where you are."

A dignified voice cut through the air. A girl stood up, her hand resting on the rapier at her waist as she faced down the intruders.

"Occupying the Academy for Spellswords? You can't possibly be in your right minds."

Rose Oriana was standing her ground—completely alone.

"I believe I told you to drop your weapon, little girl," the man in black growled.

"I refuse."

Rose drew her blade in one smooth motion.

"Hmph. I suppose you'll make a fine example, then." 

The man in black raised his sword.

Oh, crap.

She hadn't realized yet that Magic Power was useless in this room.

"...! What in the...?" 

Confusion flickered across Rose’s face as she leveled her rapier.

"Finally noticed, have you?" the man laughed from behind his mask.

Bad, bad, bad. At this rate...

"Too late!"

The man’s sword swung down toward Rose. His blade was glowing with Magic Power; she was completely cut off from hers. She had no way to block it.

I kicked my chair back and sprinted.

Wait! No!

My brain’s processing speed redlined, and the world slowed to a crawl. In that moment, my heart was filled with nothing but pure, unadulterated fury and desperation.

"Aaaaaaaaah!"

If this kept up, she was going to be the first victim killed by the terrorists. 

That was unacceptable. I couldn't allow it. It was a complete violation of the rules!

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!"

Because the person who gets killed first in the classroom is always... 

The mob's... job!

"STOP IT RIGHT NNNNNNNOOOOOOOOOOOWWWWW!!"

With a roar from the depths of my soul, I threw myself between them.



Staring at the approaching blade, Rose felt the cold touch of her own death. With her Magic Power gone, her body felt weak and heavy; she couldn't block, and she couldn't dodge. She tried to twist her torso to at least make the wound shallower, but her movements were agonizingly slow.

She wasn't going to make it. Death was a physical reality, inches away.

Then, a scream pierced her eardrums.

"STOP IT RIGHT NNNNNNNOOOOOOOOOOOWWWWW!!"

Suddenly, something slammed into Rose from the side, shoving her out of the way.

"Kya...!"

She instinctively tucked into a roll across the floor. When she scrambled back to her feet, she saw a sight that froze her blood.

"No..."

There, lying motionless on the floor, was a boy soaked in red. 

Blood was pooling beneath him, staining the floor at a terrifying speed. It was a fatal wound.

"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

Someone's scream echoed through the classroom. Rose lunged forward, cradling the boy’s body, oblivious to the blood staining her own clothes.

He was a boy who had recently left a burning impression on her heart.

"Cid Kagenou-kun..."

At the sound of her voice, the boy’s eyes fluttered open.

"You idiot... Why? Why did you protect me...?"

They had only just met. They hadn't even had a real conversation yet. There was no reason—none at all—for him to give his life for her.

The boy’s lips parted as if he wanted to say something.

" Cough! Hack! "

A massive amount of blood erupted from his throat.

"Cid-kun!"

The spray splashed across Rose’s pale cheek. The boy gave her one final, bloody smile... and his breathing stopped.

Even in death, his face looked like that of a man who had fulfilled his purpose.

"Why...?"

A single tear tracked through the blood on Rose’s face. She pulled him close, stifling her sobs. Looking at his face, she felt as if every mystery had been solved.

His abnormal tenacity during their match. The intense, burning gaze he always directed toward her. And the reason he had just thrown his body in the way of a blade to shield her.

It all connected.

Rose was not a dense woman. As a princess of legendary beauty, she had been the target of countless professions of love since she was a child. But never before had someone felt for her with such heat. Never before had she been loved at the cost of a life.

"Thank you..."

She could never answer his feelings now. Not in this lifetime. But she swore, right then and there, that she would not let his sacrifice be in vain.

"He made for a decent example," the man in black said, standing over her.

"You...!" Rose bit her lip, glaring up at him with pure hatred.

"Do you still intend to resist?"

"...No. I will comply." 

Rose lowered her head. She had sworn not to waste Cid's gift. Now was not the time.

"Hmph. Everyone, move! We're going to the Grand Lecture Hall!"

The men in black began to herd the class. They forced the students up, bound their hands behind their backs with zip ties, and marched them out one by one. No one resisted anymore.

Two boys stopped at the door to look back one last time.

"Cid..."

"Cid-kun..."

Hyoro and Jaga stared at their friend’s body, their faces twisted with unspoken words.

"Keep moving!"

The man in black shoved them out of the classroom. Then, there was no one left. The sound of footsteps faded down the hall until a heavy silence settled over the room.

And then...

The arm of the boy who was supposed to be dead gave a little twitch.
There Are Times When a Mob Character Must Act

CID

I waited until I was absolutely sure the classroom was empty before slamming my fist against my chest.

Move, damn it! Move!

I struck myself again and again, forcing my lungs to take in air.

MOVE, YOU STUPID THING! MOOOOOOOOOOOOVE!!

And then, finally...

“Cough! Hack, hack!”

Success. 

My heart, which had been completely stationary, gave a heavy thump-thump and resumed its rhythm.

Mob Secret Technique: Ten-Minute Near-Death Experience—"Heart Break Mob."

By using microscopic amounts of Magic Power to maintain blood flow to the brain, I could sustain a state of cardiac arrest for an unnaturally long time without any permanent brain damage. Normally, this is a physical impossibility. It’s a high-risk gamble where one wrong move sends you straight to the afterlife, but there are times when a man has to put his life on the line. 

Today was one of those times. It was as simple as that.

“Ow, that actually hurts...”

I reached back to check the wound. Since there was a risk of someone inspecting me up close, I’d opted to actually get slashed this time. 

I’d avoided anything fatal, obviously, but I’d adjusted the depth to ensure it looked appropriately gruesome for the sake of realism. 

I tried applying some magical first aid. By processing my Magic Power into ultra-thin strands, I found I could ignore the interference field and use it anyway. Honestly, I could probably just blast through the jamming by force if I applied enough pressure, but that felt unnecessary.

“I guess that’ll do.”

Closing the wound completely would take too much time, and it would look suspicious if someone found me later. I stopped the bleeding just enough to ensure it wouldn't hinder my movement. I’d just play it off as the classic “miraculously survived by a hair’s breadth” trope. It’d be fine.

“Heave-ho.”

I stood up, checking the flow of my Magic Power and the responsiveness of my limbs. I wiped the bloodstains off my face and straightened my messy uniform.

A refreshing afternoon breeze drifted in through the window, billowing the white curtains. The shifting fabric caused the harsh sunlight and the dark shadows on the floor to dance and change shape. 

Overturned chairs, scattered desks, a shattered door, and the lingering bloodstains on the floor—it was a scene that announced the end of the "everyday."

I closed my eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, and smirked.

“Well then, shall we?”

I stepped out of the classroom and began to stroll down the silent, empty hallway.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

SHERRY

Sherry Barnett was so engrossed in deciphering the pendant-type Artifact that she was slow to notice the chaos.

“This is...”

She held the Artifact up, squinting at it from mere inches away. Her pink eyes narrowed as she realized something.

“No... it couldn't be.”

While her gaze remained locked on the Artifact, her pen danced across the paper. She was completely oblivious to the commotion around her. The sound of explosions and the heavy footsteps in the hallway were all tuned out.

“What’s the status?”

“Someone is launching an assault on the academy.”

“If we can't use Magic Power, we can't afford to make a reckless move.”

Even the conversation between the two knights guarding her failed to reach her ears.

“No way... no way...”

She was hyper-focused. Sherry had always been the type to lose sight of her surroundings when she dove into her research, but this was on another level. There was something significant about this Artifact—something that had completely stolen her consciousness.

Scritch-scratch. Her quill flew across the page.

Her pink eyes were now just a single step away from the Artifact’s truth.

At that moment, the window blew inward. A man dressed in black leaped into the research lab, glass shards flying everywhere. One small fragment grazed Sherry’s cheek.

“Ow...?”

“Who goes there?!” 

The two knights drew their swords. 

The sharp sting on her cheek finally snapped Sherry back to reality.

“Eh? What? What’s happening?”

Panicking, she clutched the Artifact to her chest and dove under the desk. When she touched her cheek, her fingers came away with a smear of blood.

“We are Shadow Garden... or was it Shadow Guardian? Ah, whatever. I am Rex—the ‘Rex’ of the Game of Rebellion.”

The man in black sneered from behind his mask.

“This thing is a nuisance.”

He ripped off the mask and tossed it aside. A frivolous-looking man with dull red hair and eyes like a starving stray dog laughed at them.

“Eek!” 

The mask rolled to a stop right in front of Sherry. She scrambled backward, still hiding under the furniture.

“Shadow Garden... the rumors were true...”

“I don’t know what you’re after, but did you really think you’d get away with attacking the academy for free?”

Rex let out a bark of laughter at the knights' bravado.

“Oh, it definitely won’t be free. Those Shadow Garden guys are in for a rough time. By the way...”

Rex paused for a moment, his grin widening.

“I actually forgot why we’re attacking in the first place.”

He let out a dry, rattling laugh. Ka-ka-ka!

“Are you mocking us?”

“Nah, I’m serious. It just doesn't matter to me. My only real job is to recover a pendant-type Artifact. Once I have that, I was told I could go on a rampage and do whatever the hell I want, but...”

Rex’s eyes narrowed into slits. 

“You guys wouldn't happen to know where it is, would you?”

He glared at the two knights. 

“...We have no idea what you're talking about.”

“We know nothing.”

Rex’s face lit up with a massive, terrifying smile.

“That’s the exact face people make when they’re lying through their teeth!”

The air began to vibrate. Rex’s massive Magic Power exerted a crushing pressure on the room.

“...!”

Sherry clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream and began to crawl along the floor. Just a little further. If she could just reach the door...

“Now then, who should I start with?”

Rex scanned the room with those predatory, stray-dog eyes.

“I think I’ll start with the little lady over there.”

Then, he vanished.

Before she could even blink, Rex was standing directly in front of her.

“KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

“Later, kid.”

“No!”

Sherry squeezed her eyes shut, curled into a ball, and waited for the end.

But the blow never came.

“I think not.”

Rex’s blade slammed into the floor instead.

Sherry timidly opened her eyes. A large-framed knight with a beard like a lion’s mane stood between her and the intruder, his sword ready.

“Heh. Not bad for someone who can't use Magic Power.”

“Magic Power isn't everything,” the knight replied. “When there is a gap in skill, parrying is a simple task.”

“A gap in skill...? You actually think you’re stronger than me?” Rex’s face twisted into a mask of pure malice.

“I know I am.”

“Fine. I’ll at least take your name.”

“Glen of the ‘Lion’s Beard,’ Vice-Captain of the Crimson Order.”

Another knight stepped up beside him.

“Marco, also of the Crimson Order.”

“I didn't ask you,” Rex spat.

Marco glanced down at Sherry. 

“Run!”

The battle erupted.

Sherry scrambled across the floor, burst into the hallway, and ran with every ounce of strength she had. As she fled, a horrific, gurgling death-scream echoed from the room behind her. 

She clamped her hands over her ears and didn't look back.
The Romance of Looking Down from the Rooftop

I slipped out onto the roof and took a moment to survey the academy from above.

From my vantage point, I could see the school staff and faculty being herded into the Grand Lecture Hall. It was a massive space, easily large enough to hold the entire student body. We usually used it for entrance ceremonies, the occasional play, or lectures by visiting celebrities.

Outside the academy gates, the Knight Order had already mobilized after hearing the commotion. However, they didn't dare cross a certain perimeter. That was likely the boundary where the field inhibiting their Magic Power began.

Inside the school buildings, the presence of people had all but vanished. There were only the Black-clad Men, prowling the halls in search of any students still in hiding.

As I took in the scene, a smirk tugged at the corner of my lips.

This. This is exactly what I wanted.

An academy under siege, students held hostage, a mysterious terrorist organization... and me, looking down on it all from the rooftop.

That was another item checked off my Things-to-do List.

“Me Looking Down from the Rooftop.”

Mission accomplished.

Now then, how should I keep myself entertained until nightfall?

To be honest, when those Black-clad Men first stormed the classroom, one thought had immediately jumped to mind: These guys have absolutely zero aesthetic sense.

Think about it. It’s the middle of the day, the sun is dazzling, the sky is a clear blue, there’s a refreshing breeze... and they decide to show up in black long coats?

Give me a break.

They made one fatal error. 

Yes... they completely disregarded the TPO—Time, Place, and Occasion.

Fashion is about freedom, sure, but if you don't respect the TPO, you just look like a delusional try-hard. By ignoring the basic rules of style, they looked undeniably tacky. Everyone knows black long coats are strictly for nighttime.

Since I’d planned to take my time and enjoy this anyway, I had no problem waiting for the sun to go down. It would be a waste to end the fun too early.

I decided to go with Operation "Taking My Time Until Night".

As I sat there looking down at the academy, I spotted two Black-clad Men walking along the connecting corridor.

Yeah, black long coats in broad daylight? Definitely tacky.

“Right... let’s play sniper.”

I snipped a thumb-sized piece of slime off my slime suit.

I rolled it into a ball, imbued it with Magic Power, and lay flat on the roof, taking aim in my Flicking Style.

“Fools. You’re walking right into my line of fire,” I muttered.

Then, I flicked it.

Pshhht.

Leaving a faint whistle as it sliced through the air, the Slime Bullet pierced the first man’s head.

“Ah...”

It didn’t stop there; it went right through and pierced the second man’s heart.

A double kill? I hadn't expected that. Honestly, I felt a bit cheated; I’d wanted to fire another shot.

“Whatever. Next target is...”

I readied another Slime Bullet and squinted one eye as if looking through a high-powered scope.

Over in the opposite building, I spotted an idiot walking around completely off-guard.

“Target confirmed. A girl with pink hair... wait, what?”

It was Sherry.

What the hell was she doing? She was trying to creep along while peeking at her surroundings, but she was being incredibly obvious about it.

“Sherry-chan, you are so getting caught.”

Just then, I spotted a Black-clad Man closing in behind her. He lunged.

I adjusted my aim with the Slime Bullet... and released.

Pshhht.

The man’s head popped like a melon.

“Mission complete.”

Sherry continued on as if nothing had happened, eventually disappearing from my line of sight.

Hmm. There's definitely something going on here.

My Mob Intuition was screaming at me that the Main Scenario was progressing. 

The Eminence in Shadow who appears gallantly just as the Main Scenario reaches its climax... Oh, I like the sound of that.

Alright.

I pumped Magic Power into my legs, made sure no one was looking, and leaped.

“Hup!”

I stuck the landing on the roof of the opposite building. 

Without breaking stride, I vaulted over the edge, grabbed a window frame, and swung myself inside.

I checked the hallway and... there she was. 

Pink hair, moving with all the grace of a suspicious character in a bad stealth game.

“I’m telling you, you’re totally exposed.”

There was another Black-clad Man right behind her. Just as he reached out to grab her, I moved at max speed.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

“Eh?”

Feeling like something had moved behind her, Sherry spun around.

She thought she’d heard the sound of something cutting through the air... but the hallway was empty.

The silent corridor stretched out into the distance.

“Was it just my imagination...?”

Sherry continued her way with a patter-patter of footsteps, cautiously scanning her surroundings while clutching the Artifact tightly to her chest.

I can’t use Magic Power... she thought. That’s what the knight had said earlier.

If his words were true, then it was her fault. She knew exactly what this phenomenon was. 

She knew about this Artifact, too.

Sherry squeezed the device once more.

“I have to do something...!”

The faces of the two knights who had fought to let her escape flashed through her mind. She couldn’t let their sacrifices be in vain.

As she rounded a corner with those heavy thoughts, she gasped.

“Ah!”

A Black-clad Man was right there. Sherry scrambled back into hiding. 

Oh no, I think we made eye contact!

Suddenly, she heard that sound again—the whistle of something slicing through the air.

“It’s okay, he didn't see me, he didn't see me...”

Praying under her breath, she peeked around the corner again.

“Thank goodness... he’s gone.”

The man had vanished.

Sherry braced herself and resumed her patter-patter walk, watching the area with wide, cautious eyes.

“Ah!”

Through a classroom window, she saw a Black-clad Man staring right into the hallway. 

Sherry dove for cover, but it was too late. The classroom door slid open and the man stepped out.

“Hiee!”

Sherry clutched her head and squeezed her eyes shut.

...

......

Whish. Something cut through the air.

“Eh?”

Sherry fearfully opened her eyes. The Black-clad Man was nowhere to be found.

“Thank goodness... he didn't see me.”

Sherry grew even more determined, continuing her patter-patter walk. 

She checked every corner, every classroom, and constantly looked over her shoulder. 

She looked left, then right, then left again.

Because she was so busy frantically checking her surroundings, she neglected to look where she was going.

“Ah!”

She tripped.

Sherry face-planted onto the floor. As she lay there, she watched in horror as the Artifact was sent flying through the air.

“Aah!”

Just before it smashed against the ground, a hand reached out and snatched it.

She looked up to see a friend she’d made recently.

“Cid-kun...!”

But he was covered in blood.

“Are you okay?! You’re hurt so badly...”

“I’m fine. It was a miracle I survived, but I’m perfectly okay.”

For some reason, he looked exhausted. He looked down at Sherry with half-lidded eyes.

“I have a lot of things I want to say to you. Like, ‘stop walking while lost in thought,’ or ‘stop talking to yourself,’ or ‘maybe look at the floor once in a while.’”

He let out a long, heavy sigh.

“But first, let’s start by taking off those noisy patter-patter loafers, shall we?”

Sherry nodded.
It Turned Out Way More Sensible Than I Expected

I supported Sherry as we made our way to the Vice Academy Director’s Office, located at the far end of the first floor. Along the way, I’d quietly forced about five more extras to make their permanent exits from the stage.

We pushed open the heavy wooden doors and stepped inside.

The room featured a tasteful reception set right in the center, with tall bookshelves lining every inch of the walls. A practical-looking desk in the back was buried under piles of documents, bathed in the soft light filtering through a north-facing window. 

It felt like a refined, adult space.

Sherry began rummaging through the desk drawers with the practiced ease of someone who knew exactly where everything was.

"Try not to make too much noise," I warned.

From the other side of the desk, a tuft of pink hair nodded vigorously.

"Phew..."

I sprawled out on a two-seater sofa and let out a long, heavy sigh. 

Man, I was beat.

Sherry is definitely the main character of this arc, but there’s just no way. She could never clear this scenario on her own. Usually, there’s supposed to be a ‘buddy’ character for situations like this, but I haven't seen a trace of one. This is a seriously flawed script.

After agonizing over it, I’d finally decided to intervene in the role of a Helpful Mob.

I am a mob. I will never, ever play the hero in public. Absolutely not.

"I found it!" Sherry announced.

She hurried back from the desk, clutching a stack of papers, and spread them out on the coffee table.

"What am I looking at?" 

Characters, diagrams, formulas... none of it made a lick of sense to me.

"This is an Artifact called the ‘Eye of Avarice.’ It’s almost certainly what’s currently inhibiting everyone's Magic Power."

She showed me an ominous-looking sketch of a sphere about the size of a ping-pong ball.

"The Eye of Avarice absorbs and stores all nearby Magic Power. As long as it's active, it’s nearly impossible to refine Magic Power in its vicinity."

"But the guys in black were using magic just fine," I pointed out.

"They likely had the Eye of Avarice memorize their specific Magic Power wavelengths beforehand. I’ve already confirmed that it doesn't absorb registered magic. It also has trouble absorbing extremely minute traces of magic or magic moving with immense momentum, but those aren't things we can normally handle anyway."

I see.

"It’s a troublesome Artifact based on that alone, but the Eye of Avarice can also utilize the magic it stores. Its original purpose was likely just that—a battery—but researchers eventually dismissed it as a flawed Artifact because it couldn't store magic for long periods."

"So if long-term is a no-go, short-term is just fine?"

"Exactly. Right now, many Spellswords are being held in the Grand Lecture Hall. If all the Magic Power being absorbed there were suddenly released... the entire academy would be leveled."

"Huh. No kidding."

"I researched and deciphered this Eye of Avarice once before. Realizing how dangerous it was, I decided not to publish my findings and instead turned it over to the state for safekeeping... How did it end up like this?"

Sherry looked at me with a dejected, vulnerable gaze.

"Either there’s a second one, or it was stolen," I said. "So, do you have a way to deal with it?"

"I do." 

Sherry nodded and pulled out a large, clunky pendant.

"That's one ugly pendant."

"I believe this is the Control Device for the Eye of Avarice. The Eye wasn't meant to be used alone; it was designed to work in tandem with this device. If we use them together, the theory that it’s a 'flawed' Artifact incapable of long-term storage might not even hold true."

"You mean it can store magic long-term?"

"I won't know for sure until I study them both together, but the possibility is there."

"Got it."

"This Control Device can be used to temporarily suspend the Eye of Avarice’s functions. That should give us enough time to liberate the Grand Lecture Hall."

"Sounds like a plan. What's next?"

"Well, I haven't finished deciphering the Artifact yet, so that has to be my first priority."

"Right."

"Once it’s deciphered, I have to get the activated Artifact close to the Eye of Avarice."

"How are you going to get there?"

"Um... the grounds are being heavily monitored, so I was thinking of approaching the Grand Lecture Hall from underground."

Sherry gave me a slightly troubled smile.

"Underground?"

"Yes."

Sherry pulled a few specific volumes from the bookshelves. With a low rumble, the shelf rotated, revealing a flight of stairs leading down into the darkness.

"Whoa, nice."

I live for these kinds of gimmicks.

"The academy facilities have a few old hidden passages left over for escapes. This one hasn't been used in quite some time, though."

A shadow of sadness crossed Sherry's eyes.

"The dust on the stairs hasn't been disturbed... no footprints. If only my stepfather had managed to escape through here."

"You mean Vice Academy Director Ruslan? He’s your adoptive father, right?"

"He originally supported my mother's research. He’s always looked out for me. After my mother died and I was left all alone, he took me in and raised me as his own."

"Sounds like a stand-up guy."

"He is. Truly. He’s spent his whole life saving me... so this time, I’m going to be the one to save him."

Sherry gave a clear, determined smile.

"Hope he’s okay. So, what happens after you get close via the basement?"

"Oh, well... once I’m close enough, I’ll just toss the activated Artifact into the Grand Lecture Hall."

"What if they break it?"

"Even if it’s destroyed, it’ll still strip the Eye of its functions temporarily, so it’s fine. After that, we just have to count on the Spellswords to fight their way out..."

The ending is a bit weak, but if I show up as Shadow and go wild, it won't be a problem. If anything, I should thank her for setting the stage for such a cool entrance.

"Perfect. Let’s do it."

"Great! I’ll get to work on the deciphering right away!"

"My back is killing me, so I can't really help with that part, but good luck."

I’m so glad her plan is actually sensible. At this rate, there won't even be much for a Helpful Mob to do.

"Please don't push yourself, Cid-kun. I’ll work hard. I’ve never been able to do anything before, but this time, I’m going to save my stepfather and everyone else."

"Yeah, you do that. Oh, I gotta hit the head."

Leaving Sherry to her intense deciphering, I headed out to find some fun.

REX

Rex, a man with the eyes of a starving stray dog, threw open the doors to the Grand Lecture Hall and strolled in like he owned the place. 

A few Black-clad Men followed in his wake.

As they approached, the students huddled in their seats kept their heads down, refusing to meet their eyes.

The Grand Lecture Hall was a massive, three-story atrium. Black-clad Men blocked every exit, keeping the students under constant surveillance. Even whispering was forbidden.

With a flippant smirk, Rex crossed the hall and entered a private waiting room in the back.

"Well? Give me the status."

As soon as Rex closed the door, a Black-clad Man sitting inside spoke. 

His voice was low, carrying a heavy sense of authority.

His face was concealed by a mask, and his attire was identical to the others, but there was a palpable difference in his presence—a gap in class that was obvious at a glance.

"Straight to business, eh, 'The Thin Knight'? The academy is pretty much under our thumb. The Knight Order is making a racket outside, but they're a total joke."

"I don't care about that. I asked what happened to the Artifact."

"Ah, the Artifact. Right, right..."

Rex shrugged, meeting The Thin Knight’s gaze.

"I’m thinking that little lady probably has it. The one with the pink hair."

"Are you telling me you failed to recover it?"

Rex scratched his head and looked away.

"Well, yeah. That’s about the long and short of it."

"Do not toy with me."

The Thin Knight's Magic Power flared, making the very air vibrate. 

Rex’s cheek twitched at the sudden surge of bloodlust.

"Hey, don't get your panties in a bunch. I’ve got a good idea where she is. I’ll have it back in no time."

"Do you have any idea how much your incompetence is hindering the plan? If you fail again, I will kill you. Am I clear?"

"Yeah, yeah. Crystal."

Rex raised his hands in a mocking surrender and turned to leave. The Thin Knight watched him go with a piercing glare.

"Oh, by the way," Rex added just before stepping out. "There might be someone a bit dangerous lurking around."

He glanced back to gauge the other man’s reaction. The Thin Knight remained silent, prompting him to continue.

"A bunch of 3rds got wiped out. Two 2nds are dead, too. One had his heart crushed instantly, and the other had a tiny hole poked through a vital spot. Probably a rapier for that one. All of 'em were one-shotted. We’re talking about a real pro."

Despite the news, Rex grinned like a hungry wolf.

"Oh...? Shadow Garden? So we finally managed to lure them out."

"Seems that way. You might wanna watch your own back."

"Heh... You’re telling me to be careful?"

"Well, I guess you’ll be fine. Right, Mr. Former Rounds?"

"Hmph. Just bring me the Artifact and the head of whoever from Shadow Garden is responsible. Do not fail me again."

"Man, I really should’ve kept my mouth shut," Rex muttered.

He let out a sharp sneer and vanished through the door.

Left alone, The Thin Knight began to chuckle.

"Finally... everything is within my reach..."

He pulled a malevolently glowing Artifact from his coat and stared at it with a deranged intensity.

"With this, I will reclaim my seat among the Rounds."

The room echoed with his low, eerie laughter.
The Outcome of a High-Level Mind Game

REX

It all went down while I was patrolling the academy corridors with my boys. 

We were on the clock, hunting for the Artifact, when things started getting weird. Like, "supernatural horror movie" weird. My lead man was walking right in front of me, and then—poof. He vanished. 

"The hell?" 

I scanned the area, but there wasn't a soul in sight. No suspicious shadows, nothing. The only clue I had was a faint sound, like the air itself was being sliced thin. 

Shun. Shun.

Then it happened again. 

"...!"

The guy standing right next to me disappeared into thin air. 

But this time, I caught a glimpse. Just barely. It was a kid in a blood-stained school uniform. He’d slammed a palm strike into my subordinate’s chest, knocked him cold, and vanished with the body in a heartbeat. I had to crank my Magic Power-enhanced vision to the absolute limit just to see him. Talk about a speed demon. 

"Heads up! We’ve got company!" I barked, dropping into a defensive stance. 

"...Wait, what?"

I stood there, feeling like a total moron. My entire squad—the guys who were supposed to be covering my six—were gone. I was standing in that long, empty hallway all by myself. 

Then came that sound again. Shun.

The second I heard it, I threw everything I had into protecting my vitals. 

"Guh...!"

A palm strike slammed into my arm. 

Crack.

The sickening sound of snapping bone echoed as I was sent flying backward. 

"You... little crap!" 

I managed to stick the landing and drew my sword in one fluid motion, but the kid was already gone. I spat on the floor. A single strike had shattered my left arm, and that was with Magic Power reinforcement. If I hadn't moved to guard my heart, I’d be a corpse right now.

Shun.

The sound and I moved at the same time. I swung my blade behind me, trusting nothing but raw instinct. My timing was perfect. 

Or so I thought. 

This brat... he’s still accelerating?!

My sword cut through nothing but air. I barely had time to tuck my chin and guard my chest. 

"Agh...!"

There went my ribs. 

I leaped backward to bleed off the momentum, my eyes desperately tracking his movement. At this point, I could barely even see his afterimages. 

Tsk. I spat out a mouthful of bloody spit and leveled my blade. 

This was bad. I couldn't see him, I couldn't counter him, and I was basically a glorified punching bag. Objectively speaking, I was screwed. 

But hey, I’ve been screwed before. You don't get called a Named like "Rex of Game of Rebellion" without surviving a few death traps. 

"Using a high-performance Artifact, aren't you?" I called out, making sure my voice carried. 

I’d figured out his trick. After just those few exchanges, I saw right through him. No human can move that fast naturally; you need a serious magical boost to break the laws of physics like that. 

"It looks like you've got the upper hand, but I’m not buying it. You’re pushing yourself past the breaking point, aren't you?" 

Transfusing that much power into your legs comes with a price. Sacrifice is the name of the game, and I hadn't missed the evidence. 

"Your uniform is soaked in blood, kid." 

That was the key. That blood explained everything. He was using an Artifact to gain god-like speed, but it was literally tearing his body apart. Judging by the sheer amount of red on him, he was running on fumes. All I had to do was stay standing until he hit his limit, and the win was mine. 

Stripping an enemy’s strategy bare from the tiniest scraps of info—that’s the Game of Rebellion way. 

"By my count, you’ve got maybe two or three bursts left in you. That’s your limit!" 

I put some real bass in my voice, acting like I had all the cards. Silence followed. The kid hadn't moved or made a sound since I started my villain monologue. 

Hit the nail on the head, didn't I? I let a smug grin tug at the corner of my mouth. 

I could see the finish line. Of course, I wasn't actually as relaxed as I sounded. I still had to survive two or three more invisible hits without dying. 

"What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?" 

I had to keep up the pressure. I couldn't let him smell my fear. This was it—the climax of a high-level psychological battle. 

"Come on, you chicken-shit! Show yourself!"

Shun.

The air tore open. I dodged on pure reflex, twisting my torso out of the way of the projected strike. 

Except... 

Too fast!

I threw my right arm up in a desperate block. 

"GAAAAAAAH!"

My right arm turned into a jigsaw puzzle of shattered bone. I retreated, gripping my sword with nothing but pure spite and adrenaline. 

But he didn't vanish this time. He kept coming. The guy who had only used single-hit-and-run tactics was staying on top of me. That meant he was going for the kill. 

"COME ON THEN, YOU BASTARD!"

I roared, bracing for the final impact. He was at his limit. If I could just tank this one last hit, I’d win. 

A split second later, a palm strike buried itself in my gut. 

"GAH! AAAAAAAAAAAAGH!"

I sprayed a fountain of gore as I was launched through the air. I smashed through a classroom wall, tumbled over rows of desks and chairs, and finally slumped into a heap. 

"Cough... hack...!" 

I clutched my stomach, vomiting blood. My ribs had definitely punctured something internal. But... I was alive. Putting everything into defense had saved my life. 

"Heh... heh heh..." 

I wiped the blood from my lips and looked up, ready to gloat. 

Then I saw it. 

"What... what the hell is this...?" 

The classroom was a graveyard. Dozens of my Black-clad Men were piled up like trash. They barely had any marks on them—each one had been taken out with a single, clinical strike. 

No way. He took out this many of the Children... all by himself?

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway. 

Tap. Tap.

They stopped right outside the door. 

Silence. Total, suffocating silence. I realized my hand was shaking so hard I could barely hold my sword. 

Click.

The doorknob turned. The door swung open. 

There was no one there. 

Then came a shun, and my right arm vanished. 
Another shun, and my left arm was gone. 

Shun.
Shun.
Shun.

Every time the air hissed, another piece of me was erased. 

"A... aa... aah..."

As my vision tilted and my severed head spun through the air, the truth finally hit me. There was no limit. This guy wasn't trading his life for speed. He was just that much better than me. 

"You’re the best, man."

That was the last thing I heard before the lights went out.
I Just Lent a Tiny Bit of Help

NU
I looked down at the corpse in the trashed laboratory. Dark brown hair, eyes to match, and those incredibly dowdy glasses—all wrapped up in an Academy for Arts and Sciences uniform. I’d gone to great lengths to look like a background character, but let’s be real, a girl like me can’t hide this much natural allure forever.

“So, this was Glen from the Crimson Order. ‘Lion’s Beard,’ wasn’t it?”

The body was currently glaring at nothing with an expression of pure agony. Looks like someone had a very bad day. He was a big name in the Knight Order, but honestly, take away a man’s Magic Power and he’s just another piece of trash on the floor.

I lost interest immediately. There was someone else in the room—another knight—but this one was still breathing.

“Marco Granger. I see you actually made it into the Crimson Order.”

I knew that face. Blue hair, handsome features, top-tier Spellsword talent... everyone used to whisper that he was a shoo-in for Order Commander. He’d always been a bit of a boy scout, too.

He was also my former fiancé.

We’d exchanged letters, shared dances at balls—the whole noble courtship routine. But in the end, he was just a piece on a board my parents had set up. I have no idea what he felt for me, but I never felt a lick of affection for him until the very end. Not that I hated the guy. He was nice. I wouldn't have minded the marriage; marrying a man everyone praised seemed like a one-way ticket to a shiny, predictable future.

A decided path. A decided partner. A decided future.

Back then, I didn't really have a "will" of my own. I just drifted along with everyone else's values and listened to whatever they said. I don’t think that was necessarily wrong, but looking back, it was a suffocating way to live.

I stared at him, and a memory of a ball suddenly popped up. I used to parade him around like a high-end accessory just because he had a pretty face, I thought with a bitter smile. Why is it that the memories you want to delete are the ones that stay pinned to your brain forever?

“Nu, what are you doing?”

A voice came from behind me. I turned. I hadn't sensed a thing, but I wasn't surprised. I knew that voice anywhere.

“Master Shadow...”

There he was—an ordinary-looking boy with black hair, standing in the middle of the lab. He walked right past me and started rummaging through the shelves.

“This man was my fiancé,” I said.

“Heh. What are you going to do with him?”

“Personally? I have no reason to let him live, but no reason to kill him either.”

“Then that’s fine, I guess.”

He kept digging through the shelves. I stepped away from Marco and moved to his side.

“Master Shadow, sorry for the delay. I have a report.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Shadow Garden is currently in position around the academy. We’re on standby and ready to move the moment you give the word.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“However, fighting while our Magic Power is being suppressed carries risks. Only the Seven Shadows can move normally right now, and the only one in the Royal Capital is Gamma-sama. And, well... Gamma-sama isn't exactly... gifted at this sort of thing.”

“She’s got zero combat sense,” he finished for me.

“Er... yes. And even I can only use about half my strength.”

“I see.”

“Gamma-sama is in command. She predicts the suppression won’t last long, so she’s playing it safe and waiting it out.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“The Black-clad Men are still holed up in the Grand Lecture Hall. No movement, no demands. The Knight Order has the place surrounded, but the only ones worth a damn are Iris Midgar and a few other commanders. They’re too busy bickering to actually cooperate, though.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Unless you have other orders, we’ll remain on standby until there's movement.”

“Mm-hmm... oh, wait.”

“Yes?”

“I’m looking for some stuff. Mithril Tweezers, Earth Dragon Bone Powder, and an Ash Magic Stone.”

I started pulling the items from the cupboards as he listed them off.

“Thanks, man. You’re a lifesaver.”

“It’s my pleasure. If I may ask... what is all this for?”

Master Shadow stood there with his arms full of gear.

“Oh, this? I’m just tuning an Artifact.”

“Tuning an... Artifact?”

I shouldn't have been surprised he was an expert in that, too, given who he is. But why now, in this situation?

“The thing blocking everyone’s magic is an Artifact called the ‘Eye of Avarice.’ I’m just finishing up the final tweaks on a device to temporarily shut it down.”

Unbelievable. He’d already diagnosed the cause and prepared a counter-measure? Neutralizing an Artifact of that scale requires a level of genius that would make the nation’s top scholars look like toddlers. My heart skipped a beat. His intellect was truly immeasurable.

“Should be done by sunset,” he said.

“Understood. We will prepare to move the moment it is ready.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“As am I.”

I watched him leave with his pile of tools, then checked on my ex-fiancé one last time. I pressed my Jet-black Blade against his throat. His pulse was steady. He was out cold.

“Lucky you,” I whispered. I left a tiny, shallow cut on his neck and vanished into the shadows.

CID
“I’m back.”

I walked in carrying the gear, and Sherry gave me a bright smile. She took the stuff and started lining it up on the desk.

“Thank you so much! I can finally finish this now.”

“Go for it. You got this.”

Sherry dove into the Artifact adjustments while I flopped onto the sofa to read a book. It was nice and quiet. The light coming through the window slowly turned that deep, sunset orange. 

I had to keep getting up to "go to the bathroom"—mostly because I needed to check on things, but Sherry thought I had a bladder problem or something. She actually handed me some stomach medicine with a worried look. I just took it and tried not to make a face.

Eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon, and the shadows got long and heavy. Sherry lit a lamp, making the world outside the room look pitch black. Right as the last bit of light faded, she finally finished.

“It’s done!”

She held up the pendant for me to see. I looked up from my book, crossing my legs like a sophisticated protagonist.

“Impressive.”

“Yes! I finally did it!”

“Nice. The sun’s down, the mood is set... the future of this academy is in your hands now.” I stood up and gave her a few encouraging pats on the back. “There’s nothing left for me to do here. Go save the world with your own two hands.”

“I-I’ll do my best!” she said, her voice trembling with nerves. She grabbed the lamp and headed for the basement stairs.

“Thank you, truly. Because of you, Cid-kun, I can save my stepfather.” She paused at the top of the stairs and gave me a deep bow.

“Hey, I just lent a tiny bit of help. I hope he’s okay.”

“He will be!”

She smiled and disappeared down the stairs.

SHERRY
The damp stairs felt like they went on forever. By the time I hit the bottom, the air felt completely different—heavy and cold. I held the lamp up, the only light in the dark underground tunnel. It was a total maze down here. One wrong turn and I’d be lost forever.

“Okay, let’s see...” I checked the map to the Grand Lecture Hall. “Go straight, then the third left...”

I started walking, my heart thumping. Memories of walking through these tunnels with my stepfather came rushing back. I used to beg him to play with me even when he was busy working. Those were my most precious memories.

I don’t remember my real father; he died right after I was born. And my memories of my mother are... thin. She was murdered by a robber the night I turned nine.

I can still see it—that black shadow through the crack in the closet door. Her scream, and that horrible, mocking laughter... it still haunts my dreams. I lost my voice for years after that. I shut everyone out and became obsessed with the Artifacts my mother left behind, diving into research just to feel close to her.

My stepfather was the one who pulled me out of the dark. He took me in, funded my research, and gave me the love of a real family. He’s the reason I can talk again. My entire life is built on his kindness. Today was the day I finally got to pay him back.

“I can do this,” I whispered.

I pushed forward through the dark, and for once, I wasn't afraid.

A few minutes later, I made it.

“This is it... right under the Grand Lecture Hall.”

There were paths splitting off everywhere—one to the first floor, one to the center, one to the balcony... I checked the map one last time and kept moving.

“There!”

I found it: a tiny vent nestled between the second and third floors. It was too small for a person, but perfect for throwing a pendant through. I peeked through the vent to see what was happening.

To hide your presence, you have to relax. That’s what Cid-kun told me. I let the tension drain out of my body and breathed slowly.

The hall was packed with students and a few teachers. The men in black were scattered around, but there weren't that many of them. If I can just restore everyone's magic, they can fight back or escape, I thought.

Okay. Here goes.

I stepped back and pulled out the pendant. I slotted the magic stone into place, and the device flared to life, white light and ancient letters swirling around it. I gripped the glowing pendant tight and, without a second thought, tossed it through the vent and into the hall.
I’d Like to Live Just One More Day

I watched the Black-clad Men through my honey-colored eyes, tracking their every move.

It felt like an eternity since they’d dragged me into the Grand Lecture Hall. The sun had already dipped below the horizon, leaving the hall bathed in the flickering, warm glow of the lamps.

I’d already dealt with the restraints on my wrists, slicing through them with a tiny knife I’d managed to keep hidden. Now, I was just playing the part—sitting there, acting like I was still bound, while the blade made its rounds. It was probably being passed to the girl from the Student Council next to me as we spoke, and it would keep moving down the line from there.

I could have made a move whenever I wanted. The problem was, I knew exactly how futile that would be.

The Black-clad Men were few, sure, but every single one of them was a high-tier threat you couldn't take your eyes off for a second. Plus, their coordination was annoyingly on point.

Two of them were in a league of their own: the guy they called Rex and his superior, the one I’d dubbed 'The Thin Knight.' One of the teachers had completely misread the power gap and tried to rebel earlier. He was slaughtered before he could even process his mistake.

Honestly? Even if I could use my Magic Power, I wasn’t sure I could take them.

Luckily, Rex had been MIA for a while. I hoped the Knight Order had taken him out back, though I highly doubted a monster like him would get caught slipping. My plan—if you could call my desperate hopes a plan—was to do something before he showed his face again.

The Thin Knight spent most of his time holed up in the back room, only occasionally emerging to patrol the Grand Lecture Hall and swear about Rex being late. 

Judging by his dense Magic Power and the way he carried himself, the guy was well beyond "master" level. He might even be stronger than Iris Midgar herself... though I really hoped I was wrong about that. If he was that cracked, then even if I got my magic back, my chances of winning were basically zero.

Either way, it wasn't time to move yet. 

But let's be real—I was running out of time.

As the minutes ticked by, I could feel the Magic Power draining out of my system. I didn't know the mechanics behind it, but it was definitely connected to whatever was jamming our magic. I had some reserves left, but the students with smaller pools were already looking pale. Give it a few more hours, and we’d be looking at a full-blown outbreak of Magic Deficiency. Once that happened, any chance of a counterattack would be gone for good.

Anxiety and impatience started to claw at my chest.

Whenever I felt like I was about to snap, I’d picture the face of a certain boy. 

Every time I thought about Cid and how he threw his life away just to save me, a wave of heat surged through my heart. 

I won't let his sacrifice be for nothing. I kept chanting that like a mantra as I waited for my moment.

And then, it happened. Out of nowhere.

The Grand Lecture Hall was suddenly flooded with a blinding white light.

I had no idea what it was, but I didn't wait to find out. I was moving before my brain could even register the flash. 

I didn't care what the light meant. My instincts told me this was it—my last shot. 

While everyone else was busy being flash-banged, I squinted through the glare and bolted toward the nearest Black-clad Man. 

The moment I reached for his exposed neck, it hit me.

Magic! I can use my Magic Power again!

My hand-sword sliced through the guy’s neck in a clean, instantaneous blur. 

I didn't know why my magic was back, and frankly, I didn't care.

I snatched the sword from the waist of the now-headless man, thrust it toward the ceiling, and let out a roar that probably sounded way more epic than I felt.

"The magic is free! Stand up! It’s time to hit back!"

The Grand Lecture Hall absolutely exploded.

The Student Council girl followed my lead, shredding her restraints in a heartbeat. All at once, the liberated students began to mobilize. Our collective will fused into one, and the sheer frenzy of it made the very air vibrate.

I let my massive Magic Power off the leash, blowing a Black-clad Man away with a single strike. 

Just focus on the win.

In that moment, I knew I had to be more than just a fighter; I had to be the symbol of the revolution. As long as I kept swinging, they’d keep fighting. I had to give them a victory they could see—something to believe in. 

I stopped worrying about things like "mana efficiency" or "pacing myself." I just put everything I had into every swing.

"Follow the Student Council President!"

"Grab their swords!"

I drew all the attention, all the hostility, and all the cheers. I slaughtered dozens of enemies, freed countless students, and just kept moving. I felt like a legendary hero straight out of a storybook. Everyone was looking at me, chasing after my back.

Of course, it was also a totally reckless suicide charge. 

Even with my massive reserves, I was hitting my limit. I’d been getting drained for hours, after all. I could feel the wall approaching, and I watched it come with cold clarity.

My Magic Power was fading, my blade was getting sluggish, and my limbs felt like they were made of lead. 

What used to take one hit now took two. Then three. 

Just a little more... just a few more steps... 

Despite my internal pep talk, I eventually ended up surrounded. I had enough gas left for maybe one more person before I collapsed. 

The hall was thick with the heat of the students' resolve. Even if I went down here, they wouldn't stop. A boy’s feelings had reached me, and now my feelings had reached them. Lives were being lost, but the torch was being passed. 

It wasn't a waste. Not Cid’s death, and not the death that was waiting for me.

Back in the Land of the Arts, I’d had a reason for picking up the sword. It was a stupid, childish dream I’d never shared with anyone. But I’d chased it with everything I had. 

I wonder if I got even a little bit closer to that dream?

With that thought, I swung my final strike. 

There was barely any magic in the blade. No strength, no speed. And yet, it was the most beautiful blow I’d ever delivered. It reaped the enemy’s head with a sensation I’d never felt before. 

It was the single best hit of my entire life. 

In that moment, I felt like I’d finally grasped something fundamental. Something important.

The only problem? It was really frustrating that I only figured it out right at the end. 

As I watched the blades rain down on me from every side, I made one final wish: I’d like to try living for just one more day.

And then, my wish came true.

A Jet-black Whirlwind tore through the hall.

In a spray of fresh blood, every single enemy around me was erased in the blink of an eye. 

The world went silent, as if time itself had decided to take a break. 

Standing in the center of the carnage was a man wrapped in a Jet-black Longcoat.

"Exquisite... O wielder of a beautiful sword..."

His voice sounded like it was echoing up from the bottom of an abyss, and it was directed right at me. 

He was praising my last strike. I should have said something, but I was too busy being hit by a wave of shock that I couldn't even put into words.

"My name is Shadow."

Shadow. The sword of this man... it was just... terrifying.

"I-I’m Rose. Rose Oriana... sir."

My voice shook as I tried to pull myself together. 

Shadow’s swordsmanship was at a height I couldn't even fathom. It was a fusion of countless techniques, refined and distilled through what must have been an eternity of relentless practice. Looking at it, I felt the weight of ages. It was the most perfect blade I had ever seen.

"Come... my faithful subordinates..."

Shadow unleashed a pillar of Bluish-purple Magic Power into the air. Bathed in that light, a group of Black-clad Women came crashing into the hall.

Wait, more of them?!

My panic was short-lived. The Black-clad Women stuck their landings gracefully and immediately started tearing into the Black-clad Men. 

This wasn't infighting, and they definitely weren't the Knight Order. Now that I looked closer, they were all women. And...

"They're so strong..."

Every single one of them was a beast. Just pure, unadulterated power. 

The Black-clad Men were being thinned out in seconds. Their sword style was identical to Shadow's. This was the squad he led. 

"Master Shadow, I am glad to see you are unharmed."

"Is that you, Nu?"

A Black-clad Woman knelt at Shadow’s side.

"The ringleader has set the academy on fire and is attempting to flee."

"Foolish... I leave this place to you."

"Understood."

"Does he truly think he can escape...?"

Shadow let out a low, dark chuckle. Then, with a flourish of his longcoat, he carved the doors of the Grand Lecture Hall into splinters with a single slash, turning the nearby Black-clad Men into literal piles of meat in the process.

The move looked a little like mine. It was like he was showing off, giving me a demonstration. Then, with effortless poise, he vanished into the night. 

Every move he made was the perfect textbook example for me to follow.

"Are you alright?"

The woman Shadow called Nu spoke to me.

"Yes..."

"That was a wonderful sword you wielded."

With that, she leveled her Jet-black Blade and dove back into the fray. 

Nu’s strength was also off the charts. She was just systematically deleting the Black-clad Men. I felt like my entire understanding of the world—or at least the common sense of a Spellsword—was being dismantled. 

The way these women fought didn't fit any known school of swordsmanship. It was something entirely new. Where did a school like this, a group like this, even come from? It was a miracle they’d stayed hidden for so long.

"Fire! The fire's spreading!"

A shout snapped me back to reality. 

Sure enough, the back of the Grand Lecture Hall was starting to go up in flames.

"Everyone near the exit, get out now!" 

I started barked orders, guiding the students. Thanks to the Black-clad Women, the casualties were actually pretty low. The fight was basically over. I shouldered an injured student and helped them toward the exit.

"The Knight Order is here!"

That shout brought a wave of relief to everyone. I almost collapsed as the adrenaline left my system, but I forced myself to stay upright. 

Students were streaming out of the burning hall. The fire was roaring now, and the Black-clad Men were finished. 

And then, just like that, the Black-clad Women were gone. 

As if they’d never been there at all, they vanished without a trace, without anyone noticing. It was a perfect disappearance.

I stayed until the last student was safe, then looked back at the inferno.

"Just who were they...?"

I suddenly thought back to Nu’s voice. 

It was nostalgic. I could have sworn I’d heard it somewhere before.
What is Truly Important

The glow from the distant fires outside cast a weak, flickering light across the Vice Academy Director’s office.

Through the dimness, I watched a silhouette moving about.

The shadow pulled a few books from a shelf, tossed them onto the floor like trash, and set them ablaze. The small flame began to eat away at the paper, gradually filling the room with a warm, steady light.

The figure revealed by the fire was a thin man dressed as one of the Black-clad Men.

"Nice outfit, Vice Academy Director Ruslan. What's the occasion?"

The man flinched. He thought he was alone, but I’d been sitting there on his sofa with my legs crossed, deep into a book, for quite a while.

I looked like your average, run-of-the-mill black-haired student. I didn’t even look up from my thick tome as the fire spread; I just turned a page. The 'unfazed mob character' aesthetic was really coming together. The sound of that page turn? Pure cinematic gold.

"You're sharp," the Black-clad Man said.

He pulled off his Magician's Mask, revealing the face of an older man with graying hair swept back in a sharp all-back style. It was indeed Vice Academy Director Ruslan. He tossed the mask into the fire and proceeded to strip off the rest of his tactical gear, letting the flames consume the evidence.

The room got a lot brighter.

"Just for my own reference, Cid Kagenou-kun... how did you know it was me?" he asked, taking a seat across from me.

"I could just tell by looking at you." 

I gave him a brief glance before returning my eyes to the text.

"Just by looking, huh? My gait? My posture? Either way, you’ve got a good eye for detail."

Ruslan watched me while I watched my book. Our shadows danced against the walls, stretched long by the encroaching fire.

"Can I ask a question too? Just for my own reference," I said, still not looking up.

Ruslan gave a silent nod for me to go ahead.

"Why go through all the trouble? You never struck me as the type to be into this kind of thing."

"Why, you ask? Well... it’s a bit of a long story." Ruslan crossed his arms and stared into the flames. "Once upon a time, I stood at the very top. This was back before you were even born."

"I heard you won the Bushin Festival once."

"The Bushin Festival? Please. That's nowhere near the top. The true summit lies much further beyond that. Not that a boy like you would ever understand." 

He laughed. It wasn't even a mean laugh; he just sounded tired. 

"Shortly after I reached the peak, I fell ill. I had to retire. The glory I’d worked so hard to achieve vanished in a heartbeat. I spent years searching for a cure, and eventually, I found a lead with an Artifact researcher named Lucreia."

"Is this going to take a while?" I asked.

"A bit. Lucreia was Sherry’s mother. She was a brilliant woman—too brilliant, actually. The Academic Society hated her for it. But her knowledge was top-tier, and her social isolation made her the perfect tool. I funded her research and gathered various Artifacts for her. 

She focused on the science; I focused on the results. She didn't care about money or fame, so we got along great. That was when I finally found it: the 'Eye of Avarice.' The one Artifact I truly needed.

But then Lucreia... that stupid woman... she started claiming the Eye of Avarice was too dangerous. She wanted to hand it over to the government. So, I killed her. I started by stabbing her in the extremities, working my way toward the center. Finally, I ran her through the heart and gave the blade a nice, slow twist."

I closed my eyes, keeping the book open in my lap.

"The Eye of Avarice was mine, but the research was incomplete," Ruslan continued. "Luckily, a replacement fell right into my lap: Lucreia’s daughter, Sherry. She was so innocent, so trusting. She worked herself to the bone for me, never suspecting for a second that I was the one who murdered her mother. She’s a sweet, sweet, foolish girl. 

Thanks to those two, the Eye of Avarice is finally complete. All I had to do was set the stage to harvest some Magic Power and find a decent scapegoat. Today... today is the day my wish finally comes true."

He let out a dark, mocking chuckle. "So, was that helpful 'reference' for you?"

I opened my eyes. "I think I've got the gist of it. Just one thing though."

"Speak."

"Is it really true? That you killed Sherry’s mom and just used her as a tool?" I finally closed the book and looked him dead in the eye.

"Every word. Why? You angry, Cid-kun?"

"I wonder..." I looked down for a moment. "See, I make a very clear distinction between things that are important to me and things that aren't."

"And why is that?"

"So I don't get distracted. There’s something I’ve wanted to achieve since I was a kid, and it’s always felt incredibly far away. To get there, I had to start whittling things down."

"Whittling them down?"

"Most people add things to their lives as they grow up. Friends, lovers, jobs... it just keeps piling up. I did the opposite. I cut things away. I don't need this, I don't need that. I threw away everything until only the things I absolutely couldn't live without remained. I live for those few precious things. Everything else? To be honest, I couldn't care less what happens to it."

I stood up and tossed my book into the fireplace.

"So you're saying you don't care about a 'foolish' mother and daughter?"

"Not exactly. I said I relatively don't care. That doesn't mean I don't care at all. Right now, for instance... I'm feeling pretty damn displeased."

I drew the sword at my hip. 

"Let's get this over with. If we take too long, we're going to have company."

"Agreed. A shame, really. This is where we part ways."

Ruslan stood up and drew his own blade.

Two steel edges caught the firelight for a fraction of a second, and then it was over.

Ruslan’s sword ripped through my chest. Blood sprayed across the room.

The force of the blow sent me crashing through the door and into the burning hallway. The Crimson Flames swallowed me whole in an instant, hiding my body from view.

"Farewell, boy."

Ruslan sheathed his sword, oblivious to the fire now roaring into the office. He turned on his heel to leave.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"---!"

A low, vibrating voice that seemed to echo from the depths of the abyss stopped him cold. Ruslan spun around to find a JET-BLACK MAN standing in the hallway.

He wore a deep hood, a Magician's Mask, and a Jet-black Longcoat that was currently engulfed in flames. He didn't seem to notice or care that he was literally on fire as he drew a Jet-black Blade.

"You...!"

Ruslan leveled his sword at the newcomer.

"My name is Shadow. I lurk in the shadows... and I hunt the shadows..."

"So, you are Shadow..."

Ruslan held his blade ready. Shadow just stood there, his Jet-black Blade dangling loosely at his side. They stared each other down for a long moment before Ruslan finally broke the tension by stepping back.

"I see. You're the real deal."

"Hoh..."

"I’ve lived by the sword my whole life. One look at you tells me everything I need to know. Specifically, that the odds are currently against me. I suppose I'll have to go all out."

Ruslan pulled a Red Pill from his pocket and swallowed it. Then, he produced the Eye of Avarice and its Control Device.

"The Eye of Avarice only shows its true worth when the two pieces are joined. Like this."

There was a mechanical click as the Artifacts snapped together. 

Immediately, they erupted with a blinding radiance. Ancient Letters of White Light spiraled out from the device, filling the room. Ruslan gave a manic sneer and pressed the glowing Artifact into his own chest.

"In this moment, I am reborn!"

The Artifact sank into his chest as if he were made of water, passing through his clothes and skin with ease.

"OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHH!!"

Ruslan clawed at his chest, letting out a primal roar. The Ancient Letters of Light swarmed him, branding themselves into his flesh. A final, violent flash turned the entire room white.

When the light faded, Ruslan was on one knee, white smoke hissing off his skin. As he slowly stood up, I could see fine Letters of Light etched into his face like glowing tattoos.

"Incredible... simply incredible... The power is returning... my illness is gone!"

He unleashed a burst of Magic Power so violent it made the surrounding flames shiver. The glowing script covered his face, his neck, and his hands.

"Can you feel it? This raging power! This is Magic Power that transcends the very limits of humanity!"

Ruslan sneered at me. "I think I’ll start by testing it on you."

He vanished.

A split second later, he appeared behind me, swinging his sword in a wide arc.

A sharp clang echoed through the room, the shockwave rattling the very air.

"Hoh. You actually blocked that."

I hadn't even turned around. I'd stopped his blade with my Jet-black Blade behind my back. Ruslan tried to put his weight into it, but my sword didn't budge a single millimeter.

"I suppose I was underestimating you. How about this then?"

Ruslan vanished again.

The room filled with the rapid-fire sound of clashing steel. 

Clang. Clang. Clang.

With every strike, I moved my blade just a few inches. Minimal movement, maximum efficiency. On the fourth strike, Ruslan reappeared in front of me.

"To think you can keep up with this. Fine. I admit it—you're strong." He gave me a smug, confident smile. "Out of respect for that strength, I’ll show you my true power."

Ruslan shifted his stance. He raised his sword high, channeling a massive amount of Magic Power into the steel. The blade glowed with a blinding white light, creating a Vortex of Magic Power that sucked in the surrounding air.

"Take pride in the fact that you forced me to get serious... in the afterlife!"

He swung. It was a strike of incredible speed and power.

And I caught it effortlessly.

"What?!"

Our blades ground against each other, throwing off a shower of sparks.

"You... you stopped even that?!"

"Is that it?" I asked, looking him right in the eye at point-blank range. "I expected more."

"Guh... I’m just getting started!"

Ruslan’s sword work accelerated. His blade left beautiful white afterimages in the air as he danced around me.

"UOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!"

He let out a war cry, unleashing a flurry of white slashes. I parried every single one of them with my Jet-black Blade.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!"

The sound of our clashing blades became a rhythmic, frantic melody against the backdrop of the burning building. It was almost poetic.

But all songs have to end.

I swung my blade through his guard, sending Ruslan flying. He crashed through a desk and rolled across the floor.

"Guh... I-impossible...!"

Ruslan struggled to his feet, clutching his side. His wounds were healing instantly, but the glow of the Ancient Letters on his skin was starting to flicker.

"I didn't think I'd have to work this hard. Kuku... you're impressive. But it doesn't matter how strong you are. You've already lost."

"Lost? How so?"

"Hmph. I’ve already made sure Shadow Garden will take the fall for everything that happened here. The evidence, the witnesses—I’ve prepared it all. You can be the strongest man in the world, and it won't save you from the reputation I've built for you."

Ruslan sneered, his face twisting into something truly ugly.

But I started laughing. A low, gravelly chuckle bubbled up from behind my mask.

"What's so funny?"

"It’s just comical that you think something that trivial could ever be the 'end' for us."

"Sore loser talk," Ruslan spat.

I just shook my head. He really doesn't get it.

"We never walked the path of justice. But we don't walk the path of evil, either. We simply walk our own path."

I let my burning Jet-black Longcoat flutter in the draft.

"If you think you can do it, then go ahead. Bring the weight of every sin in the world down upon us. We'll take it all. But it won't change a thing. We will still do what we must do."

"You’re saying you’d take on the whole world without a second thought? That’s pure arrogance, Shadow!"

"Then try and crush it."

Ruslan charged with a roar. He brought his white sword down in a vertical overhead strike.

The blade moved toward my head—and then suddenly veered off course.

"What?!"

Blood sprayed. 

I had thrust my Jet-black Blade straight through Ruslan's right wrist.

He immediately tried to switch the sword to his left hand as he retreated.

"Impossible!"

I thrust again, impaling his left wrist.

I didn't give him a chance to breathe. I unleashed a barrage of high-speed thrusts that he couldn't even track with his eyes. Ruslan couldn't even attempt a counter; he could only stand there as I painted him red.

Wrists. Ankles. Forearms. Thighs. I pierced him a hundred times in a hundred different places.

The strikes slowly began to migrate toward the center of his body.

"Stabbing from the extremities toward the center..." I whispered, my voice cutting through the sound of the impacts.

"And finally, piercing and twisting the heart... wasn't that the plan?"

As I spoke, my Jet-black Blade punched straight through Ruslan's chest.

"Wha...!!"

Ruslan coughed up a mouthful of blood. He grabbed the blade embedded in his chest, trying to pull it out, staring at me in desperation. Our eyes met—mine hidden behind the mask, his wide with realization.

"You... you're Ci—!"

Before he could finish the name, I twisted the blade.

"Gah... Agah... Aah...!"

I ripped the sword out, and a fountain of blood hit the floor. The light in Ruslan’s eyes went out, and the Ancient Letters on his skin faded away.

What was left was just the corpse of a scrawny, old man.

Then, I heard a sound. Small, frantic footsteps.

"Father...?"

I turned around, my cloak and mask splattered with blood. Standing there was a girl with peach-colored hair.

"FATHEEEEEERRRRRRRRRRRR!!"

Sherry ran right past me, throwing herself onto Ruslan’s body.

"No... Father, why?! How could this...!!"

She sobbed, clinging to the thin corpse, but her adoptive father was long gone. Her tears dripped onto his cold face.

I looked down at her for a moment, then turned my back.

"You’re better off not knowing..."

I walked away, disappearing into the depths of the Crimson Flames with the sound of her heartbreaking sobs ringing in my ears.
A Quick Summer Rain

“Don’t you think it’s well done?”

The woman holding out the sheet of paper was a blonde elf so beautiful it was practically offensive. Clad in a JET-BLACK DRESS that seemed woven from the midnight sky, she had simply materialized inside the Mitsugoshi Company headquarters in the dead of night.

GAMMA took the paper from her, her voice wavering as she searched for the right words. 

“Lady ALPHA... I, uh... I don’t quite know what to say.”

“My apologies. That was a difficult question to answer, wasn't it?”

The elf known as Alpha let out a soft chuckle. The paper she’d brought was a WANTED POSTER. Centered on the page was an illustration of SHADOW, looking every bit the part of a dark vigilante in his signature longcoat.

“Shadow, the ARCH-ENEMY OF THE KINGDOM. Indiscriminate murder, kidnapping, arson, robbery... My, what a truly wicked man he is.”

“The SHADOW GARDEN wanted poster also lists your name, Lady Alpha. Well, only the name, at least.”

“Let me see.”

Alpha scanned the second poster Gamma produced. 

“Shadow Garden... What a terrifying organization we’ve become.”

The glow from the fireplace traced the curve of her profile, making her ethereal beauty stand out against the darkness of the office.

“It is a pity, though. I rushed back as fast as I could, only to find the curtains closing just as I arrived.”

Alpha held the posters to the fire. She watched the black char creep across the parchment, murmuring as the edges curled.

“‘We shall take the sins of the world upon our shoulders. Yet, nothing shall change. Even so, we will do what we must.’ He really does have a way with words...”

She stared into the hearth as the posters crumbled into a pile of gray ash.

“Deep down, I think I always believed I was standing on the side of justice. But him? He was never looking at something so small.”

The flickering flames danced across her face, shifting the shadows and changing her expression by the second. One moment she looked like a merciful goddess; the next, a cold demon. The fire was capricious like that.

“We must rise to meet his resolve.”

Gamma caught a glimpse of Alpha’s expression as she turned around and felt her breath hitch in her throat.

“Gather the SEVEN SHADOWS. Anyone who is currently available.”

“Yes, ma'am! Immediately!”

Gamma bowed her head low. A bead of cold sweat rolled down her neck, disappearing into the valley of her chest. 

A chilling night wind swept through the room. When Gamma finally looked up, Alpha was gone. Only the fire remained, dancing violently in the grate.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

“Um...!”

I was standing in front of the half-charred remains of the academy, doing my best impression of a generic, boring teenager, when someone called out to me. I turned around.

“Oh, sorry, sorry. I was totally spacing out. What’s up?”

“I heard I might find you here if I waited. There’s... something I wanted to tell you.”

It was the pink-haired girl—Sherry. She was staring at me with an intensity that made me wonder if I'd stepped out of character.

“I’ve got some time before the official questioning starts, so sure,” I said. “Classes are cancelled for the foreseeable future anyway.”

“Um, about the other day... thank you so much.” She gave me a deep, formal bow. “Because of you, Cid-kun, I was really saved.”

“I didn't really do anything special,” I replied. 

Technically true. Shadow did the cool stuff; Cid Kagenou just played the part of a background extra who got lucky.

“If I had been alone, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything at all.”

“Don’t sweat it. Really.”

“So, I have a report for you. Well, more like news. I’ve decided to study abroad.”

“Ah, so that explains the mountain of bags.” She was carrying enough luggage to supply a small caravan.

“Yes. I’m getting on a carriage now. Bound for LAWAGAS.”

“The ACADEMIC CITY, huh? That’s pretty big time.”

“I found something I have to do. But with my current knowledge, I’m just not strong enough to see it through.”

“I see. Well, good luck with that.”

“Besides... I don't really have a reason to stay here anymore.”

She looked back at the scorched school building, her expression tightening with a grief that felt a bit too real for my comfort. I guess having your step-dad turn out to be a psychopathic murderer and then watching him get sliced up by a guy in a trench coat is a bit of a localized apocalypse.

“I wanted to talk to you more, Cid-kun, but...”

“Yeah. We’ll run into each other again someday.”

“Yes. Someday.”

She gave me a small, sad smile and started to walk past.

“Wait, hold on a sec.”

“Yes?” She stopped and turned back.

“Can I ask what it is? The thing you ‘have’ to do?”

She gave me a complicated smile—the kind that usually means a plot hook is coming. “It’s a secret.”

“Fair enough.”

“But... if I manage to finish everything... will you listen to what I have to say then?”

“...Sure thing.”

We both shared a final smile, then turned our backs on each other and started walking.

A massive bank of thunderheads rolled in, swallowing the scorching summer sun. A lukewarm breeze kicked up, carrying that heavy, metallic scent of rain.

“I will... no matter what...”

The wind carried her whisper to my ears. I’m sure she didn’t think anyone could hear her, but my hearing is a few tiers above your average mob student.

I glanced back at her retreating figure. She looked so small against the backdrop of the ruins.

Patter, patter. 

A few drops fell from the gray sky, beginning to dampen her pink hair. 

I turned back and kept walking as if I hadn't heard a thing. Neither of us looked back again.
The Case for the Parasitic-Style Mob

It all started with a single letter from Alpha. The contents were short and sweet.

“If you’re free, come to the Holy Land.”

That was it.

The academy was half-burnt, which meant summer vacation had been bumped up, so I was pretty much just killing time. Experience told me that whenever I accepted one of Alpha’s invitations, some fun event was usually waiting for me, so I set off for the Holy Land the day after the letter arrived.

Holy Land Lindwurm.

I’d actually been there once a long time ago. It’s one of the primary sites for the Holy Church, the most popular religion in this world. It’s the kind of faith that worships Goddess Beatrix—the one who supposedly granted power to the ancient heroes—as the one and only god.

The trip to the Holy Land takes four days by carriage from the academy. Since it’s within the kingdom, the commute is surprisingly manageable.

I’d been torn between making a serious dash for it or traveling by carriage like a proper mob, but I eventually decided not to slack off and went with the carriage. I was playing the "high-consciousness" type, telling myself that maintaining the right mindset in everyday life is what really matters.

I really want to punch my past self for that.

I should have just run. If I’d gone full-throttle during the night, I would’ve been there in no time.

Because I didn’t, I was currently stuck in a carriage with the Student Council President, Rose Oriana.

The interior was luxurious, spacious, and top-of-the-line, and the only people inside were me and Rose. I’d arrived at the post town in a cheap rental, and Rose just happened to be there and invited me to join her. I tried to refuse. I really did. But you can’t exactly say no to royal authority, so here I was, headed for the Holy Land in her private carriage.

According to Rose, there was an event called the Goddess’s Trial being held at the Holy Land, and she’d been invited as a guest of honor. I guess Alpha probably invited me to watch the Goddess's Trial too, I thought as I listened to Rose talk.

But halfway through, I started losing the thread of the conversation.

“It is simply unacceptable for a young man with a heart as brave as yours, Cid-kun, to lose his life in an incident like that,” Rose said with a soft smile.

Okay, first off, I’m a mob, so I’m not brave. Second, since when did she start calling me Cid-kun? I had plenty of notes, but I could still follow the logic so far.

“The day I learned you were alive, I felt the hand of destiny. The fact that we can speak like this now is because the world itself is blessing us.”

This was where she lost me. I don’t believe in destiny to begin with, and I have no idea what "the world blessing us" is supposed to mean. Personally, I’m more the "flip the bird at the world" type.

“The two of us will likely have to walk a path of thorns. A path that no one will bless, a path that no one will recognize.”

You just said the world was blessing us, lady! Make up your mind!

“However, legends say the hero who received power from the Goddess rose from commoner status to build wealth and fame, eventually marrying the princess of a great nation. The path of thorns is painful and bitter, but I am certain a happy future awaits us at the end.”

Is this some Holy Church dogma? Using a one-in-a-million exception like a legendary hero to bait commoners into a cult is a classic religious recruitment tactic.

“If we can overcome this Goddess’s Trial, we’ll be one step further along that thorny path. Then I’ll be able to tell my father the story of a certain brave young man.”

I see. Whoever that guy is, he’s got his work cut out for him.

“Let us overcome this path of thorns together, one step at a time. Each step will tie our love deeper and stronger.”

Ah, the old three-legged race. The spirit of mutual aid. Very "Holy Church."

“We can’t tell anyone yet, but let’s do our best for the sake of a happy future.”

“Sure thing.”

Rose reached out her hand, so I gave it a squeeze. I didn’t really get her religious views or her weird analogies, but I could get behind working toward a happy future. Happiness is important—well, my happiness, anyway.

But feeling the intensity of Rose’s gaze and her slightly sweaty palm, I decided I should probably keep my distance from her. I’m not trying to bash religion, but this kind of temperature difference is exhausting. People that high-energy should really just stick to their own kind for everyone's sake.

“Nice weather today, isn’t it?” I said, glancing out the window at the clear blue sky and green meadows. When a conversation gets awkward, the weather is the ultimate "get out of jail free" card.

“It is. The sun is quite strong; it must be hot outside,” Rose replied, looking out as well.

The interior of the carriage was shaded, but it was still warm enough to work up a light sweat. A few droplets shimmered on the nape of Rose’s white neck. Her elegantly curled, honey-colored hair swayed in the breeze, and she narrowed her light-colored eyes against the glare of the sun.

We spent a while like that, bouncing between the weather and school gossip, occasionally falling into silence as we fished for new topics.

There are different kinds of silence. Generally, they fall into two categories: comfortable and uncomfortable.

A silence where two people are actively struggling to find something to say is usually considered uncomfortable, but I don’t mind it. Seeing both parties put in the effort to keep things going is actually kind of heartwarming.

We’d been stuck in a carriage together for hours; it was only natural to run out of things to talk about. It was the futile struggle to resist that reality that made it so cozy.

After one such silence, Rose brought up a new topic.

The afternoon sun was dipping low, and the light was beginning to bleed into a deep madder red.

“The recent incident... I believe there’s more to it than meets the eye.”

“Hmm?”

The distant sunset was reflected in Rose's eyes.

“That group in black calling themselves Shadow Garden, and the man named Shadow... I believe they are likely separate organizations.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Their swordplay was fundamentally different. The men in black used common, recognizable styles. But the swordsmanship of Shadow and the women who follow him was something else entirely. It was a completely new school of combat, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

“Huh. Interesting.”

“I told the Midgar Kingdom’s Knight Order as much. I even mentioned that the group in black and Shadow were fighting each other, but the official report they released treated them as the same organization. They didn't provide a single convincing reason why. There has to be something happening behind the scenes.”

“Aren’t you overthinking it?”

“If I am, then that’s for the best. But if I’m not... if Midgar is misidentifying the enemy, it could lead to a massive disaster. The Oriana Kingdom will be conducting its own investigation, but please be careful too, Cid-kun.”

I gave her a nod.

Rose smiled softly and nodded back.

“We’ll be at the post town soon. I’ll make sure your room is right next to mine.”

“Nah, it’s fine. I’ll just find a cheap place on my own.”

“Absolutely not. It’s dangerous. I’ll be covering the bill, of course, so don’t give it another thought.”

“Whoa, no way. That’s way too much. I couldn’t possibly.”

“Nonsense. There’s no need for restraint between us.”

In the end, I stayed in a ultra-luxury suite that cost 300,000 Zeny a night. We had dinner at a high-end restaurant, went window shopping while she picked out a full designer outfit for me, and capped the night off with some light gambling at the casino before heading back. Naturally, we got the royal treatment everywhere we went. The bed was fluffy, there was a private bath—it was the dream.

My total personal expenditure: 0 Zeny.

Honestly? Being a mob who parasites off the wealthy might be the ultimate play. If I can just ignore the religious zealotry, this lifestyle is definitely worth considering.
That Item as Mysterious as a Tourist Trap Wooden Sword

We rolled into the Holy Land Lindwurm at noon two days later.

A grand Holy Church sat perched atop the landscape like it had been chiseled right out of the mountain itself. Below it, a sea of white buildings fanned out in every direction. The main street sliced through the center of town, leading straight to a massive staircase that ascended toward the church. The entire thoroughfare was absolutely crawling with tourists.

We grabbed lunch at another high-end joint before idling past the street stalls.

I spotted one of those little trinkets you see at every tourist trap in Japan—the classic "dragon coiled around a sword" design. I guess some things never change, regardless of the world. Except here, it wasn't a dragon; it was some creepy-looking left arm wrapped around the blade. I picked it up, genuinely curious.

"Does it strike your fancy?" Rose asked.

"Yeah, it just caught my eye. Why is it always a left arm?"

Rose leaned in, peering at what I was holding. Our shoulders were practically glued together. Look, I know we’re at a high altitude, but it’s still summer. You’re making me sweat.

"That is Hero Olivier’s sword and the Left Arm of Diabolos," she explained. "Legend says that long ago, the Hero Olivier severed the Demon Diabolos’s left arm right here and sealed it away. Over there, actually."

Rose pointed toward the long staircase and the Holy Church, then even further beyond.

"On that steep cliffside, there are ruins known as the Sanctuary. That is supposedly where the Left Arm of Diabolos was sealed. Though, it’s just a fairy tale." Rose continued with a smile. "Those are quite popular with the boys."

"I bet. Excuse me, I’ll take one of these."

I bought one as a souvenir for Hyoro. It cost me three thousand Zeny—not exactly cheap, but I actually paid for this one myself. 

Jaga had given me a whole list of stuff he wanted, but I hadn't looked at it yet. Too much effort.

I shoved the trinket into my pocket and we continued our leisurely stroll. The sheer energy of the crowds and the stalls felt almost nostalgic.

Suddenly, Rose grabbed my hand and tugged.

"Oh, look! Author Natsume is doing a signing! I’m a huge fan!"

We headed toward a massive crowd. It was in front of a bookstore, though you couldn't even see the shop's sign through the sea of people.

"Um, would you mind if I lined up? It might take a little while..." Rose said, giving me the puppy-dog eyes.

"Go for it. I’ll wait."

"Really? Why don't you join me, Cid-kun?"

"I’m good."

Rose grabbed a book from the display stacks and joined the queue. With nothing better to do, I picked up a copy myself and flipped through the pages.

I Am a Dragon. I Have No Name Yet.

Wait, this is a total rip-off.

No, hold on. Maybe a literary genius with the exact same sensibilities was just miraculously born into this world. I shook it off and grabbed another.

Romeo and Julietta.

Okay, definitely a rip-off. 

I kept looking. Cinderella. Little Red Riding Hood. There were even prose versions of Hollywood movies, manga, and anime. It finally clicked.

There’s another reincarnated person in this world.

I bought a book and joined the line for Author Natsume’s signature. First, I needed to see this person’s face. Then I'd decide how to handle it. 

As the line moved, the author finally came into view. She was wearing a hood, making it a bit hard to see, but the figure was clearly a woman. She had beautiful, shoulder-length silver hair, cat-like blue eyes, and a beauty mark under one eye. Her blouse was unbuttoned just enough to show off a deep valley of cleavage.

What the hell is she doing?

There was no mistaking her. I knew that face all too well. I rubbed the bridge of my nose, shook my head, and tried to quietly slip away.

"You there. Where do you think you're going?"

Crap. I couldn't escape. She spotted me just a fraction of a second before I could bolt.

I was ushered right in front of Author Natsume. I stood face-to-face with the beautiful silver-haired Elf. My acquaintance. 

It was Beta.

"Your book, please," she said with a sparkling smile.

I handed it over, playing the part of a stranger. As I watched Beta sign with practiced, fluid movements, I couldn't help but whisper.

"Are you actually making money off this?"

"Quite well," she murmured back in a tiny voice. "My fame is spreading according to plan."

I see. She's in on it too.

She was using my knowledge to line her pockets. Back in the day, I’d told Beta all sorts of stories from my old world. She liked literature, so I’d basically told her, "Hey, use these as a base to write something cool." I didn't think she’d just plagiarize the whole damn things to make a killing.

Beta, I'm disappointed in you.

I looked down at her with cold eyes as I took the signed book.

"I’ve been invited as a guest," Beta whispered, her lips barely moving, just before I walked away. "I can funnel internal info to you. The details of the plan are in the book."

We didn't even make eye contact as I walked away. Actually, that felt pretty 'spy movie.' Kind of cool.

I’ve gained a new respect for you, Beta.

When I stepped outside the shop, Rose was waiting for me, looking strangely delighted.

"I knew it! You like Author Natsume too, don't you, Cid-kun?"

"Uh, not really..."

"Oh, I understand. It's hard to admit because she has so many female fans. But even if the events are mostly women, she actually has plenty of male fans too!"

"Sure, if you say so."

"Author Natsume’s charm lies in her magnificent imagination! Her stories are completely original, her world-building is innovative, and her characters have such fresh values!"

Yeah, because they ARE fresh. To this world.

"Romance, mystery, action, fairy tales, and even high literature—she masters every genre. It’s like a different person is writing every time! That diversity is what captures everyone’s hearts."

That’s because different people DID write them.

"Look at my signature! She even wrote my name!" Rose showed me her book. It had her name right next to "Author Total-Rip-off Natsume's" signature.

Oh, right. Beta said she wrote the "plan" in my book. I opened it up.

"Are those... Ancient Letters?" Rose asked, peering over my shoulder.

"Looks like it."

I couldn't read a single word of it.

"Can you read them?" I asked.

"No. Ancient Letters are incredibly difficult to master. I only know a few. These are so stylized and cursive that they probably wouldn't make sense even if you could read the characters."

"Huh."

Still, it looks like a cool secret code. I failed at learning Ancient Letters, so I’m a bit jealous.

"But why would she use Ancient Letters?"

"Because it's cool."

"It's... cool?"

"Yep."

"I suppose men do like that sort of thing."

We checked into our ultra-luxury hotel and I parted ways with Rose, who said she had rounds of greetings to make to bigwigs and the like.

She’d said something like, "Since we're still just schoolmates, I can't introduce you yet," but what the hell did she mean by "still"? Was she planning on making me a convert or something?

Too bad for her. I’ve made it a rule never to get sucked into religion.
Holy Sword Excalibur

I’ve never been a man of many likes or dislikes. That’s mostly because I sort the vast majority of the world into a single category: Who cares?

Still, preferences do crop up. Even if something isn’t particularly important or necessary, sometimes I just like what I like and hate what I hate. No matter how much I try to categorize things with cold logic, I can’t exactly filter my emotions the same way.

I call these my "unimportant likes" and "unimportant dislikes."

The hot spring falls squarely into the "unimportant like" category.

There was a period in my previous life when I didn’t bathe at all. At the time, I felt like the minutes spent in the tub were an utter waste of my life. Of course, I still had a reputation as a background character to maintain, so I’d take a three-minute shower every day, but I wanted to eliminate the inefficiency of soaking so I could devote that time to my training.

Back then, I was hitting the wall of human potential. In short, I had zero room for error. I was busy dead-seriously brainstorming ways to parry a nuclear blast with a right straight.

Well, one thing led to another, and I eventually realized my brain was a bit broken and went back to bathing. The catalyst was a hot spring. The act of soaking in hot water creates a sense of mental space—room to breathe. That mental margin was directly linked to the quality of my training; it was what gave birth to the flexible thinking I needed to find things like Magic Power and Aura.

Which brings us to now. I was currently soaking in a hot spring.

Lindwurm was famous for its baths, and I’d been secretly looking forward to this.

It was early morning. I’ve always been a fan of morning baths. I go at night too, obviously, but the morning is better. Why? Fewer people. If you’re lucky, you get the whole place to yourself.

I’d headed out today hoping for just that, but it seemed someone else had the same idea. Unfortunately for me, that someone was none other than Alexia.

Her long, silver hair was tied up, and she stood there with her red eyes wide, staring at me for a split second. Then, simultaneously, we both looked away.

Since then, we’d been operating under a policy of mutual non-interference, pretending the other didn't exist. This was a bath reserved for high-ranking nobles, and in the early hours when traffic was light, the partitions were pulled back to create a large, mixed-gender area. It was a massive tub with a view of a sea of clouds and the sunrise. Man, this would’ve been the best if I were actually alone, I thought, soaking in the water and the morning rays.

Alexia and I were at opposite ends of the open-air bath—the spot with the best view—watching the sun rise in a silence that was honestly pretty awkward.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her white skin shimmer as ripples spread across the surface of the water.

This is a waste of a good bath, but maybe I should just bail early...

Just as the thought crossed my mind, Alexia broke the silence.

"Are your injuries... okay?"

Her voice was uncharacteristically quiet.

"They’re already healed," I replied.

Wait, which injuries is she even talking about? I wondered.

"I sort of lost my cool and hacked you to pieces, so... I’m glad you’re alive."

"Uh, thanks."

Oh, those injuries, I realized.

Since I’d known her for a while now, I could tell this was her version of an apology. I wondered if anyone had ever bothered to teach her how to say "I'm sorry" like a normal person, but I guess this was just the Alexia Special.

"I should probably apologize too," I said. "For treating you like a random serial slasher."

Splash! A wave of hot water smacked me in the face.

"Like I'd ever do that!"

"I wonder. So, what are you doing in Lindwurm, anyway?"

"I’m here as a guest for the Goddess's Trial. You?"

"A friend told me there was a fun event happening. I assume they meant the Goddess's Trial, but do you actually know what goes on there?"

I heard Alexia let out a long sigh.

"You really came all this way without even knowing? The Goddess's Trial is a battle held once a year on the day the Gate of the Sanctuary opens. It calls forth the memories of Ancient Warriors residing within the Sanctuary, and challengers fight against them. Any Spellsword can participate if they apply in advance, but there’s no guarantee an Ancient Warrior will actually respond. Hundreds of Spellswords enter every year, but only about ten actually get to fight."

Sounds interesting. Alpha’s probably planning to join in on this.

"What’s the criteria for getting picked?"

"Apparently, it depends on whether there’s an Ancient Warrior suited to the challenger. They usually choose a warrior who is slightly stronger than the participant, which is why it’s called a 'trial.' About ten years ago, a Wandering Swordsman named Venom made headlines when he summoned Hero Olivier."

"Huh. Did he win?"

"He lost, supposedly. But I didn't see it myself, so I don't know the truth. I don't even know if the thing he summoned was actually Hero Olivier."

"I see."

I wonder if Alpha could summon the Hero. If she can, that would be a hell of a show.

"Aren't you participating?" I asked. "I heard you've been getting stronger lately."

"I'm not. I’m far too busy this year. The Archbishop here is the subject of some dark rumors, so I have to conduct an audit."

"Dark rumors?"

"I'm not telling you. If you're that curious, join the Crimson Order."

"Hard pass."

"Join after you graduate, then."

"Still a pass."

"I'll fill out the application for you."

"Don't you dare."

"Stubborn, aren't you?"

The conversation died there.

We sat in silence for a while longer. It wasn't quite as uncomfortable as before.

I saw movement in my peripheral vision. Alexia’s long legs bobbed near the surface, sending ripple after ripple across the tub.

"I expected you to be staring at me like you were trying to lick me with your eyes. Guess I was wrong," she said.

She didn't specify exactly what she expected me to be looking at.

"You’ve got a lot of confidence, I’ll give you that."

"When you're as perfectly beautiful as I am, you get used to being subjected to gazes dripping with lust. It’s exhausting."

For someone who complains about it, she’s being pretty open, I thought.

"I make it a point not to look at people in hot springs. It’s basic etiquette so everyone can enjoy the soak."

"That’s a surprisingly noble mindset."

"Right. So, could you stop stealing glances at my Excalibur?"

"Pfft!"

Alexia snorted. It was a laugh of pure, unadulterated mockery.

"You call that Excalibur? You misspelled 'earthworm.'"

"If you want to think of it as an earthworm, be my guest. I don't really care whether it's called an earthworm or Excalibur. However, let me give you one piece of advice."

I stood up. Kashplash. Ripples surged across the bath.

"You shouldn't judge things based on the surface level. What you take for an earthworm might simply be a blade that has yet to leave its sheath."

With that, I turned around in full-view and stepped out of the water.

"Wh-What is that supposed to mean...?" Alexia stammered, her cheeks flushing a faint vermillion.

"The Holy Sword, once drawn from its sheath, shall unleash its white blade and begin its journey to the Garden of Chaos..."

I tossed out the meaningful-sounding nonsense, then grabbed my wet towel, snapped it between my legs, and let it thwack against my butt.

I love the thing old men do when they get out of a hot spring. There’s no logical reason for it. I just don't feel like I’ve truly visited a hot spring unless I do it. I let out three good snaps—thwack, thwack, thwack—and headed for the changing room.

Just as I finished dressing, I heard a sound from the direction of the bath.

Thwack. Thwack.
Plan A Is a Bust; Let’s Go with Plan B

The solemn cathedral glowed with an ethereal hue, bathed in the warm, flickering radiance of the lamps.

A single golden-haired elf stood alone in the center of the hall. Clad in a Jet-black Dress, she turned her sapphire eyes toward the stone statue of Hero Olivier. 

Her name was Alpha. In that dress, she looked like the shimmering moon itself, hung against the void of a dark night.

“We simply wish to know the truth,” she murmured.

She spoke as if the stone statue could hear her.

“Hero Olivier. What did you really do in the Sanctuary? The more I unravel the darkness of history, the more the truth and the lies begin to blur.”

The click of her high heels echoed through the cathedral as she began to walk. It was a pleasant, rhythmic sound that cut through the silence until she reached the red stain spreading across the marble floor.

“Archbishop Drake. What were you hiding? If you still had a tongue, I would have liked an answer.”

The "red stain" was a mess of blood and viscera. A corpulent man lay there, brutally hacked to pieces. He had breathed his last.

Alpha stopped at the edge of the pool of blood. Her porcelain-white legs, visible beneath the hem of her thigh-length dress, stood in stark contrast to the gore. 

“Who killed you? To think you were discarded so easily, despite holding such a high position.”

The dead Archbishop’s eyes were wide, frozen in a mask of agonizing dread. The man’s dark rumors had reached all the way to the Royal Capital, and an official investigation had been imminent. He had been silenced just before it could begin.

“Tomorrow, we wait for the Gate of the Sanctuary to open.”

Alpha cast one last glance at the statue of Hero Olivier and turned on her heel. From the other side of the cathedral doors, she could hear voices calling out for the Archbishop.

She didn't care. She pushed the doors open and vanished into the night. As the sound of her heels faded, a swarm of the church’s Holy Knights burst into the hall.

They found the corpse, but not a single one of them mentioned seeing a blonde elf. It was as if she had never been there; none of them even registered that they had passed her in the hall.

Only the trail of bloody footprints on the white marble corridor proved she had existed at all.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I was currently looking down at the Eve Festival from the top of the Lindwurm Clock Tower.

With the Goddess’s Trial coming up tomorrow, the festival was in full swing. Stalls lined the main street, and the lamp lights stretched out into the distance like a glowing river.

Rose was apparently at some party hosted by the Holy Church. Naturally, I wasn't invited. Even if I had been, I would’ve ditched it.

I let the night wind whip through my hair and gave a small, enigmatic smile.

Man, I love the "looking down on the world from a high place" trope. It’s a classic. Bonus points if it’s nighttime and there’s a big event going on below me.

“So, it has begun...” I muttered, really leaning into the atmosphere. “Is that... truly what they have chosen...?”

I narrowed my eyes sharply.

“Then I shall resist.”

In a flash, I shifted into my Shadow persona.

“We shall not permit this...”

I leaped into the night sky, my Jet-black Longcoat billowing behind me like wings, and touched down in a nearby alley.

It was a secluded spot, far from the festive noise. Standing right in front of me was a man with a mask hiding his face. I’d been tracking him ever since he’d fled the Holy Church looking suspicious as hell. He was probably a thief.

Actually, I could smell a bit of blood. Maybe a robber?

“Did you think you could escape...?”

The masked man took a nervous step back.

“Night is when the world fades into shadow. And the shadows... are our world.”

The man drew his sword.

“From which no one can escape.”

He leveled his blade at me, ready to fight. I didn't even bother drawing mine. I just waited for the perfect moment.

The second the guy tried to swing, his head went flying into the air. 

I watched it fall in silence, then waited for the woman to step out from behind the fresh corpse.

“It has been a long time, My Lord.”

The woman knelt before me. It was Epsilon, the 5th of the Seven Shadows. 

She pulled back her hood, revealing the face she usually kept hidden under her bodysuit. She was an Elf with hair like the surface of a clear lake and eyes of a slightly deeper blue.

There are all kinds of beautiful women in the world, but she was the "flashy" type. Her features were striking, and her figure... well, let's just say it was also "flashy." She had a certain rhythmic sway to her walk that would grab anyone’s attention, regardless of their gender or interest level. Of course, I was the only one who knew her little secret.

“A flying slash. Impressive work.”

“You honor me.”

Epsilon’s cheeks flushed as she smiled. Her voice was dignified—some might even call it overbearing—but I didn't mind it. It had a refined quality to it, like the clear notes of a piano.

Among the Seven Shadows, her Magic Power control was The Precise. Usually, magic is a pain to control once it leaves your body, but she handled it effortlessly, specializing in long-range shockwaves.

Hence her moniker, “The Precise.”

She had a reputation for being prideful and harsh, but she was always a total sweetheart to me. People misunderstand her, but back in the day, she was the kind of girl who’d make me tea every single day. She followed Alpha’s orders without question and was big on the whole hierarchy thing.

It had been ages since we’d seen each other, and I had plenty of questions, but I could tell from her vibe that she was in full Shadow Garden roleplay mode.

Fine by me. I knew how to play this game.

“What is the status of the 'plan'?”

Epsilon frowned slightly. Oh, she’s definitely scrambling to come up with some lore for the "plan" right now.

“The target was eliminated by the Cult’s 'Executioner.' We dealt with the lackeys, but the 'Executioner' has gone to ground.”

“I see...”

An Executioner, huh? Nice. That’s got a great ring to it.

“We are moving to the second phase of the plan.”

Ah, the classic "Plan A is a bust; let’s go with Plan B" routine.

“Very well. But you understand what this entails...?”

“I am prepared,” she said firmly. “Even if it means making an enemy of the Holy Church... even if our infamy spreads to the ends of the earth.”

“I shall move as I see fit. Do not fail me.”

“By your command!”

Leaving Epsilon bowing behind me, I suppressed my presence and moved at high speed, making sure to vanish into the darkness for maximum dramatic effect.
A Suspicious Woman, a Cheap Woman, and a Happy-Looking Woman

ALEXIA MIDGAR

I hate this.

That was the only thought running through my head as I sat in the VIP section, watching the Opening Ceremony of the Goddess's Trial begin. The seating arrangement went Natsume, then me, then Rose. There were plenty of other "important" guests in the rows behind us, but we were clearly the main attraction. It was a transparent attempt to draw a crowd using some "eye candy," but fine, I could live with that.

The things I couldn't live with, however, boiled down to two specific problems.

First: Acting Archbishop Nelson. The man was currently standing in the center of the venue, giving a greeting that was as self-important as it was long-winded. I’d had the pleasure of speaking with him yesterday about the Archbishop Murder Incident, and the man had been a brick wall, stubbornly refusing to let me anywhere near the investigation.

The trouble started when Nelson had the nerve to say the matter was closed just because the target of the audit was dead. I told him—putting it delicately, of course—that if the target is dead, that means the need for an investigation actually increases, you moron. But Nelson wouldn’t budge, insisting that I’d have to go through the whole permit process all over again.

Even if I rushed, it would take three days to get back to the Royal Capital, at least a week to clear the paperwork, another three days to return to Lindwurm, and then God knows how long for Nelson to actually "process" the permit. Knowing his temperament, he’d probably let it sit on his desk for a week just to spite me. By then, any meaningful evidence would be buried so deep it would never see the light of day.

But as a representative of the kingdom, I couldn't exactly strong-arm him. The Holy Church isn’t just some local cult; it’s the dominant faith across the neighboring countries. If I pushed too hard, I’d be inviting international pressure and, worse, I’d lose the support of the common people. Religion is a wonderful tool when it’s on your side, but it’s a total nightmare when it’s the enemy.

I glared at Acting Archbishop Nelson as he ranted on with that "voice of God" energy, silently telling the baldy to at least try to look like he was in mourning. We were still keeping the Archbishop’s death a secret from the public, but still. Also, for the record, the man is definitely bald.

I let out a heavy sigh and glanced sideways at "Author Natsume" to my left.

That brought me to Problem Number Two: this woman. Natsume was sitting there perfectly poised, offering the crowd these practiced, graceful smiles. Between the silver hair, the cat-like blue eyes, and that beauty mark that just happened to add the perfect touch of charm to her face... she was a bit much.

She was waving and bowing with such flawless etiquette that the crowd was practically eating out of her hand.

Man, she’s suspicious, I thought.

I don’t care if she’s supposed to be some "once-in-a-millennium" genius novelist; I hadn't even heard her name until today. Sure, literature isn't exactly my thing, but as a princess, I’m at least briefed on the famous names. That meant Natsume was a total newcomer who had just exploded onto the scene.

A rookie with that much poise, presence, and popularity? Smells fishy to me.

It wasn’t jealousy. If anything, it was a case of same-species loathing. I play the part of the perfect princess in public, too. I’ve spent my whole life suppressing my true self to maintain the mask. Everyone in power plays a role to some degree, but very few people are this good at killing their own personality to play the part. And usually, the harder someone works to kill their true self, the darker the rot is on the inside.

"Thank you all for your support!" she chirped.

I practically clicked my tongue. Her "sweet" voice made my skin crawl. And that neckline? Please. It was overtly calculated. Don’t lean forward just to show off your cleavage, you absolute fraud. Stop acting like a bubbly teenager.

While I was busy hurling verbal abuse at her in my head, I put on a smile that was even more "extra" than usual and waved to the crowd.

The reaction, however, was noticeably weaker than the roar Natsume got. My cheek twitched for a split second. I crossed my arms, subtly pushing my chest up and out, and leaned forward just a tiny bit.

The cheers got slightly louder. Slightly.

Whatever. My outfit just isn't designed to be a thirst-trap, I told myself, trying to be satisfied as I sat back.

I glanced to my right. Rose was there, wearing a look of pure, enlightened bliss. She’d been like that since breakfast.

Then, just to be sure, I cut my eyes back to the left.

In that exact moment, I saw it.

Natsume’s expression shifted. One side of her mouth curled up into a cold, mocking sneer.

Snap.

Something inside me finally broke.



BETA

I hate this.

That was the thought looping through my brain as I maintained the persona of Author Natsume.

My irritation stemmed from a single source: Alexia Midgar, currently sitting to my right. This woman was nothing more than a pest—a parasite using her status as a princess and a schoolmate to worm her way closer to my beloved master.

She was currently fawning over the masses with a nauseatingly sweet voice, waving with a fake smile and playing the "ideal princess" to a degree that was frankly suspicious. It’s a universal truth that women who act this perfect in public are hiding a soul as black as pitch. I didn't believe for a second that my master would ever be fooled by such a cheap woman, but I couldn't rule out the possibility of a momentary lapse in judgment.

Even setting that aside, this woman was a complete eyesore in the context of the book I was writing, The Complete Chronicles of Master Shadow.

When I first heard that Master Shadow had saved her during the Princess Kidnapping Incident, my blood was absolutely boiling. That role should have been... I mean, the fact that such a cheap woman had inconvenienced Master Shadow was an outrage. It wasn't jealousy. It was a matter of narrative integrity.

To vent my frustrations, I had spent several late nights rewriting that scene in my manuscript, replacing the princess with a beautiful, silver-haired Elf with blue eyes and a beauty mark. I’d read it over and over just to soothe my nerves.

But if this cheap woman continued to force her way into the real-world chronicles of Master Shadow, it would be a disaster. I surpassed her in every category: ability, beauty, and devotion to our Master. So why was she acting so bold? D-Don't mess with me.

I kept up a stream of mental insults directed at the cheap princess while my body handled the crowd-pleasing on autopilot.

Then, I looked over and saw the unthinkable. This cheap princess was actually trying to emphasize her own cheap chest to pander to the crowd.

Ugh, how pathetic.

Especially considering her "volume" was so clearly inferior to my own. It was painfully average at best.

I guess I win this round, too, I thought. I looked down at my own ample, boastful cleavage and let out a quiet, involuntary "Pfft."

Oops. Did I let that slip out loud?

I quickly looked away, feigning ignorance, but at that exact moment, a bolt of white-hot pain shot through my right foot.

"Igh...!?"

I choked back a scream. I looked down to find Alexia’s high heel planted firmly on top of my foot.

Snap.

I felt something inside me about to break, but I forced myself to stay calm.

"Princess Alexia," I said, my voice steady despite the agony. "Um, I would appreciate it if you could... move your foot."

Alexia looked at me with a perfectly blank expression, as if she’d only just noticed I was there, and finally lifted her heel. Then, without even the courtesy of an apology, the woman actually had the nerve to sneer "Pfft" right back at me.

You absolute bitch!!

It took every ounce of my loyalty to my Master and Shadow Garden to keep from exploding right there.

Grind, grind.

I gritted my teeth so hard that a tiny bead of blood trickled from my lip.

Rose, meanwhile, just kept on smiling happily.
The Theory That a Bomb Makes Everything Disappear

I spent the afternoon blankly staring at the Goddess’s Trial.

It was still early, and the event had only just kicked off. We were currently in the middle of the usual daytime slog: opening remarks, guest introductions, parades—that kind of thing. The main event wouldn't actually start until the sun went down.

Right now, my role was that of a generic background character sitting in the spectator stands. I let out a long sigh as I watched the three girls sitting "harmoniously" together in the VIP section.

I want to do something.

I wanted to do something that screamed "Eminence in Shadow." It was frankly unbearable to just sit here as a total nobody while such a massive event unfolded around me.

Maybe the classic 'entering the trial under a secret identity' trope? The kind where I show off overwhelming power and leave everyone wondering, "Just who the hell was that guy?!"

It sounded like it would be fun if this were a tournament, but it was only a single match. Plus, my research suggested that sneaking into the trial under a fake name was basically impossible. I’d considered just crashing the party by force, but I felt like I should save that move for a more climactic battle.

As I went back and forth on my options, the event moved along without me.

Oh well. I hadn't thought of anything by the day before, so it was wishful thinking to assume a brilliant idea would just strike me today. I eventually gave up and decided to just enjoy the festivities as a mob. You don't get many big events like this in another world, so it was actually pretty fun. There were even gambling matches, so I managed to walk away with some pocket change.

Finally, the sun dipped below the horizon, and it was time for the main event: the Goddess’s Trial. Gorgeous magical lights illuminated the arena, and Ancient Letters began to glow on the floor of the stadium. The letters pulsed with a white light, expanding into a dome-like barrier as the crowd’s excitement reached a fever pitch.

Once a challenger enters the dome, the Sanctuary selects a worthy warrior for them to fight. Once the match begins, the space won't accept any outside interference until one of the participants is incapacitated. Apparently, people actually die in there sometimes.

Getting forced to fight until I'm unconscious? That makes me hesitate to even try a 'mob appeal.' There’s a high chance I’d accidentally reveal my true strength.

In the meantime, the first challenger was introduced and entered the dome. Apparently, he was some big-shot from the Knight Order.

However, there was no reaction.

He stormed off, cursing under his breath. Since the participation fee for this thing was 200,000 Zeny, I couldn't really blame him; it was no laughing matter. Moreover, I’d heard there were over 150 participants this time.

Still, apparently clearing the Goddess’s Trial is a huge honor. I’d heard you get a commemorative medal and people start saying things like, "Oh, you cleared the Goddess’s Trial? Very well, you're hired!"

I sat back, wondering when Alpha was going to make her move as I watched the challengers get called one by one.

The first Ancient Warrior finally appeared for the fourteenth challenger. It was Annerose, a traveler from Vegalta, the Land of Swords. When she stepped into the dome, the Ancient Letters flared to life. The light coalesced into a person—a translucent fighter. According to the commentary, he was an Ancient Warrior named Borg.

The two had a pretty standard fight, and Annerose won. I’d had high hopes for the ancient guys, but he was honestly pretty average. I hoped someone stronger would show up later.

As the event dragged on, I realized that Annerose was probably just the exception. Eight more people managed to summon warriors, but she was the only one who had won so far. Looking back, maybe Borg was actually decent.

Night deepened. The list of challengers was running thin. Just as the "closing ceremony" vibe started to set in, a name was called.

"Our next challenger, from Midgar Academy for Spellswords... Cid Kagenou!!"

Who the hell is Cid Kagenou? ...Wait. That's me.

I was the only Cid Kagenou at the Midgar Academy for Spellswords. But hold on—I had absolutely no memory of signing up for this.

"Let's give a round of applause for our brave challenger!"

Wait, no! Stop!

Thunderous applause washed over me. Someone whistled, and cheers livened up the venue.

This was a bad situation. I felt my cheek twitch as I frantically weighed my options.

I have three choices here.

Option One: Give up and just do it. If nothing happens, I can finish as a mob, but if I actually summon an Ancient Warrior and they’re a powerful enemy, I risk blowing my cover.

Option Two: Run. I'm just a mob from the academy. No one really knows my face, so slipping away would be easy. However, it would piss off the Church. They’d complain to the school, and I’d probably get expelled.

Option Three: Obfuscate the whole damn thing. Yeah. That's the only way.

I erased my presence and moved at high speed to clear the area. Once I was alone, I swapped into my Shadow gear and took to the sky.

I am a firm believer in the theory that in any kind of chaotic situation, if a bomb goes off, everything that happened before it becomes irrelevant.

And so.

Operation 'Obfuscate Everything with a Mysterious Powerhouse's Intrusion' was a go.

I descended into the dome-shaped space, my long coat fluttering in the wind.

"My name is Shadow..." I intoned. "He who lurks in the shadows... and hunts the shadows..."

The audience erupted in a confused roar.

"The ancient memories sleeping within the Sanctuary..."

The Ancient Letters reacted, beginning to form a humanoid shape.

"Tonight, we shall set them free..."

I drew my Jet-black Blade and carved a path through the night sky.

The sight of Beta in the guest seats with her jaw hitting the floor was particularly memorable.
Trust Me, Sometimes You Just Can’t Help But Look Even When You Really Shouldn’t

BETA

"Shadow!!"

"Shadow!?"

"Master Sha—!?"

I barely managed to bite back the rest of his title before I blew my cover. 

Luckily, everyone in the VIP section was too busy staring at the man himself to notice my slip-up. Alexia, Rose, and that greaseball Nelson—our Acting Archbishop—were all frozen in shock at the sudden intruder. 

I snapped my mouth shut, realizing I was gaping like a fish. This definitely hadn't been in the script.

But wait, I thought, my mind racing. My glorious Master would never do something so reckless without a reason. There has to be some 4D-chess move happening here. There’s a deep, profound purpose behind this intervention, and it’s my job to figure it out and back him up.

I regained my composure in an instant.

Alright, what’s the play? What do I need to do?

"I see. So that’s Shadow," Nelson muttered. "I don’t know what he thinks he's doing, but the Holy Knights of the Church are already on-site. The fool overestimates himself. He won’t be getting away."

Nelson started barking orders to summon the Holy Knights.

The Holy Knights—the Church’s elite, "chosen" through baptism. Their skill supposedly made ordinary knights look like toddlers. I remembered tangling with them back when I was a kid, trying to rescue another Possessed girl. It was a bit of a struggle back then, honestly. Not that I’d ever be that pathetic now, obviously.

"Shadow... what are you even doing?" Alexia whispered.

"I hope he’s alright... I hope he hasn't been caught up in this..." Rose added. She was frantically looking around the venue, clearly more worried about her "civilian friend" than the legendary criminal standing right in front of her.

Then, the stadium turned white.

The Ancient Letters flared to life, weaving together to form a warrior. I scanned the glowing text, decoding the strings of data on the fly.

"The Witch of Calamity Aurora..." 

"No way. Aurora?" 

My voice overlapped with Nelson's.

When the light died down, a woman stood in the center of the arena. She had long black hair and eyes the color of vivid violets. She wore a thin black robe over a deep purple dress, her pale skin peeking through the fabric. She possessed an almost haunting beauty, looking less like a person and more like a masterpiece carved from marble.

"Who's Aurora?" Alexia asked, completely ignoring me to question Nelson.

"The Witch of Calamity Aurora. She is a woman who once plunged the world into absolute chaos and destruction."

"The Witch of Calamity Aurora... I’ve never heard of her," Alexia said.

"I haven't either," I chimed in, playing the part of the confused author. "I’m impressed you knew her, Author Natsume."

"I only know the name, really," I lied to Rose.

Well, it wasn't a total lie. Aurora’s name pops up every time we dig into Ancient History, but we still don't know the specifics of her "chaos" or "destruction." To be honest, she’s the second biggest mystery on Shadow Garden’s to-do list, right after the whole Mystery of Diabolos.

And now, I finally knew what she looked like. Score! This was a huge breakthrough. I whipped a notepad out of my cleavage and started sketching her. Then I sketched Shadow facing off against her. Okay, let’s be real, the Shadow sketch is the priority here.

"Is that... research for a new book?" Rose asked.

"Yeah, something like that..." I muttered, finishing my note with: Master Shadow looks absolutely dashing today.

"If you would be so kind, please tell me more about this Aurora," I said, putting on my best fawning tone.

Nelson practically preened. "It’s only natural you wouldn't know. I’m honestly shocked Author Natsume is even aware of her. Aurora's name is known only to a tiny inner circle within the Church."

He gave a nasty little sneer, his eyes glued to the cleavage peeking out from my blouse.

"Though, I doubt the Holy Knights will even need to lift a finger. Shadow’s luck has finally run out. To think he’d be the one to summon Aurora..."

"Is she really that strong?" Rose asked.

"She is the strongest woman in history. She’ll handle a brat like Shadow with one hand. Sadly, that’s all I can disclose."

Nelson shut his mouth, acting as if the rest was beneath his explanation.

I felt a spike of irritation. The strongest woman in history? Please. As if my Master could ever lose to her! Still... a tiny seed of worry sprouted. This was the Witch of Calamity. A literal legend. If Master got worn out fighting her and the Holy Knights jumped him during the opening...

There’s always a 'what if.'

But then it clicked. I realized what my Master was doing. He had said he’d "release the ancient memories sleeping in the Sanctuary." He wanted to summon Aurora. He’d decided she was the one worth his time.

If Master thinks she’s the key, then I’m all in.

I tapped the beauty mark on my face. That was the signal for Epsilon, who was lurking somewhere in the stadium. Change of plans. I didn't need to give her details; I trusted her to figure out the best way to move.

"It’s beginning," Nelson said.

I looked back at the arena. Master had drawn his Jet-black Blade. Opposite him, Aurora stood with her arms crossed, wearing a graceful smile. It was a remarkably vivid expression for a mere memory.

"I don't think Shadow is going down that easily..." Alexia muttered. She was watching him with a look of intense focus.

Credit where it's due, Princess, I thought, feeling a rare moment of respect for her. At least you have some taste.

The atmosphere in the stadium turned heavy, dominated by a suffocating silence.

Shadow and Aurora. They just stood there, locked in each other's gaze. Perhaps it was a precious moment for the two of them to sense the power within one another.

And then.

The battle began, appearing almost reluctant to break the silence.
What You Can't Understand is Boring

SHADOW

It’d been a long, long time since I’d felt that specific sensation.

I stared down the woman with the violet eyes and let a smirk play across my lips behind the cover of my mask. 

She was smiling too. I had a feeling we were both tuned into the same frequency. 

See, in my mind, combat is a dialogue. 

The slight quiver of a blade’s tip, the direction of a gaze, the positioning of the feet—every tiny, trivial detail carries weight. Reading those meanings and coming up with the right response? That’s what it means to fight. 

It’s no exaggeration to say that the ability to decipher intent from the smallest action—and then providing a superior answer—is the very definition of strength. 

That’s why fighting is a conversation. 

The higher the "conversational" skills of both parties, the more they can read ahead, counter, read the counter-counter, and counter the counter-counter. It’s a beautiful, endless loop.

But when someone’s communication skills are trash, or if there’s a massive gap in ability, the dialogue never even starts. One side—or maybe both—just does whatever they want until it's over.

There’s no dialogue there. No process. Just a result. Honestly, if you have no intention of talking, you might as well just settle the win with a game of Rock-Paper-Scissors, I thought. Delta, I’m looking at you.

Her version of Rock-Paper-Scissors is just throwing "Rock" and physically pulverizing both "Scissors" and "Paper" into dust. It’s completely unfair.

Then again, I’m one to talk. It’d been ages since I’d had a proper, meaningful conversation myself. 

The only difference between me and Delta is that I at least try to have a dialogue at first. I just usually end up blowing people away with Rock anyway.

That’s why I was so happy to meet this woman. She actually looked at me. I mean, she really looked. The tip of my sword, my eyes, my footwork—she was reading every single meaningful movement I made while pretending to smile casually.

I decided I’d call her Violet-san. Dear, sweet Violet-san.

For a while, we just stood there, staring at each other and "talking." Little by little, we began to understand one another. She was a long-distance fighter. I, on the other hand, was the type to adapt my style to my opponent. I am definitely, absolutely not the type to just smash people with a Rock.

And so...

After you, I thought, yielding the first move.

A split second later, I pulled my lead foot back. 

Immediately, something resembling a Red Spear thrust out from the spot where my foot had just been.

Aiming for the feet? Rational. I like it.

I took a half-step back. I hadn’t expected the opening move to be an underground attack. The Red Spear split into two, pursuing me from the left and right like a pair of pincers. 

My first move? Observation. 

I needed to gauge the speed, power, and mobility of these Red Spears.

I sidestepped the one on the left and parried the one on the right with my blade. The feedback was heavy. Definitely enough force to kill.

The spear I’d dodged split even further. Suddenly, there were what looked like a thousand red lines, sharp as wire, filling the air. They swarmed me from all sides.

I channeled Magic Power into my blade and swung, clearing the field of Red Spears in a single sweep.

"Even if mosquitoes swarm, they cannot kill a lion."

Violet-san offered an elegant smile. We went back to our staring contest for a moment.

The better you are at the dialogue, the faster you can sense your opponent's true depth. You even start to get a feel for their personal circumstances. 

I knew. And I’m sure Violet-san knew too. We both already saw how this fight was going to end.

Then, nine spears as thick as logs erupted from the ground, shattering the silence.

I dodged the heavy strikes, but they changed shape like tentacles, following me with a mind of their own. They pierced like spears, ensnared like threads, and snapped at me like jaws.

So this was her style. Using these free-moving tentacles to one-sidedly torture her prey to death.

I just kept observing. By watching the rhythm of the tentacles, I began to optimize my own movements. 

I trimmed away every unnecessary motion. One step became a half-step. Two moves became one.

You can't win just by dodging, though. Evasion is just the setup for the counterattack. And the smaller the evasion, the faster the strike that follows.

Evasion and counter—simultaneous.

In a single step, I was suddenly standing right in front of her. 

She was already gripping a Great Scythe. She swung it in a wide arc.

I parried the blow with my sword and, in the same heartbeat, kicked her in the leg.

A Slime Sword extended from my toe, piercing her limb. Lately, this Toe Sword had been relegated to the status of a mere stage prop for my "performances," but it was originally a very reliable weapon for breaking stalemates against high-tier enemies.

She froze for a fraction of a second. For me, a fraction of a second was plenty.

Violet-san smiled, accepting the outcome.

"I wanted to fight you at your best," I whispered in a voice only she could hear as the blood began to spray.



ALEXIA

"Just as I said. Shadow can't even touch her," Nelson boasted.

Alexia tuned him out. 

From the very first move of the battle between Shadow and Aurora, the witch had been on a relentless, one-sided offensive. Alexia watched with wide-eyed shock as the red lines danced through the air at terrifying speeds.

Whatever those things were, they weren't normal weapons. Aurora manipulated them like extensions of her own body, shifting their shapes at will. She could likely spread those spears across a massive area and impale an entire army at once.

If you tried to fight her with conventional swordsmanship, you were dead before you started.

So this is the power of Ancient Combat Techniques, Alexia realized. She had to admit it—she was nowhere near that level.

"He's holding out longer than I expected, but the gap in their skill is obvious," Nelson continued.

No, you’re wrong, Alexia countered in her head.

Shadow looked like he was being driven back by Aurora’s fierce assault, but he hadn't even tried to attack yet. He was simply analyzing a style he was seeing for the first time.

Aurora was strong, certainly. She was actually managing to keep up with Shadow, after all.

But the Red Spears hadn't touched him. Not even once.

"Even if mosquitoes swarm, they cannot kill a lion," Shadow declared, obliterating a thousand needles with a single strike.

The Red Spears thickened into massive logs, swarming him from every direction. They roared with enough power to pulverize a lion, splitting and snapping like the jaws of a beast as they pressed him.

Yet, they wouldn't hit.

In fact, with every exchange, Shadow’s movements became smaller and smaller. Just when Alexia thought he’d reached the absolute minimum required to dodge, he would overwrite it with an even slighter motion the very next second.

Every time she thought she was witnessing the peak of martial arts, Shadow pushed the ceiling even higher.

"Incredible..." 

"As expected..."

Alexia’s murmur overlapped with Natsume’s.

A truly powerful warrior can checkmate an opponent using nothing but defense. Her old sword instructor had told her that once. 

The living proof was standing right in front of her.

"What are you doing, witch?! Finish him off already!" Nelson’s voice was cracking with irritation.

But it was too late. Aurora couldn't stop Shadow anymore.

The end came in a literal blink.

Alexia only caught a fraction of the final exchange. Shadow stepped in, Aurora’s Great Scythe flashed through the air, and suddenly, blood was everywhere.

It was Aurora who fell.

The conclusion was so sudden and anti-climactic that it felt like a lion casually snapping a lamb’s neck. No one could understand what Shadow had done or what had actually happened in that final moment.

That was why it felt so abrupt.

The stadium fell into a stunned silence, as if the fierce battle had been a collective hallucination.

"She... lost? Impossible! Aurora was the one attacking!" Nelson shrieked.

To his eyes, it must have looked like Aurora was winning right up until the end. The victory had flipped in a heartbeat, and his brain couldn't process it. He wasn't the only one; most of the audience looked like they were wondering if they’d mistaken the winner for the loser.

"What happened?! There's no way she could lose! That woman is—!"

Shadow flicked his pitch-black coat and leaped into the night sky.

"W-Wait! After him! Don't let him get away!" Nelson snapped back to his senses and screamed.

The Holy Knights scrambled into action, frantically chasing the dark figure. 

Alexia finally let out the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. She replayed Shadow’s movements in her mind over and over, desperate to burn them into her memory.

"His sword is as terrifying as ever..." Rose whispered, her voice like a sigh.

Just as Alexia was about to agree, a blinding light swallowed the arena.
The Self-Staged Heroine

ROSE

I narrowed my eyes, waiting for the blinding radiance to die down. When the glare finally subsided, a massive White Gate stood in its place.

“This is…?” I muttered. 

“It’s opening…?”

The White Gate pulsed with a faint, ethereal glow as the heavy doors began to creak apart, inch by inch. It was a surreal, mysterious sight.

“No way… Could it be the Sanctuary has responded to him?” Nelson stammered, looking utterly dazed.

“The Sanctuary responded?” I asked.

“As you know, today is the one day a year the Gate of the Sanctuary is supposed to open,” he explained.

“I heard the Gate of the Sanctuary was located within the Holy Church, though.”

“Yes, there is one there. But there isn't just one door. The Sanctuary chooses which gate to present based on who comes knocking. The Gate of the Uninvited, the Gate of Summoning, and the Gate of Welcome… We won’t know which one this is until we step inside.”

Nelson kept his eyes glued to the White Gate while he humored my questions. 

“We can’t continue the Goddess's Trial under these circumstances. Escort the audience out of the stadium immediately!”

On Nelson’s orders, the staff began herding the crowd toward the exits. Even the VIP guests started vacating their seats. All the while, the gate continued its slow, steady crawl open.

“Don’t let anyone near that door!” Nelson barked.

By the time the gap was wide enough for a single person to slip through, Nelson turned his attention to us.

“I must ask the rest of you to leave as well,” the Acting Archbishop said.

The second the words left his mouth, I drew my sword. Alexia was just as fast; we moved in sync, taking up a defensive stance back-to-back.

“What in the—!?” 

Nelson fumbled, panicking. He looked around and realized that, without us even noticing, we had been surrounded by a group dressed in head-to-toe black. Not even Alexia or I had sensed a hint of their presence until the very last second.

“Sorry, but we’re going to need you to behave until the gate closes,” a voice said. It was beautiful, like the clear ring of a silver bell.

A single woman stepped forward. Her outfit was different from the rest of the group.

“You lot… Don’t tell me you’re Shadow Garden!?” 

Amidst the sea of black bodysuits, this woman wore a robe that looked more like an elegant dress. She walked toward the gate with total grace. Her gaze flicked toward Alexia and me for just a heartbeat.

My shoulders trembled. We both stiffened, our backs pressed tightly together.

She’s strong!

The pressure radiating from her was staggering. She had an overwhelming presence, as if she were the one true ruler of the night. To us, Shadow was the pinnacle of power, but this woman… she was at least within reach of his level. 

“Epsilon, I’ll leave the rest to you. Young ladies, do be good girls now.”

“Understood, Alpha-sama.”

“Wait! Don’t you dare enter the Sanctuary!!”

Ignoring Nelson’s frantic screeching, the woman called Alpha vanished into the depths of the light.

“So that’s Alpha…” I heard Alexia murmur.

I wanted to ask her how she knew that name, but I held my tongue. 

“So, mind telling us what you’re planning with this little stunt?” Alexia asked.

“We just want you to stay quiet until the gate disappears,” the woman with the remarkably voluptuous figure replied. Epsilon, I assumed. “However, Acting Archbishop Nelson will be coming with us.”

Nelson, hearing his name, started flailing in a panic. 

“What do you even want in the Sanctuary?” I demanded.

“It’s not about what we’ll do, but what’s already there. Stay quiet and no one gets hurt.”

She kept us pinned with just her gaze. Her eyes were as clear as a mountain lake, watching our every move with cold vigilance. She was strong, too. Not quite on Alpha’s level, but she definitely had that aura of an absolute elite.

Still, if it comes down to it…

“I wouldn’t move if I were you. Unless you don’t care what happens to this woman,” Epsilon said, reading our hostility perfectly.

She gestured toward a woman being held captive by one of the black-clad soldiers. It was Author Natsume.

“I-I’m so sorry…” Natsume-sensei said, her eyes downcast and filled with apology.

“Natsume-sensei!!”

Seeing her holding back tears made my heart ache. My chance to counterattack was gone… or so I thought.

“We could always just ditch her,” Alexia whispered, just loud enough for me to hear.

“Absolutely not!” I snapped back.

“We really should. She’s sketchy as hell.”

“I said no!”

While we were bickering, the Gate of the Sanctuary finished opening and began the process of swinging shut. Slowly. Very slowly.

The Shadow Garden units filed in one by one. They marched the captured Author Natsume and Acting Archbishop Nelson toward the light. Alexia and I could only stand there and watch.

There were no openings. Every single one of those women was strong and perfectly disciplined. They moved in three-person cells, constantly covering each other’s blind spots. It was easy to see that any attempt to exploit a gap would be covered instantly. Their coordination was terrifyingly refined.

The gate was almost closed.

“Stop! Don’t be so rough!” Natsume-sensei cried out in a pained voice as they shoved her inside.

“Natsume-sensei!”

“I-I’ll be fine! Please don’t worry about me!” she shouted bravely, her voice trembling as she was dragged into the light.

I watched her go, my heart breaking for her.

“So suspicious,” someone muttered. I ignored her.

The only ones left were Epsilon and the restrained Nelson. Epsilon did a final check to ensure everything was in order, then turned to drag Nelson into the gate.

Nelson put up a struggle, drawing Epsilon’s attention for a split second.

In that moment—

A black shadow dropped from the sky, slashing right through Epsilon.

“Well done, Executioner Venom!!” Nelson’s cackling laughter filled the air.
The Day "The Precise" Was Born

EPSILON

In the middle of a state of absolute, hyper-focused zen, I watched myself get sliced.

To be fair, I was completely blindsided. The fact that I managed to jerk my upper body back and dodge at the last possible millisecond was honestly impressive, even for me. But that split-second survival instinct? Yeah, that’s what triggered the tragedy.

As the blade descended, my life started flashing before my eyes like a high-speed slideshow.

There I was: the perfect little Elven lady. Then came the Possession, followed by the lovely memories of being disowned, hunted, and kicked out of my own country. 

And then, the day my life actually started.

The day SHADOW saved me. That was the day my old world crumbled and I finally found a reason to keep breathing. 

I’ve always been a bit... intense. I never doubted for a second that I was better than everyone else, and I wasn't the type to keep that superiority a secret. I had the pedigree, the face, the brains, and the blade-work to back it up. I had pride, and more importantly, I had the talent to justify it.

That’s probably why it hurt so much.

The day I became Possessed and lost everything, I was more devastated than anyone could imagine. I’d lost my reason to live, but I didn't have the guts to actually end it. 

I was just some pathetic thing dragging my rotting flesh along a mountain path when he appeared.

"Do you seek power...?"

His voice was deep, echoing like it was vibrating straight out of the abyss. In my delirium, I honestly thought a demon had come for me.

But I didn't care. I wanted that power. 

If I had power, I could get revenge on every single person who threw me away. I’d toy with them, kill them, and make sure their last breath was filled with nothing but pure regret.

"Then, I shall grant it..."

Suddenly, I was wrapped in this sweet, BLUISH-PURPLE MAGIC POWER.

I can still feel that light and that warmth like it was yesterday. It felt nostalgic, healing, and so incredibly kind that before I knew it, I was sobbing.

Back then, I was weak, ugly, and a total mess. SHADOW saved that pathetic version of me.

"You may fall into madness in this world of lies if you wish. But if you desire to know the truth of the world... follow me."

So, I chased after his back.

I’d lost everything and I looked like a monster, but he saved me anyway. For the first time, I felt like my true self was being acknowledged. I didn't need a noble title anymore. I didn't need my beauty, and I didn't need to brag about my skills.

I realized there were things way more important than that.

...And then I learned the "truth of the world," met my four seniors, and immediately took back everything I just said.

Okay, fine, the family name didn't matter. But ability? Ability was everything.

In martial arts—the thing I was supposedly a prodigy at—I was ranked second from the bottom. I was stuck looking at the backs of a literal ABOMINATION and a "Perfect Superhuman" that I knew I’d never beat, no matter how hard I tried.

My "genius" brain? Also second from the bottom. My confidence got absolutely shredded by a specialized tactical genius and, again, that same "Perfect Superhuman." 

In terms of overall utility, I was competing with an all-rounder who did everything flawlessly and, you guessed it, the "Perfect Superhuman."

I was rapidly becoming the redundant member of the group.

But most importantly, I realized I desperately needed beauty. Appearance is a top-tier priority when your beloved master happens to be a man. After a cold, objective analysis of my own "assets," I realized I was facing a devastating uphill battle.

If you just looked at my face, I was fine. But the future looked bleak. See, every single woman in my family lineage is... well, small. And flat. 

Some men look at their father’s receding hairline and despair; I looked at my mother’s chest and saw my own inevitable defeat. At this rate, I was going to lose the war before it even started.

That’s why, the moment I saw it, it was like I’d been struck by lightning.

The SLIME BODYSUIT.

I saw the potential instantly. I was captivated. Usually, I hang on every single word SHADOW says, but that day? I completely tuned him out. I was staring at that slime like it was the Holy Grail.

I can pad the hell out of this, I thought.

It didn't even take me three days to master the SLIME BODYSUIT. 

Under the "official" pretext of practicing MAGIC POWER CONTROL, I started wearing it 24/7. Little by little, I began to... enhance myself. I did it slowly so no one would get suspicious, but since I was technically in a "growth spurt," I got a little bold with the volume.

But once I hit a certain size, I ran into a wall. 

The texture was all wrong.

Slime is just slime, after all. It didn't feel right, and it definitely didn't jiggle right. So, I spent the next few days observing BETA like she was my mortal enemy. Within days, I had achieved such perfect control over the slime that I could replicate the exact softness and "sway" of the real thing.

By that point, my MAGIC POWER CONTROL had reached a level that even ALPHA found impressive.

That’s how I got the nickname THE PRECISE EPSILON. Everyone started looking up to me, but honestly? I didn't care about the fame. I was too busy watching BETA every day and vibrating with pure terror.

Is this girl seriously still growing?!

It was war. A merciless, bloody conflict between the natural and the artificial. 

In the end, I just kept padding and padding until I "won." Humanity has always triumphed over the threats of nature, after all. 

Of course, the price was high. The day I traded in the last of my dignity, I looked in the mirror and realized something.

My proportions were a mess.

I have a naturally petite, slender frame, so the "enhancements" looked ridiculous. But I used my "second-from-the-bottom" brain to calculate a solution. 

Fine. I’ll just make my butt bigger to balance it out.

Well, I didn't stop at the butt. I used the slime to shape my hips, used more slime to compress my waist into a perfect curve, and then added SECRET BOOTS made of slime to stretch my legs into a perfect EIGHT-HEAD FIGURE STYLE. I could go on, but we’d be here all day.

Basically, I used the SLIME BODYSUIT to construct the ultimate, flawless body.

It took endless effort, a level of vigilance that would break a normal person’s mind, and the fuel provided by a hated rival. But above all, it was powered by my devotion to my master.

My title, "THE PRECISE," was just a byproduct. My true power is the absurd physical defense I get from being wrapped in five inches of high-density slime padding.

And then, the flashback ended.

The shadow swooped down, swinging his sword. 

The physical manifestation of all my hard work was being torn apart. 

Two of the softest, most carefully calibrated lumps of slime in existence went flying into the air.

In that moment, I reached an AWAKENING.

Not here...

Not like this...!

THERE IS NO WAY IN HELL I’M LETTING ANYONE SEE THIS!!

I seized control of the MAGIC POWER remaining in those two airborne lumps, forcing them to maintain their shape. To perfectly manipulate and remote-control magical energy that has been physically severed from your body is a god-tier technique that would make most sorcerers faint just from watching.

At the same time, I yanked the magic back toward me, instantly vacuum-sealing the lumps back onto my chest.

I didn't miss by a single millimeter. The speed was so fast it was practically divine. 

I even made sure to timed a perfect little "boing" jiggle for the landing. This is what it means to be THE PRECISE EPSILON.

"Well done, EXECUTIONER VENOM... Wait, what?" 

NELSON did a double-take.

I was standing there, completely uninjured, despite the fact that I definitely should have been sheared in half. 

Actually, I was more than uninjured. I was vibrating with a very specific kind of rage.

"Did you see...?" I asked.

"Eh...?"

The sheer, overwhelming pressure radiating off me made NELSON’s knees turn into jelly.

"Did you... see anything?"

"Hiee! N-no! I didn't see a thing!"

I turned my gaze toward ROSE and ALEXIA. "And you two? Did you see anything?"

They shook their heads so fast I thought they’d get whiplash.

"Good. Then move."

I grabbed NELSON by the scruff of his neck and started dragging him toward the gate.

"Hieee! What are you doing, EXECUTIONER VENOM?! Help me, quickly!!"

"As for that EXECUTIONER..." I leaned down and whispered into NELSON’s ear. "He’s already dead."

Behind us, the EXECUTIONER’s head finally slid off his shoulders and hit the ground with a wet thud.

"HIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!"

I didn't stop. I just kept dragging a screaming NELSON through the closing door and into the darkness.

The heavy stone slabs began to groan shut.

Just before the gap vanished, a figure blurred past.

"Alexia?!" ROSE yelled.

Ignoring the warning, ALEXIA dove through the narrowing crack.

"Oh, for heaven's sake!"

ROSE followed right behind her, rolling into the Sanctuary just as the doors slammed shut. 

A moment later, the gate vanished into a faint, fading light.
Truth within the Memories

ROSE

"Kya!?"

I hit the ground hard, though I landed on something unexpectedly plush. 

I shook the cobwebs out of my head and sat up, only to realize I was currently using two other girls as a human mattress. 

"Oh, heavens! I’m so sorry!" I blurted out.

"Rose-senpai, I would appreciate it if you got off me this instant," Princess Alexia snapped.

"And Princess Alexia, please stop touching me in such... questionable places," Author Natsume added.

The two of them were already glaring daggers at each other from underneath me. As soon as I scrambled to my feet, they practically teleported away from one another, faces turned in opposite directions. 

Are they having a lovers' spat? No, they just genuinely seem to loathe each other. How tragic.

"Now, now, you two, I don't think fighting is—" 

I trailed off as I finally realized that every single person in the room was staring at me.

We were in a dimly lit atrium. A group of black-clad women had us surrounded. Right in the center stood Alpha, Epsilon, and a very captured-looking Nelson. 

"Um... well..." 

Realizing there was absolutely nothing I could do to fix this situation, I did the only logical thing: I held up both hands in surrender. I flashed them my best "I'm totally harmless" smile, hoping they wouldn't kill me on the spot. 

Beside me, poor Author Natsume was trembling like a leaf. She’s terrified. I have to do something! I resolved to step up, but Alexia beat me to the punch. She strode forward with a look of utter defiance.

"Forgive us. I tripped and fell," she said coolly. "And wouldn't you know it, there was a door right where I landed. It was completely unavoidable."

I learned an important life lesson right then: persuasiveness is 90% acting like you’re too important to be questioned. Even if you’re spitting a blatant lie, if you stand there with the gravitas of a Demon King who just conquered the world, everyone else will just decide that calling you out is too much effort. 

The look on everyone's faces said it all: Yeah, sure, Princess. Whatever you say.

"If you can stay quiet, do as you please," Alpha said, giving Alexia a passing glance. "Perhaps it’s time you all learned the truth anyway."

She started barking out orders, and the black-clad women began to disperse. Alexia gave a subtle, triumphant fist pump. She actually pulled it off.

That left the rest of us: Alpha, Nelson, Alexia, Author Natsume, me, and one other black-clad woman. She didn't look like Epsilon—someone else, then.

"What is the meaning of this? What are you planning?" Nelson growled, glaring up at Alpha while the mysterious woman held him fast.

Alpha’s lips curled into a faint smile behind her mask. "It is said that long ago, the Hero Olivier sealed the Left Arm of Diabolos in this very land."

"So what?" Nelson sneered. "Did you come all this way just to play hide-and-seek with a severed limb?"

"That does sound like a fun diversion," Alpha replied. "But that isn't our goal. We want to know about the Cult of Diabolos."

Alexia’s entire demeanor shifted at the mention of the Cult. Her eyes turned sharp, a detail I didn't miss.

"I have no idea what you're talking about..." Nelson muttered.

"I didn't expect you to answer. That’s why I came to see for myself. I’m here to drag the truth out from the darkness of history—all of it."

Alpha turned her back on him and walked toward a massive stone statue. The rhythmic click-clack of her heels echoed through the cavernous space.

"The Statue of Hero Olivier," she noted.

I tilted my head, confused. "Hero Olivier? But... wasn't the hero a man?"

The statue Alpha was looking at was clearly a woman brandishing a Holy Sword. She was breathtaking—radiant and divine, like a Valkyrie carved from stone.

"We have a general idea of the facts," Alpha continued, "but we lack confirmation. We don't have the full truth of history, the Cult’s true objective, or..."

Alpha reached out, her fingers gently brushing the statue’s cheek.

"...or the reason why Hero Olivier has the exact same face as I do."

She turned around, and the mask covering her features simply vanished.

"An Elf...?" someone whispered. I’m not even sure who.

We all stood there, breathless. She was stunning, yes, but the real shock was her face. She was the spitting image of the statue. She was Olivier’s twin.

"No way... You’re one of the Elves?" Nelson stammered. "But you should have died from Possession..."

"So, you do know," Alpha said.

Nelson’s jaw clamped shut, his face turning pale.

"We know the Truth of Possession, too," Alpha said. "I imagine that’s a bit of a problem for a Cult that wants to control the world order, isn't it?"

Nelson looked at the floor, refusing to say a word.

I was completely lost. Most of this was going right over my head, but Alexia seemed to be following along. And looking at Alpha, I didn't get the vibe that she was just making things up for the hell of it. An organization this powerful doesn't do archaeology as a hobby. There was a reason for all of this—a reason for Shadow Garden, and a reason for the Cult of Diabolos.

My mind raced back to the Academy Attack Incident. There was no way that was just a random tragedy. A secret war was being waged between two titans, and the realization made my skin crawl. If this conflict ever went loud, a country like ours, completely ignorant of the stakes, wouldn't stand a chance.

"I suspect the Cult’s goal is something far more sinister than the simple Resurrection of the Demon," Alpha said. "But I’m tired of guessing. Why don't we all go see for ourselves?"

Alpha began to channel Magic Power into the statue. The sheer pressure of it made the very air vibrate.

"This Magic Power... it’s definitely Possession," Nelson whispered, his voice trembling. "Did she reach Awakening on her own...?"

I felt a cold shiver run down my spine. The sheer volume of her power was monstrous. If she ever decided to point that strength at a nation, it would take an entire world's worth of soldiers to even slow her down.

"A great battle was fought here once," Alpha said. "The hero sealed the Demon, and countless lives were snuffed out. The Magic Power of the Demon and the warriors clashed, forming a Vortex of Magic Power that trapped the memories of those who died. This place is a graveyard where ancient memories and the Malice of the Demon slumber."

The statue began to glow, reacting to her touch. Ancient Letters shimmered into existence, and the cold stone began to flush with life and color.

"Hero Olivier. I knew you’d answer me."

Suddenly, there she was—a living, breathing Hero Olivier, looking exactly like Alpha.

"Impossible... this can't be happening..." Nelson’s legs gave out, and he started to shake.

Olivier turned her back on us and began to walk. The path ahead of her dissolved into pure, white light, swallowing everything in its wake.

"Now then," Alpha’s voice drifted through the brilliance, "shall we depart for the World of Fairy Tales?"
The Frail Maiden's Escape Plan

After taking down Violet-san, I beat a hasty retreat to shake off my pursuers. Just to be safe, I ditched Lindwurm entirely and holed up deep in the mountains.

After a while, I figured the coast was clear. I reverted to my usual appearance and let out a long, relieved sigh.

That should have done the trick. 

By now, the stadium was probably buzzing with rumors about that mysterious powerhouse, Shadow. No one was going to remember some background-character mob from the Academy for Spellswords.

I’d put in some solid work today, so I figured I’d go find a hot spring and hit the hay. But just as I stood up to leave, a bizarre door manifested right in front of me.

This grimy, dilapidated door was just... hovering there in the middle of the woods. Those dark, crusty stains were definitely dried blood. No two ways about it.

“What is this?”

It wasn't just suspicious—it was a total red flag. Even I knew to give this thing a wide berth.

I turned on my heel to walk away. 

The door appeared in front of me again.

“You’ve gotta be kidding.”

I pivoted to the side. 

The door was there.

“Are you serious?”

I jumped backward. 

The door stuck to me like glue. No matter how much distance I tried to put between us, no matter which direction I faced, and even when I threw in a hundred-twist backflip for good measure, that door was always right there in my face.

Fine. Have it your way.

“Guess I’ll just cut it.”

I drew my blade in a single motion and hacked the door to ribbons.

However, the moment the pieces hit the air, they fused back together as if nothing had happened.

I sheathed my sword and gave it some thought. I couldn’t exactly head back to town with a filthy, blood-stained door stalking me. I’d stand out like a sore thumb.

What even was this thing? There wasn't a soul nearby, so it didn't seem like a prank. There was literally nothing behind the frame, either.

“Is this some kind of Isekai-style Anywhere Door?”

It seemed pretty desperate for me to go inside, so I figured the only way to get rid of it was to play along. Honestly, I just wanted to soak in a tub and go to sleep.

I spent about thirty seconds of serious contemplation before reaching a conclusion.

Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.

I swung the grimy door open to reveal a deep, swirling abyss. Please don't let this be one of those 'instant death upon entry' traps, I prayed, and then I dove headfirst into the darkness.

When I came to, I was in a stone room.

It was a bleak, depressing place. There was a single door and a woman with her limbs pinned to the wall. It was Violet-san.

“Yo.”

I offered a casual greeting. She looked over at me, her eyes widening in genuine shock.

“...Yo,” she replied, mimicking my tone. “It’s been a bit.”

“Sure has. Did you call me here?”

“Did I...? I didn’t mean to. I just thought our time together was fun.”

“I enjoyed it, too.”

“My memories are a mess, but you’re the strongest person I can remember. I wish you’d been around during my era...”

“I’m honored.”

“So,” she said, gazing at me with a puzzled expression, “why are you here?”

“This door randomly showed up, and when I walked through it, I ended up here.”

“I don't really follow.”

“Join the club. By the way, do you know the way out?”

“I wonder. I don't have any memory of ever leaving this place.”

“But we were just fighting a minute ago.”

“I just found myself out there before I knew it. That was a first for me. At least, as far as I can recall.”

“I see. That’s a pain.”

I racked my brain for a solution. I decided I might as well try the only door in the room, but before I could move, Violet-san pouted and called out to me.

“Excuse me, but there is a beautiful woman currently being restrained right in front of your eyes.”

I looked at her, pinned to the wall in a cross-like fashion, and nodded.

“There is.”

“Don't you think you should, I don't know, try to save me?”

I tilted my head, realizing I’d completely misread the situation.

“Ah, my bad. I thought you were training.”

“Why on earth would you think that?”

“I used to do stuff like that for practice back in the day.”

I drew the sword provided by the academy and shattered her restraints. My Slime Sword wasn't responding, so the mundane blade had to do.

She let out a long, satisfied stretch and smiled with a hint of nostalgia.

“Thanks. That’s the first time I’ve been free in about a thousand years.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s just a guess. My memory’s shot, but it’s been at least that long.”

She straightened her disheveled robe and tucked a lock of her glossy black hair behind her ear. It seemed to be her signature look.

“Now then, our goals are aligned,” she said with a cool, composed face.

“Oh?”

“I want to be liberated, and you want to escape. Correct?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Then why don't we cooperate?”

“I’m down, but do you actually know how to get out?”

“Not exactly. But I do know how to achieve liberation. This Sanctuary is a Prison of Memories. At the Center of the Sanctuary, there is a Core of Magic Power. If you destroy that, I’ll be set free.”

“Just you?”

She glanced at me from the corner of her eye and flashed a mischievous grin.

“Everything will be freed. You should be able to get out, too.”

“Won't the Sanctuary disappear?”

“Who cares if it does? Would that be a problem for you?”

I turned the question over in my mind.

“Now that I think about it, not really. Let's do it.”

“It's a deal, then. Also, you’ve probably noticed, but you can't use your Magic Power here. We’re close to the Center of the Sanctuary. If you try to circulate your Magic Power, the Core of the Sanctuary will just suck it right out of you.”

“So it seems.”

This was way more intense than that terrorist attack back at school. Every time I tried to knead my Magic Power, it just vanished. I’d been testing a few workarounds, but it looked like it would take some time to bypass.

“It's fine. I'm an expert at breaking things.”

“My, how reliable. By the way, without my magic, I’m just a frail maiden. I’ve always wanted to be protected by a knight.”

She gave me another teasing smile. For a self-proclaimed frail maiden, she seemed awfully composed. 

She took the lead, stepping toward the exit and throwing the door open without a hint of hesitation.

“Hey, what are you going to do once you're liberated?” I asked her back.

“I’ll disappear,” she replied, not looking back. “I am nothing but a memory, after all.”
[Congrats] I’m Slated to Win the Tournament for People Who Can’t Use Magic

Beyond the door lay the Early Morning Forest. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, making the dew-slicked grass sparkle. 

It was a place I’d never seen before. I took a look around, trying to get my bearings.

“We’re inside a memory,” Violet-san said.

“Your memory?”

“It looks familiar.”

She started walking, and I trailed along behind her so I wouldn't get left in the lurch.

After trekking through the quiet woods for a while, the view suddenly opened up. In a plaza drenched in the morning sun, a small girl sat on the ground, hugging her knees.

She had black hair.

“Looks like she’s crying,” I noted.

“I suppose she is.”

The two of us approached the girl. I leaned down to get a look at her face; tears were streaming from her purple eyes.

“She’s the spitting image of you.”

“Just a resemblance,” she countered.

“I wonder why she’s crying.”

“Maybe she wet the bed or something,” Violet-san said, dodging the question.

The girl was sobbing silently. I noticed several prominent blue bruises on her body.

“So, what’s the play here?” I asked.

“If you want to move forward, we just have to end this memory.”

“Meaning…?”

Violet-san reached down and tilted the crying girl’s face up.

“Nothing changes just because you cry,” she said.

Slap!

She struck the girl across the cheek.

“Harsh.”

“It’s fine. It’s me, after all.”

“So you do admit it.”

Then, the world cracked. Like a mirror shattering, the morning forest broke into a million shards and vanished into the depths of a profound darkness.

Soon, there was nothing left but a void. Violet-san’s figure faintly shimmered within the blackness.

“Let us proceed.”

“Got it.”

We walked through the empty dark, heading in the direction where my magic power was being sucked away.

I couldn’t feel anything else. Even the sensation of the ground against the soles of my feet was vague, and I completely lost my sense of up and down. Just as a test, I decided to walk upside down. Like a handstand, but with my feet in the air and my head toward the "floor."

It worked. I could walk just fine.

Violet-san watched my inverted self with half-lidded eyes.

“Don’t peek up my skirt.”

“Relax, I can’t see a thing.”

After a bit more of that, we were suddenly enveloped in a madder-red light.

“Oof—!”

I nearly face-planted, but I managed to stick the landing with a reflexive roll.

“That’s what you get for playing around,” Violet-san said. She looked down at me sprawled on the ground and extended a hand.

“Much obliged.”

I took her cold hand and pulled myself up. 

We were standing in a battlefield dyed by the setting sun. A sun as red as blood hung just above the horizon.

“Everyone’s dead.”

The earth was buried under fallen soldiers, and the ground was soaked with dark, stagnant blood. The carnage stretched all the way to the horizon.

“Let’s go.”

Violet-san moved forward as if she knew exactly where she was going. 

Heaps of corpses.

We trekked across the Twilight Battlefield, stepping over the bodies of the fallen. I’d love to go on a rampage in a massive war zone like this someday, I thought.

A little further in, we found a blood-stained girl crying in the center of the battlefield. We came to a halt in front of her. She was curled up on a pile of corpses, weeping. Even without seeing her face, I knew it was Violet-san.

“She’s crying again.”

“I was a crybaby back then. Lend me your sword.”

“Be my guest.”

I handed my blade to her. 

Violet-san took a stance in front of the girl. Her face was expressionless; it looked as if she’d locked her emotions away somewhere far, far away. She raised the sword to swing it down.

In that instant, I moved.

I grabbed her by the waist and leapt backward.

“The corpses—?!”

She noticed it too. The dead soldiers had started to move, lashing out at her. If I hadn’t moved right then, she would’ve been sliced open.

“The Sanctuary is rejecting us… How troublesome.”

“Is it like Anti-virus Software reacting to a virus?” I asked, kicking a zombie away as I spoke.

“That’s an analogy I don't quite follow.”

“Sorry, I’m not an expert on it either. By the way, what happens if you die here?”

“I’ll likely end up back in the Starting Room, restrained again.”

“Well, that’s a hassle. Can you even use a sword?”

“It’s not that I can’t…”

“It’ll be faster if I do it.”

I took the sword back from Violet-san and slashed at a nearby soldier. I cleaved him in two with a single strike, but more soldiers were rising every second, surrounding us. I gave up on total annihilation and decided to just carve a path straight ahead.

Meanwhile, Violet-san was stomping on a zombie's head with her high heels.

“This is a bit tricky without magic power,” I remarked.

“I told you, didn't I? I’m but a fragile maiden. Though you seem to move just fine without magic.”

“Like I said, it’s not a problem for me.”

I mowed down a path, cutting through the surging zombies.

“I’ve been able to manipulate magic power since I was a little kid, so I basically remodeled my body as I grew up. My muscles, my nerves, my skeleton—I optimized everything for combat by using magic to guide my growth.”

I cut through three of them with one swing and sent another flying with a side-kick. Their movements were sluggish. There were a lot of them, sure, but honestly, this was basically a musou game for me.

“Overwhelming,” she commented. “Like an adult kicking around children.”

“Could you pick a slightly cooler analogy, please?”

“Fine. If there were ever a Tournament for People Who Can't Use Magic, you'd be the undisputed champion.”

“That’s a bit more like it.”

That said, I couldn't fight forever; my stamina would hit its limit eventually. You can't clear out a swarm of zombies that stretches to the horizon without magic power. Man, I really wanted to try some flashy moves with magic.

I forced my way through the crowd and stabbed the girl who wouldn't stop crying.

“Sorry.”

Blood spilled from the girl’s mouth, the zombie horde swallowed us whole, and the world shattered once again.

The environment broke into pieces, and we found ourselves back in the void.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine, thanks to you,” Violet-san replied as I sheathed my sword. 

We walked through the darkness until, finally, we were enveloped in light. 

At last, we had reached the Center of the Sanctuary.
See What You Want to See

I came to and found myself standing in a White Corridor. It stretched on forever, vanishing into an endless, pale abyss. On either side of me, rows of rooms that looked suspiciously like prison cells—complete with heavy iron bars—lined the walls.

There wasn't a single light source in sight, yet the place was blindingly bright. It felt real enough, but there was a floaty, ethereal quality to it that made me feel like I was stuck in a weird dream.

Olivier started walking. Alpha followed right on her heels, and Rose and I scrambled after them to make sure we didn’t get left behind in this creepy hallway. With every step the beautiful adult Elf took, she seemed to shed years. By the time I could blink, she’d shrunk down into the form of a little girl.

The tiny Olivier phased right through the iron bars like they weren't even there and crouched down in the corner of a cell.

"Once upon a time, young children with no one to call their own were gathered here," Alpha’s voice said, echoing through the infinite corridor.

She started walking again.

Suddenly, those empty cells were packed. Boys, girls, humans, Elves, Beastkin... the only thing they had in common was that they were all way too young to be in a place like this.

"The children here became the test subjects for a certain experiment."

Alpha stopped in front of one of the cages.

There was a girl inside. She’d clearly lost her mind; she was thrashing around the cell like a caged animal, trying to outrun an invisible agony. She slammed her head against the stones, clawed at the walls, and rolled across the floor in a desperate, frantic heap. 

Alpha kept moving.

The next cell held a girl drenched in blood. And no, it wasn't just from self-harm. Her skin was literally splitting open, the victim of some freakish, internal mutation. Dark, rotting ichor dripped from the wounds.

I’d seen that black, decaying look before. 

"Possession..." someone muttered. I think it was me.

"Most of the children died because they couldn't adapt to 'it,'" Alpha said, her pace never slowing.

The next cell was empty. Well, empty of people. There was nothing left but blood-soaked walls and a single, desperate handprint smeared across the floor as if someone had been dragged away while begging for help.

Alpha didn't stop. She just kept walking as similar horrors played out in cell after cell. Kids suffering, kids dying—it was a conveyor belt of misery.

"This is horrible..." Rose whispered, covering her mouth as if she were about to be sick. I couldn't help but agree. 

I noticed one common thread in how they died, though. The girls all looked like they were suffering from Possession right before the end. The boys, on the other hand, never changed; they just died.

"Only a tiny handful of girls were able to adapt," Alpha noted.

Finally, she came to a halt.

Inside this cell was a slightly older Olivier. She wasn't injured, and she didn't look like she was in pain. She just sat there, hugging her knees in total silence, staring at the cell across from her.

The opposite cell was a slaughterhouse. One second it was covered in blood, and the next—as if someone had just swapped the scenery—it was sparkling clean with a new girl inside. Then the suffering would start, the girl would die, and the cycle would reset. 

The little Olivier just watched the whole thing, day after day.

"How could anyone do something this cruel?" Rose asked, her voice trembling.

"Why don't you tell us, Acting Archbishop Nelson?" Alpha asked, turning the floor over to him.

Nelson looked away, stammering for a few seconds before he finally managed to mutter, "We needed power to oppose Demon Diabolos..."

"That’s the Cult’s version of the story, anyway. Regardless of the truth, Olivier did eventually manage to sever the Left Arm of Diabolos. She was one of the lucky few who adapted to 'it.'"

Alpha started walking again.

"You keep saying 'it,'" I cut in. "What are you talking about?"

Alpha paused for a second to answer. "Diabolos Cells. That’s what we call them. To fight Demon Diabolos, they decided the best move was to hijack the Demon’s own power."

"The power of Demon Diabolos...? I thought that was just a fairy tale."

"None of us were there to see it. We only know what the history books claim. If you want to keep thinking it’s a fairy tale, that’s your business."

Alpha shrugged and kept moving.

"I’m not here to debate ancient history. In the end, even these memories are suspect. Who knows how much is actually true? Memories fade over time. They get reshaped into whatever the person wants to believe."

We passed cell after cell. 

Eventually, the rooms started becoming empty. Olivier continued to grow until she was a beautiful young woman. Up close, the resemblance to Alpha was uncanny. It was like looking at a carbon copy.

"Once she’d grown up and mastered the power of Diabolos, Olivier was given a mission."

"The Subjugation of Diabolos?" Rose asked.

Alpha shook her head. "That’s the official story, but we’ve judged it to be a lie. Most likely, Olivier’s real mission was the Collection of Diabolos Cells."

"Stop spouting nonsense!" Nelson barked. His face was bright red as he glared at Alpha. The Black-clad Woman immediately grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, making him let out a pathetic gueh sound like a squashed toad.

"Even after she gained her power, Olivier stayed loyal to the Cult. We aren't entirely sure why, but we believe it’s because she truly, honestly wanted to bring peace to the world by defeating the Demon. She helped them because she thought it was for the greater good."

Olivier stepped out of the cell.

She was clad in armor now, a sword hanging from her hip as she prepared to set out. Looking at her face, I had to agree with Alpha's theory. Olivier really did want peace. Her expression was a mix of grim resolve and genuine hope.

As she walked down that infinite White Corridor, her path began to glow with a dazzling, white light.

"But the Cult’s goals were different," Alpha said.

The world was swallowed by the light.

"The Cult didn't want peace. They wanted to privatize that power for themselves..."

The world of light shattered like a falling mirror, and a new reality rushed in to fill the cracks.
Genetics, Aging, or Stress?

ALEXIA

The scene shifted to a battlefield. But there weren't any warriors in sight.

Under the bloody light of a setting sun, corpses were piled high. In the middle of the carnage, a group of Men in the White Coats stood in a circle around a massive, black mass. 

Olivier was nowhere to be found.

The rest of us trailed after Alpha as she approached the strange object.

"What is that...?" Rose muttered, her voice trembling.

The "black mass" was actually a giant arm. It was the limb of an Abomination—black, thick, and hideously bloated. Its long, sharp claws were caked in bits of raw, rotting flesh.

"The Left Arm of Diabolos," Alpha explained. "Even after being hacked off, the thing refused to die."

She wasn't kidding. The arm was still pulsing. 

A Man in the White Coat stepped a little too close, and in a flash, those claws lunged out and skewered him. He was dead before he hit the ground. The Cult had the arm restrained with heavy chains and stakes, but I could feel an enormous amount of Magic Power leaking from the site.

"Using advanced Artifacts, the Cult successfully sealed the Left Arm. The seal wasn't perfect, though. Over time, the localized distortion created a Sanctuary. But that’s a story for another time. What the Cult really wanted was the incredible life force within the Diabolos Cells."

On the screen of the past, a Man in the White Coat began draining blood from the arm and carving off chunks of meat. 

The most disturbing part? Both the blood and the flesh regenerated almost instantly. 

"By studying the arm, the Cult developed a drug to enhance the human body. It had some nasty side effects, but unlike previous versions, men could actually use it."

Alpha reached into her pocket, pulled out a pill, and flicked it with her thumb.

It flew through the air in a perfect arc, skittering across the floor until it tapped against Nelson’s shoe. It was a Red Pill—the same kind I’d seen before.

"While this drug provides the Cult's rank-and-file with their strength, their true source of power is something else entirely. They spent centuries researching the biology of Diabolos to create the ultimate medicine."

The scenery blurred and transformed.

We were now in a sterile, white laboratory. A group of Men in the White Coats were huddled around a desk, waiting with bated breath for a grand finale. 

A single drop of liquid fell into a small vial.

"They say that when it was finished, the liquid glowed with a crimson light, looking exactly like the blood of Diabolos itself."

It was beautiful, in a twisted way. The liquid radiated a vivid, brilliant red.

The men in the room erupted into cheers. Their leader leaned down and took a lick.

"Consuming that liquid grants the user immense power... and an immortal body. It seems our hypothesis was right on the money."

Alpha turned her gaze toward Nelson. He remained silent, hanging his head as if trying to crawl into his own shadow.

"Now then," Alpha said, pointing to one of the researchers at the edge of the memory. "Doesn't that Man in the White Coat over there look familiar?"

My eyes darted between the memory and the man standing next to us.

"...!"

It wasn't just a resemblance. The researcher and Acting Archbishop Nelson were identical. It was clearly the same person.

"So, what do you call this wonderful medicine?" Alpha asked.

"...The 'Droplets of Diabolos,'" Nelson muttered.

"Thanks. But these 'Droplets' weren't exactly perfect. They had two major flaws."

I’d already spotted one of them. The Nelson standing in the laboratory had a glorious, full head of hair. The Nelson standing here was... well, a cue ball.

"I see it. The Nelson from the past actually has hair," I chirped, unable to help myself. "I guess the 'immortality' didn't quite cover his scalp."

"That's not it," Alpha corrected.

"It was the stress! I lost my hair because of the stress!" Nelson barked.

"...Oh. My bad," I said. Yikes.

"Anyway," Alpha continued, "the first flaw is that the 'Droplets' have to be taken regularly, or the effects wear off. Right?"

"Once a year," Nelson admitted.

"Figures. And the second flaw is that the 'Droplets' can only be produced in tiny quantities."

"Correct again. Twelve drops per year."

"Twelve drops, huh? And if I recall correctly, there are exactly twelve members in the Knights of Rounds."

"Heh..." Nelson let out a low, dark chuckle.

"The Cult is led by twelve knights of Peerless power known as the Knights of Rounds," Alpha said. "Everyone in your organization vies for a seat, desperate for that power and eternal life. Isn't that the truth?"

Nelson’s laughter bubbled up from deep in his throat. 

"The Cult is pouring everything into making the 'Droplets' perfect. The key is the sealed remains of Diabolos and the descendants who carry the Hero's Blood. Specifically, those who have inherited a concentrated dose of Olivier’s lineage. Someone like me."

"Precisely. I am the 11th Seat of the Knights of Rounds—Nelson 'The Avaricious'!"

He snapped his head up, his eyes glowing a predatory red.

I felt a sudden surge of overwhelming Magic Power and braced myself for a fight.

In that exact heartbeat, a Jet-black Blade punched straight through Nelson’s chest. The woman who had been holding him captive had decided to harvest his life without a second thought.

Nelson’s body went limp and hit the floor.

"Sorry, Alpha-sama. But Delta thought it would be better if I just hunted him now."

Her voice sounded way too casual for someone who had just shanked a high-ranking official.

"Delta..."

"Delta is a great hunter! The other day, I caught a wild boar in the mountains and—"

"Be quiet."

Oops. Delta quickly clamped her hands over her mouth and looked around.

"It's already too late," Alpha sighed. "Besides, you should take a closer look at your 'prey.'"

Nelson’s corpse began to fracture. The edges of his body crumbled away, vanishing into thin air. 

That’s not how people die. It looked more like a mirror shattering.

"Here he comes."

Alpha’s warning and Delta’s instincts hit at the exact same time.

A massive greatsword swung through the air, aimed right for Delta’s neck. She hit the dirt just in time to dodge. 

The shockwave from the swing was so intense the wind hit me like a physical blow. Delta, still low to the ground, pounced like a wild animal.

Her fangs met the edge of the greatsword with a metallic screech.

"A beast, I see..." 

"Delta is the best hunter there is!" 

Nelson muttered his observation, and Delta responded with a feral grin. 

Delta’s canines were stained red, and Nelson’s cheek had been torn open. He didn't seem to care, though. He wiped the blood away, and the wound sealed itself up instantly.

Delta lengthened her Jet-black Blade, crouching low in a combat stance that looked more animal than human.

"Delta, wait."

At the sound of Alpha’s voice, Delta flinched.

"Your ears are showing."

"Ah...!"

Sure enough, Delta’s fluffy beast ears were poking out of the gaps in her slime suit. To make matters worse, the mask covering the bottom of her face had slipped.

She scrambled to cover up, but in her panic, she ended up exposing her white backside, her tail wagging frantically in the air.

"A Beastkin...?" Rose whispered.

"Wait, uh, Alpha-sama? I feel like my Magic Power is being sucked away," Delta noted.

"You're getting closer to the Center of the Sanctuary," Nelson answered for her. 

"The Sanctuary is our domain. The closer you get to the heart of it, the more your power will wither away."

Nelson’s voice started to overlap with itself. His form flickered, splitting into two separate Nelsons before merging back into one.

"I wanted to lure you a bit deeper before springing the trap... but this spot will do. Let's try those introductions again, shall we?"

Nelson rested a greatsword—one nearly as tall as he was—across his shoulder and gave a mock bow.

"I am Nelson 'The Avaricious,' 11th Seat of the Knights of Rounds. I’ll make sure your bodies regret the day you bared your fangs at the Cult."

The face of the holy man was gone. In its place was the face of a bloodthirsty warrior.
Everything is Within the Scope of His Assumptions

The scenery did a total 180.

Suddenly, we were in this infinite white void. The sky, the ground, the horizon—it was just one big, flat expanse of nothingness. 

ALPHA and DELTA were already squaring off against NELSON. The old man’s figure flickered and blurred, and then, surprise, surprise—there were two of him. 

DELTA stayed low to the ground, closing the gap with a slow, predatory crawl. 

ALPHA, on the other hand, just stood there with her arms crossed. She didn’t even bother drawing a weapon. She just watched the two Nelsons like she was a scientist observing some particularly boring mold.

"…Shi!"

DELTA lunged. She stayed low, tearing across the ground like a wild beast. She didn’t lose an ounce of momentum as she swung that massive JET-BLACK BLADE. The thing was way longer than a person is tall. It wasn’t about "technique" or "spirit" or any of that fancy stuff; it was just pure, unadulterated violence.

A massive shockwave rattled the air.

That wave of violence sent NELSON flying. He managed to block it, barely, but the shock on his face was priceless. 

"What are you, some kind of ABOMINATION?!"

DELTA just sneered. She moved in for the kill, but the second NELSON cut her off, swinging a greatsword at her flank.

ALPHA
"That’s one."

"Wait, wha—?"

A JET-BLACK BLADE suddenly sprouted from the second NELSON'S face. I don’t even know when she got behind him, but ALPHA had already shoved her sword through his skull. Then, with a casual flick, she took his head right off. No sound, no bloodlust—she just matter-of-factly deleted him.

Blood sprayed everywhere, staining the pristine white ground. But a second later, the "corpse" shattered like a dropped mirror and vanished into thin air.

"The sensation was human. The movement and scent, too. I take it this is part of the SANCTUARY'S DEFENSE FUNCTION?" ALPHA mused, glancing at her blade. The blood had already vanished from the steel.

"Precisely."

NELSON tried to play it cool, though he was clearly rattled. His figure blurred again. Two became four.

"I suppose I was being a bit careless. Let's see how you handle four of me."

One stayed back while the other three charged. DELTA didn't care about being outnumbered or flanked. She just went full-send at her prey.

"A beast to the end..." NELSON mocked.

DELTA mocked him right back with a grin. She slammed her blade down, cleaving the NELSON in front of her—and his greatsword—clean in half.

The other two closed in like a pair of scissors, swinging their greatswords from the front and back. With her path of retreat cut off, DELTA parried the front blade and snapped her head toward the one behind her.

And then she bit it.

I'm serious. Her canines sank into the steel, and with a sickening crunch, she chewed through the greatsword.

"Huh...?" NELSON actually let out a stupid little noise.

While he was busy rubbing his eyes in disbelief, ALPHA cleaned up the other two.

"Impossible..." 

The SANCTUARY was supposed to be suppressing most of their MAGIC POWER. Their control should have been a mess. There was no way they should have been able to fight like this. And yet, here they were, treating his clones like target practice. 

"Did you girls achieve AWAKENING on your own? That method was supposed to be lost to time..."

ALPHA just gave him a little smile. 

Meanwhile, DELTA was having a bit of a wardrobe malfunction with her SLIME BODYSUIT. She was busy grabbing handfuls of the stuff and sticking it to her chest and hips, cobbling together a makeshift set of BIKINI ARMOR. Once she’d covered the bare essentials, she gave a satisfied nod. 

"W-well, fine. This is all within the scope of my assumptions..." NELSON said, his voice definitely shaking. "Allow me to show you my full power!"

Suddenly, the place was crawling with Nelsons. He wasn’t just doubling anymore; there were easily over a hundred of them. 

"So much prey...!" 

DELTA looked like she’d just been told it was all-you-can-eat night. She charged straight into the mob.

"You really don't understand math, do you, you animal!" 

But the moment they collided, NELSON'S face twisted. A bunch of his clones went flying into the air like it was a gag manga.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRGGGGGGGHHHHH!!"

DELTA'S roar sounded more like a demented laugh. The massacre had officially begun.

I watched from a distance as DELTA'S JET-BLACK BLADE spun around like a high-speed ceiling fan. Her style was nothing like mine. It wasn't like ALPHA'S or EPSILON'S, either. No forms, no techniques—just raw, concentrated violence. It was a kind of "strength" that went in the exact opposite direction of everything I stood for. 

Are you really okay with that? I wanted to ask.

But hey, you can’t argue with results. She was strong. Like, absurdly strong. ALPHA joined the fray, and the Nelsons were being wiped out in record time.

"Why? How can it be this easy...?"

"You were a researcher, weren't you?" ALPHA asked, sounding almost sorry for him. "It doesn't matter how many copies you make if they all share one brain. The human mind isn't built to control multiple bodies at once. Once you hit a hundred, they're nothing more than scarecrows."

DELTA finished off the last copy and trotted over, wagging her tail. 

"Just one more left..." 

She had this vicious sneer on her face. She looked like a beast that hadn't eaten in a week.

"Eek...!" NELSON actually scurried backward. 

"It seems your ability to churn out clones isn't infinite," ALPHA noted dryly. 

She was right. NELSON was tapped out. So, he did what any cornered villain would do: he called for backup. He summoned the LAST GUARDIAN.

"Come! Get here, now!"

Space itself tore open in response to his pathetic wailing. Light spilled out, coalescing into the shape of a woman. She looked exactly like ALPHA, but... 

"HERO OLIVIER..." ALEXIA whispered.

Yeah, it was her. But her eyes were totally dead. Just empty glass beads. It was honestly a bit depressing. She stepped in front of DELTA, acting as NELSON'S shield.

DELTA grinned, but for once, she didn't just rush in. She stayed put, licking her lips and wiping away drool, her bloodshot eyes scanning her prey from head to toe.

"HERO OLIVIER... so it really is you..." ALPHA bit her lip.

Just then, a BLACK-CLAD WOMAN with a very... generous figure appeared. Though, for some reason, she was standing way off in the distance. 

EPSILON
"Alpha-sama, the investigation is complete!"

"Good work, EPSILON. Then I suppose our little field trip is over." ALPHA turned to leave.

"Y-you're running away?!" NELSON sounded way too relieved.

"I’m not interested in the lives of small fry. Our goal is to sever the source of this power. Now that we’ve seen what the SANCTUARY'S defenses look like, we’ll be back to pry this place open by force."

"Y-you think I'll let you escape?"

"Oh? Are you going to try and stop us?"

"Eek!" NELSON immediately ducked behind OLIVIER.

"DELTA, we’re leaving... DELTA!" 

ALPHA grabbed DELTA by the scruff of her neck. DELTA actually tried to snap at her, baring her fangs with a loud "Gaa!"

"Excuse me?" ALPHA said.

DELTA froze, snapping back to reality with a visible shudder. 

"Gau... sorry, ma'am..."

"Let's move."

With her ears pinned back and her tail between her legs, DELTA followed ALPHA out.

EPSILON
"Alpha-sama, over here! This is the exit! Hurry, hurry!" 

EPSILON was waving frantically, her two "slimes" bouncing boing-boing with every movement. Everyone hopped into the rift of light she was pointing at, and peace finally returned to the SANCTUARY.

NELSON slumped to the ground, letting out a massive sigh of relief. 

"W-well, fine. I’ve got that Alpha woman’s face memorized now. Once I get her blood, I’ll be one step closer to perfection. This is all within the scope of my assumptions."

He just kept mumbling to himself.

"I’ll report to the higher-ups first. I’ll tell them I lured them in, trapped them, and unmasked their leader. Yeah, that’ll make me look great." 

Spoken like a true middle-manager. But then, he paused. Something felt off.

"Wait... is there a rat in the CENTER OF THE SANCTUARY?" 

NELSON scanned the area, a nasty smirk creeping onto his face.

"Hmph. I could use some stress relief. OLIVIER, with me."

And just like that, they vanished too.
The One Only the Chosen Can Pull Out

The place looked like some kind of ancient ruin.

The hazy, dreamlike sensation I’d felt up until now vanished, and the chilly air snapped my senses back to reality. The ceiling was high, illuminated by the ambient glow of magical light.

"This is the center," Violet-san said, spinning around to take in our surroundings. "So, what exactly are we supposed to break?"

The so-called Core of Magic Power was nowhere to be found. Instead, a massive door stood a short distance away.

"It looks like it’s beyond that door."

Violet-san walked across the stone floor, heading toward the giant portal.

"I see."

I followed after her. 

The door was enormous—so big that it looked like a hundred people could walk through it at once. Okay, maybe I was exaggerating a little. Regardless, it was a massive door.

Stains of dark, crusty blood clung to the ancient-looking wood, and its surface was covered in a dense layer of Ancient Letters. Chains thicker than a man’s torso were wrapped around it multiple times, keeping the Sealed Gate shut tight.

"I wonder if I can get through if I just cut the chains?" I asked.

"I suppose so."

I placed my hand on a link of the chain and gave it a tug. It didn't budge.

"Yeah, that’s a no-go."

Even as the reigning champion of the Tournament for People Who Can't Use Magic, I couldn't physically overcome something this thick. If I tried to hack through this with a sword, the blade would probably be the thing that snapped.

"You know, there should be a key," Violet-san offered.

"Good point. That makes sense."

It took me exactly one second to find it. An extravagant-looking sword was thrust into a pedestal standing right next to the door.

"No matter how you look at it, this is the one."

"No matter how you look at it, that's definitely it."

As expected, the pedestal was also covered in a dense script of Ancient Letters. 

"It seems these chains can only be cut with this sword," Violet-san said, scanning the text.

That was when it clicked. A sword stuck in a pedestal... I knew exactly how this pattern worked.

"But... this sword... it won't come out..."

"Eh...?"

"I can feel it..."

I put my hand on the hilt and made a show of trying to pull it out, but the sword stayed firmly in place.

"As I thought... so that’s how it is..." I muttered, making sure to sound deep and mysterious. "This sword can only be pulled out by the chosen one..."

"What did you say?!" 

Violet-san hurriedly began tracing the Ancient Letters on the pedestal with her finger. Seeing her reaction, I let go of the hilt.

"The sword... it’s rejecting me...!"

I only said it to play along with the mood, but honestly, I wasn't being rejected or anything. It’s just common sense in every world—the sword in the stone that only the chosen Hero can pull out is a classic, time-honored trope.

"The Holy Sword can only be pulled out by the Direct Lineage of the Hero... It really does say that. I'm impressed you managed to decipher such complex, encrypted Magic Letters in an instant."

"Heh... I’ve got every trope in the book memorized."

"I see... so you've categorized and mastered the encryption patterns of Magic Letters into 'tropes'... Is that it?"

"Something like that." 

I nodded contentedly. A Holy Sword stuck in a pedestal used to unlock a Sealed Gate—it was cliché as hell, but I loved this kind of gimmick. It really gave off that "other world" vibe.

"This is a problem..." Violet-san muttered, sitting down on the edge of the pedestal.

"Any other way in?" I asked, taking a seat next to her.

"It isn't recorded here."

"I see."

We sat in silence for a while, both lost in thought. We were probably thinking about completely different things.

Eventually, I spoke up. "Do you really want to disappear?"

"Disappear?"

"If I break the core, you’ll vanish, right?"

"I suppose. Though, rather than disappearing, it would be more accurate to say I’ll be released." Violet-san smiled, though she didn't look at me.

"What’s the difference?"

"This is a Prison of Memories that repeats eternally. For me, it is a bit... too painful," she whispered in a voice so faint it felt like it might fade away.

"I see. In that case, let's wait a bit."

"Wait...?"

"If you give me a little more time, I think I can do something about that door. But before that... looks like we have company."

A rift of light tore open in front of the door. The tear gradually widened, and a bald old guy and a beautiful Elf stepped out.

"Hm...?"

"What is it?" Violet-san asked.

"Nothing. It’s just that the Elf woman looks a lot like a friend of mine."

But no, she’s someone else. Her bone structure is different, her gait is different, and her habits don't match.

"Ho... so you managed to bring Aurora out," the bald guy said, eyeing Violet-san.

"An acquaintance?" I whispered.

"Who knows? I don't recognize him. But my memories are a mess, so maybe we met somewhere."

"However, your efforts were in vain. You lot will never be able to open this door," the bald man sneered. "And what a pity for that brat, too."

"Me?" I asked, pointing at myself.

"I don't know what kind of lost child you are, but you’ve been seduced by a witch, and now you’re going to die. Olivier here will carve you to pieces."

At the bald man’s command, the beautiful Elf stepped forward. The bald guy was a total pushover, but this beauty was the real deal.

"Stop, she’s—"

"I know. She’s strong."

"We need to run."

"Why?" I whispered back.

"If you're going to hold a grudge, don't blame me. Blame that witch. And blame your own foolish self! Kill him, Olivier!"

Olivier readied a blade that looked exactly like the Holy Sword. I drew the cheap, mass-produced sword I used at the academy. Her eyes, as cold and empty as glass beads, were fixed solely on me. 

I felt the corners of my mouth twitch into a smirk.

"Wait! You mustn't fight her!"

Why not? 

Violet-san’s voice cried out from behind me, but I was already focused on the girl in front of me.
The Inevitable Strike

The battle kicked off with me getting blasted across the room. 

I slammed into the stone wall with enough force to make me cough up a satisfying amount of blood. Olivier wasn’t about to give me a breather, though. She swung her Holy Sword in a vicious horizontal arc, aiming straight for my jugular. 

It was such a high-speed exchange that for a split second, I actually had the illusion that my head had been lopped off. 

I dropped my center of gravity, barely ducking under the swing. Behind me, a deep, clean horizontal line was carved into the stone. I knew a follow-up was coming instantly, so I stepped forward, trying to jam her range. 

My resistance was futile, of course. 

Olivier was way faster at backing up half a step than I was at moving forward a full one. She caught me mid-transition while I was completely defenseless and sent me flying with another strike.

A high-pitched cling echoed through the ruins as my sword snapped. 

I’d managed to get my guard up in time, but the cheap academy sword couldn't handle the pressure. It broke right in the middle, and I went bouncing and rolling across the stone pavement. This wasn't even a fight anymore. It was a total one-sided beatdown.

But hey, that was the point. 

This wasn’t about "technique" or whatever. Our raw stats—strength, speed, stamina—were in completely different dimensions. It’s like an adult fighting an infant. When you pit a boy who can’t use Magic Power against a legendary hero who can, the outcome is a foregone conclusion. Honestly, it was a miracle I’d even survived the first hit.

"Olivier, don't waste your time with a brat like that," Nelson spat, looking thoroughly annoyed.

While Olivier paused, I dragged myself back up. My face was a mess of blood from a broken nose, and I spat out a red glob of phlegm. I stared at the stump of my broken sword and gave it a test swing. I had to make sure it looked like I still had a plan—like I actually had a reason to keep holding onto it.

"What are you doing?" Nelson asked.

"Hm?" I tilted my head.

"Do you honestly think you can do anything with that broken piece of junk?"

"Who knows? But my options are definitely limited now."

"What’s with that look on your face?"

"Huh?"

"Why are you smiling, you insect?"

I touched my cheek. Oh, I guess I was smiling. There’s just something so fun about playing the underdog who refuses to give up.

"Nothing is more irritating than a man who doesn't know his place," Nelson said, dismissively waving a hand. "You’re only alive because you’re lucky."

On his signal, Olivier moved.

She slipped behind me with terrifying ease and brought the Holy Sword down. Countering, defending, dodging—none of it was an option anymore. All I could do was throw my weight forward.

A spray of blood erupted from my back. 

The skin tore and the muscle was sliced deep, but I’d managed to avoid a clean bisection. I was basically just clinging to life at this point. Olivier pressed her advantage, launching a merciless assault that didn't give me a single opening to breathe, let alone strike back. 

Blood kept flying. Deep scars were being carved all over my body. And yet, I was still standing.

"How?" Nelson demanded, his voice finally tinged with surprise. "Why are you still alive?"

I waited for the follow-up to stop before forcing my blood-soaked body upright.

"A battle without dialogue is just monotonous," I said. "That’s why I’m still alive."

"What are you babbling about?"

"She doesn’t have a heart. She won't answer any of my questions."

I gave him a slightly disappointed smile, my teeth stained crimson.

"Enough. Kill him," Nelson ordered. He was looking at me like I was some kind of freak.

Just as Olivier was about to move, a shadow blurred into the fray.

"Stop it!"

It was Aurora. The black-haired, violet-eyed beauty moved in to support my weight, wrapping an arm around my shoulder.

"What's up?" I asked.

"Let’s just stop this," she said, her voice soft and pleading.

She’d known it would end like this from the start. The second she saw Olivier, she understood the gap in power. Aurora’s memories were a mess—she only remembered bits and pieces of her life—and while Olivier wasn't in them, her soul recognized the danger. Her heart was terrified of this woman, even if her mind didn't know why.

That’s why she’d tried so hard to stop me. 

But I’d resisted. Maybe she’d held out a faint hope that I could actually pull it off, which is why she’d waited this long to intervene. But for her, this was enough. In a life where she had always been looked down upon, no one had ever risked their life for her like this. She had her "unforgettable memory" now. She was satisfied.

"You don't need to die," she whispered. "I'll handle the rest."

"And what exactly can a magicless witch do?" Nelson sneered.

"I can at least help him escape." Aurora stepped in front of me, acting as a shield.

"A witch protecting a human? I’ve never heard a funnier joke. But... fine. If you cooperate, I’ll spare the brat’s life."

"Cooperate?"

"Yes. You’ve been stubborn, and it’s put us way behind schedule."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Hmph. Incomplete memories, I see. All you have to do is swear to help us. If you keep being difficult, I’ll kill the boy."

Aurora glanced back at me for a second. "I understand..."

"Hey, could you guys not move the plot along without me?" 

My voice, completely devoid of any tension, cut through their dramatic moment. Aurora whipped around to glare at me.

"Wait! I'm doing this for your—"

"Not necessary." I stepped past her. "I’ve been listening to you guys for a while now, and I’d really appreciate it if you stopped talking like I’ve already lost. It’s super annoying."

"You really are a pitiful brat," Nelson said. "You don't understand the situation at all. I was literally just about to let you go."

"Like I said. Not necessary." I looked back at Aurora. "Just stay there and watch."

"Enough already. Kill him!"

"Wait!" 

Aurora reached out, but I was already gone. I lunged forward, clashing with Olivier once again. She met my straightforward charge with a simple, honest thrust.

It was her fastest strike yet. It tore through the air and buried itself deep in my abdomen. A clean, ruthless perforation.

"Gotcha."

I grinned at her, my face masked in blood. I grabbed her arm and pulled her toward me with everything I had. My muscles screamed as I pushed them past their breaking point, forcing her to stay put. 

For a single heartbeat, Olivier froze. 

We were now at the perfect distance for a broken sword. I swung the stump of my blade at her carotid artery, but she leaned her upper body back at a sharp angle to dodge. Her balance was shot.

I dropped the broken sword, tackled her, and pinned her to the ground. Then, I went for the throat.

I sank my teeth into her slender neck and bit down, ripping through the artery. I held her tight, pinning her thrashing arms as I chewed. Every time my teeth sank deeper, her body convulsed. 

And then, finally, Olivier shattered. Like a mirror being smashed to pieces, she disintegrated and vanished. 

I was the only one left, kneeling there soaked in blood.

"N-no way... Olivier... What the hell are you?! How are you even moving after being run through the gut?!"

Nelson's confusion was fair. The wound in my stomach was definitely fatal by any normal standard. Surviving was one thing, but using that opening to take down Olivier was beyond human.

"Humans are fragile," I said, standing up and poking at my wound to check the damage. "People die from bumping their heads all the time. I’m no different. One good bonk and it’s game over."

I stroked the edge of the hole in my torso. 

"But as long as you protect the vitals, humans are surprisingly sturdy. Even if you get a hole in your stomach, you won't die as long as the major arteries and organs are intact. Don't you think that’s wonderful?"

"Wonderful...?"

"Yeah. It means you don't have to waste time dodging. You can let them punch you in the face just so you can punch them back. You can let them stab you in the stomach just so you can bite their throat out. When attack and defense become one, your counterattack speed hits the absolute limit. It becomes an inevitable strike."

"You... you're insane."

"Are you... okay?" Aurora asked, looking horrified.

I gave her a nod. "Anyway, the Elf-san is gone. Is the old man next?"

Nelson flinched, reeling back. 

"I-I see. I never imagined Olivier could be defeated! It seems I underestimated you. I was wrong! I apologize!" Nelson bowed his head, but then he started chuckling. "...Is that what you thought I’d say? I’ll admit, I’m impressed a magicless brat managed to kill her. You’ve got guts, even if it was just a fluke. But a win is a win. Congratulations."

Nelson looked up and started clapping slowly. 

"However, don't get cocky just because you beat one low-quality copy. The Sanctuary sits on a well of immeasurable Magic Power. Which means... I can do this."

Nelson swung his arm, and the area was flooded with blinding light. When it faded, Olivier was back. 

But she wasn't alone. Countless Oliviers had appeared, filling the ruins as far as the eye could see.

"No... it can't be..." Aurora whispered, trembling.

I might not have been dead yet, but I was heavily wounded. There was no way I had enough left in the tank to fight an army.

"This is the Power of the Sanctuary!" Nelson screamed.

The horde of Oliviers surged toward me. I let out a thin smile.

"I’ll admit, I’m surprised. But... you're out of time."

As they closed in from every direction, I mowed them down in a single sweep.

"What?!"

Before anyone could see me move, the Jet-black Blade was in my hand.

"Where did that sword come from? Wait... don't tell me you can use Magic Power?!"

Bluish-purple Magic Power was overflowing from my body. It was so dense it had become visible to the naked eye—a sharp, refined aura that glowed with a beautiful, terrifying light.

"If the Sanctuary sucks up mana as soon as you knead it, you just have to knead it so tight it can't be pulled away," I explained. "Took me a while to get the hang of it, but it’s a pretty simple concept."

It wasn't simple at all. It was a feat that even Aurora, the legendary witch, couldn't pull off.

"T-that’s impossible! No one can do that! Hurry! Kill him now!" Nelson screamed, his face contorted with pure terror.

The army of Oliviers charged again. I extended the Jet-black Blade, turning it into a long whip of shadow that wiped out the first wave.

"This is a lie! That’s Olivier! The Olivier!"

"Like I said. Time's up."

They kept coming, wave after wave. My horizontal sweeps kept blowing them back, but since they were in the Sanctuary, they didn't disappear. They just blocked with their Holy Swords and charged again.

"They’re definitely tough. This could go on forever."

The Oliviers swarmed, and I repelled them. The cycle repeated in the blink of an eye. Each time I moved, blood dripped from my wounds, and I couldn't help but grimace. This stalemate wasn't going to last. Everyone could see that.

"Haha! Yes! That’s it! Keep going!" Nelson laughed, though he still looked like a cornered rat.

Aurora watched me, tears welling in her eyes. Maybe she’d held a faint hope that I was her savior. But more than that...

"Please... just stay safe..." she prayed.

In the middle of that desperate, bloody struggle, I looked over at her.

"Hey, remind me. I’m supposed to pull the Holy Sword, cut the chains, and then smash the core, right?"

"Huh? I mean... yes..." she stammered.

"Seems like a lot of work. If I just blow everything up, that should solve the problem too, right?"

"I mean, technically... but you can't be serious, right?"

I just laughed and unleashed a massive sweep that cleared a circular path around me. I flipped my blade into a reverse grip and raised it high. Bluish-purple Magic Power began to spiral, condensing into the jet-black edge.

"I am..."

"W-what is that mana?! S-stop! Stop it right nowwwwww!"

The Oliviers sprinted toward me. The one in the lead lunged, her Holy Sword driving into my defenseless chest with everything she had. She pierced my heart perfectly. The blood-slicked tip of her blade poked out through my back.

Aurora screamed and reached out.

But I just looked down.

"...All-Range Atomic."

With the sword still buried in my chest, I slammed my blade into the ground.

Bluish-purple Magic Power dyed the world in an instant. 

The Oliviers vanished. Nelson evaporated. The Holy Sword melted into nothingness. The light swallowed every single thing in the vicinity.

The move I’d unleashed was my short-range, omnidirectional annihilation-type Secret Technique: I Am All-Range Atomic.

And just like that, the Sanctuary was no more.
Pieces of the Puzzle

CID

When I finally came to, I was drifting in total darkness.

I strained my eyes, but I couldn't see a damn thing—just an endless, suffocating void of black. 

Up, down, left, right... even my own sense of self was starting to get fuzzy. But then, something finally materialized out of the gloom.

It was a left arm. A hideous thing, bound tight in heavy chains.

It looked like it was miles away, yet at the same time, it felt close enough to touch if I just reached out.

Then, without warning, the chains shattered.

The shards fell away, disintegrating into nothingness.

Free at last, the arm lunged toward me, reaching out as if it wanted to drag me down.

I readied my Jet-black Blade, and then...

The world was swallowed by light.



I found myself standing in the Early Morning Forest. It was the exact spot where I’d first stepped through the door into the Sanctuary.

I scanned the area, but the creepy arm was gone. The morning sun was a bit too bright for my liking, so I narrowed my eyes against the glare.

"I see you’re doing just fine, even after getting your heart skewered."

A voice called out from behind me. I turned around to find Aurora standing there. She looked... thin. Like she was fading out of existence.

"I just shifted my vitals at the last second. Still, I’m pretty wiped out..."

I let out a long sigh toward the morning sky and slumped against a tree, sliding down until I hit the grass.

"You really are a freak of nature. Much more than I ever was."

Aurora sat down next to me and reached out, her fingers hovering over the wound in my chest.

But no blood stained her skin. Her hand simply ghosted through me, unable to make contact.

"Fading away, huh?"

"Looks like it."

Neither of us said anything for a while. We just sat there, watching the sun come up.

"I’m the one who summoned you here. I'm sorry for lying to you."

"Whatever. It’s fine."

"I lied about other things, too."

"Doesn't matter."

Nearby, I could hear the faint chirping of birds. The morning dew glistened, catching the light.

"For the longest time, I just wanted to vanish. I wanted to forget everything."

"Yeah."

"But I finally made a memory that I actually want to keep. Even if I'm gone, I want to hold onto this one memory."

She looked at me and smiled.

"Thank you for the precious memory."

And then, she started to dissolve. That forced smile of hers was pretty heartbreaking.

"I had a good time, too. Thanks."

"If you ever find the real me..."

She whispered the words while reaching up to cup my cheek. But she was already gone. I couldn't see her anymore.

The forest was empty. Just me and a quiet morning that felt like it would go on forever.

"Kill me," huh?

I muttered the words she’d left behind and touched my cheek. I could almost still feel a lingering warmth where her hand had been.



ALPHA

Epsilon and I stood on the mountain summit, looking down at the city of Lindwurm. 

The wind whipped at my dress, and I could feel the chill against my legs. 

"The Sanctuary has vanished," Epsilon reported.

"I see." I pressed my fingers to the corners of my eyes, feeling the weight of the situation. 

"And the Recovery of the Holy Sword?"

"The Holy Sword has... evaporated."

I let out a long, weary sigh. "And the Sample of the Core?"

"The core also evaporated, ma'am."

I shook my head. The simplest and most absolute solution possible. How typical of him.

"Only Master Shadow could pull off something so definitive," Epsilon added, her voice practically dripping with pride.

"The path he walks is the path we follow."

My hair glittered in the reflection of the rising sun. I squinted at the distant streets of Lindwurm. 

"And what of Beta?"

"She is currently guiding the Princesses. If all goes well, she should be able to infiltrate their ranks."

"Good. And the Investigation of the Sanctuary?"

"We have concluded every possible investigation allowed by the current stage."

"Fill me in."

I listened as Epsilon spoke. My mind moved through the data, organizing and filing away the information instantly.

"That's enough. Now... what about that specific matter?"

Epsilon hesitated for a heartbeat before giving me the simplest answer possible.

"The Witch of Calamity Aurora... otherwise known as the Demon Diabolos."

I stared out at the horizon, my eyes fixed on the distant sun.

"I see... So that's why he did it..."

The final pieces of the puzzle clicked into place with a satisfying snap.
The Girl and the Sound of Rain

ROSE

I could hear the rain.

The melody of water echoing from outside was a constant distraction, tugging at my Ki. I took a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart, and finally lowered my practice rapier. 

I wiped the sweat dripping down my face with the back of my hand, then tried to do something about my hopelessly disheveled hair. The dojo was dim, filled with nothing but the rhythmic drumming of the storm. I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the sound wash over me as I inhaled the damp, heavy air.

The sound of water is always beautiful, no matter the season.

I was born the Princess of Oriana, a girl from the Land of the Arts. Growing up, I was surrounded by every form of aesthetic expression imaginable; it’s only natural that I developed a refined eye for beauty. Every member of the Oriana Royalty is expected to master a single art in their lifetime—painting, music, theater—you name it, we choose it.

As a child, I was interested in everything, which was exactly the problem. To me, every art form was equally stunning, equally magnificent. Painting, music, theater, fashion, sculpture... how was I supposed to choose just one when they were all so perfect? So, I didn't. I dabbled in all of them. And because I have a bit of a knack for these things, I received high praise across the board.

Every Oriana Kingdom Artist had their eyes on me, placing bets on which path I’d eventually take.

But then, I chose the sword.

And I didn't just add it to the list; one day, I suddenly threw away every other art I had spent years practicing to focus entirely on a single blade.

Everyone asked me the same thing: Why the sword? 

I didn't give them a long-winded explanation. I simply told them that I felt beauty in it.

Of course, in the Oriana Kingdom, the sword is looked down upon as something barbaric. Not a single person was willing to recognize my martial pursuit as a legitimate "art." So, I did what any self-respecting artist would do: I shook off my family’s attempts to stop me and moved abroad to study at the Midgar Academy for Spellswords.

The truth is, a certain beautiful sword is etched into my heart. 

It’s a precious memory that I’ve never shared with anyone. The real reason I committed myself to this path was a distant, lingering admiration for a single swordsman. I can still see it—the sheer beauty of the sword he wielded that day.

My life’s work—my ultimate "art"—is to one day host that same beauty within my own blade.

No one back home recognizes what I’m doing. But I don't care. I’m not chasing beauty for the sake of a standing ovation. I decided long ago that even if the whole world ignores me, I’ll keep moving forward on my own path.

That was the plan, anyway. But then, a letter arrived.

"Father is coming to this year's Bushin Festival..." I whispered, the words catching on my cherry-blossom colored lips.

For the King to attend the Bushin Festival is unheard of—the man absolutely despises swords. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s coming to drag me back home. The public is already gossiping, and one rumor in particular has me worried: apparently, a fiancé has already been informally selected for me.

The moment I heard that, I fired off a letter to my parents demanding answers. I’m still waiting for a reply.

I’ve already decided who I’m going to spend my life with. He has a passionate, beautiful heart—a man who doesn't fear death itself. He is the only partner I want by my side.

That’s why I have to make my father acknowledge me at the Bushin Festival. First, I’ll show him the beauty of my sword. And then, hopefully, I can show him him...

I gave my cheeks a sharp slap. 

"Concentrate, Rose."

I muttered the command to myself and peeled off my jacket, which had grown heavy and damp with sweat. My skin glistened in the dim light, leaving me in nothing but my Mitsugoshi Company Sports Bra to hide my chest. It was a bit of an improper look, sure, but no one ever comes in here but me. There was no point in worrying about modesty now.

I took a stance with my practice rapier and visualized.

I thought back to the greatest swing I had ever executed—the one from the incident at the academy. That was the peak of my life as a Spellsword. The Bushin Festival is starting soon, and I have to reclaim that sensation before it does.

I swung. My rapier sliced through the air, sending beads of sweat flying as my honey-colored hair broke free of its pins. I brushed the strands out of my face and kept swinging, over and over.

Outside, the rain continued its steady, beautiful song.

But that feeling? That perfect sensation? It didn't come back.
I’m a Man Who Rides the Wave

The season of the Bushin Festival had finally arrived.

I walked through the bustling streets of the Royal Capital, noting that the faces in the crowd looked different than usual. The people thronging the thoroughfares were a melting pot of races, nationalities, and professions, yet they were all united by a single goal: enjoying the Bushin Festival. A strange sense of unity had blossomed among these strangers—people I had never spoken to and likely never would.

Festivals were funny that way.

And I didn’t hate the atmosphere. Not one bit.

After all, this was my chance to do that.

When everyone’s attention was focused on a single point, the ultimate stage was set.

The Bushin Festival.

"I have no choice but to ride it—this big wave."

I was going to accomplish one of the top-ranking items on my Things-to-do List.

You know the one: the trope where a mysterious powerhouse enters a tournament, and the crowd goes, "Whoa, whoa, whoa, that guy’s gonna get killed!" followed by, "Wait, he’s actually strong!?" and finally, "Just who the hell is he!?"

To pull that off, I needed a little help.

I pushed through the sea of people and arrived at the Mitsugoshi Company Royal Capital Branch. Operating on the logic that it was my friend's shop and therefore totally fine, I ignored the long queue and waltzed right inside.

The store was frantic with the typical chaos of the peak season, but I was instantly spotted by a beautiful shop girl and escorted away.

"You might not believe me, but I’m actually friends with the owner," I told her.

"I am well aware, sir."

I wondered for a second if she actually knew what she was talking about, but it seemed she really did.

I was shown to that same room with the extravagant chair I’d used before. I took my seat in it without ceremony. 

Yep, this chair really does make you feel like a ruler.

A glass of 100% apple juice with ice was placed before me. They knew their stuff. I was definitely more of an apple juice guy than an orange juice guy. The chilled liquid felt incredible against the summer heat.

Chime, chime.

The sound of summer drifted on the breeze.

"A wind chime, huh..."

I looked toward the window. A wind chime was dangling there, and beyond it, I could see the blue sky and massive, towering cumulus clouds.

"Please wait just a moment," the clerk said.

I gave a short nod. She went to fetch Gamma, while another girl began fanning me with a large folding fan. She was wearing a summer dress that showed off a fair amount of skin.

"I want something to eat."

"I shall have it prepared immediately."

Gazing out at the clouds, I decided right then and there: if I ever had trouble feeding myself, I was totally freeloading off this place.

GAMMA

The moment she heard that her beloved master had arrived, Gamma dumped her work on her subordinates and rushed toward the Shadow Chamber.

She had chosen a thin, knee-length black dress and paired it with white heels for a summer look. After a quick spray of refreshing perfume, she finally stepped into the room.

"Excuse me."

Her master was seated upon the Shadow Throne, legs crossed, gazing out at the sky. Was that sharp gaze of his fixed on the cumulus clouds, or was he seeing "something" else entirely? 

Gamma couldn't decipher it yet.

"I have a request."

Her master turned his gaze toward her as he spoke.

Her heart throbbed at the sight of that perpetually dignified expression. A stray, somewhat inappropriate thought crossed her mind: I wonder if he’ll notice I changed my hairstyle.

"Please, command me as you wish."

"I want to enter the Bushin Festival while keeping my identity a secret."

The moment her master spoke those words, Gamma’s brilliant mind began racing at a terrifying speed.

She tried to read his intent, desperately searching for the hidden meaning behind the request.

And yet... she couldn't find an answer.

Why would he need to do such a thing?

The mystery was unsolvable. Finally, Gamma swallowed her pride and asked.

"Might I ask why, My Lord?"

Her master averted his eyes and looked back up at the sky.

When his gaze left her, Gamma felt as though his interest had left her as well. Her eyes wavered.

"The reason... I'd prefer if you didn't ask."

He spoke with his eyes fixed on something far in the distance.

Gamma lowered her gaze and bit her lip.

When she had heard the report that her master had fought the Witch of Calamity Aurora, she had wondered: If I had been there, would I have been able to grasp his true intentions?

She lacked the confidence to say yes.

Not a single member of Shadow Garden present at the time had been able to read his mind. In the end, his choices had proven to be the absolute best path, but it was clear that no one else stood in the same realm as he did. However, as the one who held the title of The Brains of Shadow Garden, she had to be able to understand him. 

That was the reason for her existence.

If she couldn't do that, there was no point in her being in Shadow Garden at all.

And yet, here she was.

She had made another mistake.

"I'm sorry... it's not something I can tell anyone."

Gamma had failed to read his intent or his feelings. Not even a little.

It was a pathetic blunder. It would have been far better to think of nothing and simply move as she was commanded.

"I shall ask nothing more. I live only to fulfill your will, My Lord."

Gamma knelt and bowed her head, hiding the tears of regret that pricked at the corners of her eyes.
The Mysterious Young Swordsman, Jimina

Gamma wiped her tears and immediately began barking orders at her subordinates, having them bring her a specific item.

"What’s that?" I asked, eyeing the object in her hands.

"It’s a new type of slime I’ve been refining, based on the Shadow Wisdom," Gamma explained. "Once you channel Magic Power through it, the texture becomes indistinguishable from real human skin."

"Huh. Interesting."

Gamma held the flesh-colored mass out to me.

"Do I just stick it on my face?"

"Yes, My Lord."

I pressed the slime against my skin, spreading it into a thin layer. I caught my reflection in a nearby mirror. "It just feels like I’ve got wet clay slapped on my face."

"From here, it is Nu’s turn to work," Gamma said.

"By your leave." Nu stepped forward, brandishing a thin knife that looked more like a sculptor’s chisel. 

"I shall now carve the slime," she said.

"Got it."

"What sort of face would you prefer, My Lord?"

"Let’s see... give me something that looks weak."

"Weak, you say...?" Nu paused, considering the request.

"How about this man?" Gamma chimed in, opening a file and showing Nu a set of records. "Jimina Seinen. An Altena Empire noble, twenty-two years old. He was disowned five years ago for being lazy and having zero talent as a Spellsword. Since then, he’s drifted from place to place working as a mercenary and a guard. His final job was escorting a carriage filled with victims of Possession."

The poor guy hadn't even been a criminal; he was just lazy and terminally unlucky. He’d probably died without ever knowing what was actually in that carriage.

"The bone structure is a close enough match," Nu noted. "This will work. Do we have his papers?"

"Of course," Gamma replied. "Using a real identity is far safer than a forgery. My Lord, does this suit you?"

"Yeah. Let’s go with Jimina-kun."

"Then I shall begin."

Nu set to work with her knife, delicately shaving away the slime. As Shadow Garden’s resident expert in special effects makeup, her hands moved with terrifying precision. In the blink of an eye, the slime was sculpted into the visage of an incredibly unremarkable young man.

"Oh, now this is something..." I breathed, staring at the mirror in admiration.

"How is it?" 

"It’s great. I look incredibly weak."

It wasn't that the face was particularly ugly—it was just... plain. He had these unhealthy dark circles under his eyes and a patch of scruffy stubble that screamed 'unreliable.' The corners of his mouth drooped, and his complexion was as dull as dishwater. 

Gamma looked positively radiant seeing me so satisfied. 

"The shape will lock in once you flow Magic Power through it," she explained. "After that, you can take it on and off whenever you like."

"Ho-ho."

"One drawback is that it’s less elastic than your usual Slime Bodysuit, and it offers almost no defensive protection."

"I see. It's a face-only model. Not really suited for combat gear, then."

"Precisely. Furthermore..."

I stood up once I’d finished listening to Nu’s technical brief. 

"I should probably stoop my shoulders a bit to really sell the look, right?" I said, hunching my back and taking a few experimental steps.

"Wonderful performance!" Gamma cheered, clapping her hands.

The way a person stands and walks tells you everything you need to know about how they use their body. Most power is transmitted up from the legs, after all. Someone who truly knows how to fight naturally maintains a posture that allows them to move that power through their body with maximum efficiency. It's not a foolproof way to gauge someone's total strength, but it’s a damn good indicator.

I’d taught Gamma that lesson once, and she’d clearly taken it to heart. She understood the theory perfectly. The problem was that she couldn't actually do it. Gamma’s posture was always elegant and beautiful, but that was where it ended. She was the textbook definition of a disconnect between form and function.

"I'll slant my shoulders like this... yeah, that feels right. I don't want to mess with my pelvic alignment, though. I'd hate to pick up a weird habit for real."

Gamma watched me practice my 'loser walk' with a fond, almost maternal smile, then turned to her subordinates. 

"I have prepared the outfit and a suitably cheap sword."

"You think of everything, Gamma."

She looked like she was about to ascend to heaven just from that one compliment.

"Perfect. Let’s do this. I’m off to register for the Bushin Festival."

I decided to play with my vocal cords a bit, pitching my voice into a low, husky rasp.

"Here are your identification papers," Gamma said, bowing deeply as I headed for the exit. "Please, watch your step."

"Thanks. Oh, and one more thing." I stopped at the door and looked back. "That hairstyle really suits you."

Gamma’s brain seemingly short-circuited. 

The door clicked shut behind me. A split second later, I heard a muffled "Pegya!" followed by the distinct sound of a high heel snapping. 

"Gamma-sama!?" I heard Nu cry out from inside.

I didn't need to see through the door to know Gamma was currently face-planted on the floor with a nosebleed, looking like the happiest person in the world.



JIMINA

The registration for the Bushin Festival was being handled at the arena’s reception desk. I took my place at the back of a long line of Spellswords and began scouting the competition.

The warrior in front of me was tall and clearly hit the gym, making him look intimidating at first glance, but his center of gravity was all over the place. 

Hmm. It’s close, but I’m pretty sure I still look marginally more pathetic than him.

Another warrior lined up behind me. He had a stable center of gravity, sure, but he also had a massive beer gut. He wasn't using technique to stay balanced; he was just using his own mass. Too many nights at the tavern, clearly.

Still, he’s got a fierce-looking face. I definitely look weaker.

I continued scanning the crowd, holding a private "Who Looks the Most Pathetic" tournament in my head. My goal was to nail the classic trope of: "Hey, look at that loser... he's a goner" followed by "Who... who IS that guy!?" To pull that off, I had to ensure I looked like the absolute bottom of the barrel.

That guy’s a scrub. That guy over there is a loser. The one by the pillar is a total amateur. The guy in the cape is a literal water flea... Dammit, is there anyone here who isn't trash?

But it was fine. I was Jimina Seinen now. After a rigorous internal review, I concluded that I was, without a doubt, the weakest-looking person in the building. 

I nodded to myself, satisfied with my disguise, when a voice cut through my thoughts.

"Excuse me, but you should really stop this."

"Huh?"

"You're going to get yourself killed."

I turned around to find a young woman—a Spellsword—staring at me. My heart skipped a beat. Could it be...? Is this actually happening?

"And you are...?"

"I am Annerose. You shouldn't register for this with such a half-hearted attitude."

Annerose glared up at me with dead-serious eyes. Internally, I was doing a massive fist pump. 

Yes! This is it! The 'Talented Warrior Warns the Weak-Looking Protagonist to Quit' event! It's a classic!
Spartan Training for Newbies! Courtesy of Bushin Festival Veteran Quinton

“You’re a total amateur, aren’t you? I can tell just by looking at you.”

Annerose marched toward me, stopping just within arm’s reach. Her sharp, light blue eyes glared at me from beneath a matching bob cut.

“A cheap sword and a frail body.” 

She reached out and gave my blade, then my chest, a dismissive tap with her index finger.

“The blades are dulled for the tournament, but if you take this lightly, you will die.”

She fixed me with another stern look. I stared back into her eyes and took a moment to calculate. What’s the best reaction here...?

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” I said, pointedly breaking eye contact.

Right. My current persona was the ‘actually powerful but looks like a loser’ type. Being timid would be a total rookie move. The goal was to make her think: This guy looks like trash, so why is he being so cocky?

“Excuse me? What’s with that attitude? I’m going out of my way to look out for you—”

“I don’t need your concern.” 

I even made sure to use the aggressive ore for my pronoun.

“You... Honestly, you’ve got some nerve—”

“Hey, kid. When someone gives you advice, the polite thing to do is listen.”

Suddenly, a man shoved his way into our conversation. He looked like a thug straight out of a pro-wrestling ring, but the heavy greatsword at his hip was well-worn, and the scars crisscrossing his face screamed ‘battle-hardened veteran.’

To be honest, based on the people around here, he was probably the strongest guy in the vicinity after myself and Annerose.

“The name’s Quinton. I’ve entered the Bushin Festival more times than I can count, and every year, weaklings like you show up just to kill the mood. Do everyone a favor—go back home and suck on your mama’s tits, yeah?”

Quinton’s blatant mockery drew a chorus of agreement and vulgar laughter from the crowd. I caught his eye with a side-glance and let a smirk play on my lips.

“At the very least... I’m stronger than you.”

Quinton’s face turned a deep, boiling red.

“Gyahaha! Quinton, the kid’s looking down on you!”

“You gonna let a little fly talk back like that, Quinton?!”

The heckling made Quinton’s brow furrow. He reached out and hauled me up by my collar.

“Listen here, brat. Watch your mouth. Who did you say was stronger than who?”

I didn't answer. I just gave him a mocking sneer.

“Looks like you need some discipline...!”

With a grunt, Quinton sent me flying. I collided with a passerby and tumbled onto the dirt.

“Nice! Get him!”

“Gyahaha! Don’t kill him yet!”

A circle of spectators formed around us in an instant. As expected of a bunch of ruffians—they knew exactly how this worked.

“Now’s your chance to apologize,” Quinton said, cracking his neck with a sickening pop.

“How truly pathetic,” I muttered, shaking my head with a sigh.

“I’ll kill you!”

Quinton pulled back a fist and charged. To be frank, he looked like a total amateur. 

In this world, unarmed combat is basically non-existent. People are just objectively more powerful when they’re using weapons, so unless someone has an absurd amount of talent or is incredibly desperate, nobody bothers learning how to punch. 

If there were an MMA tournament in this world, I’d be the undisputed champion. I’m that confident.

A dozen different ways to handle this flashed through my mind. I could counter with a right straight or a left hook for maximum impact. I could play it safe by stopping him with a jab or a front kick to gauge his movement. An even safer bet would be to just dodge without throwing a strike at all. I could meet him with a knee or an elbow, or even go for a double-leg takedown and some ground-and-pound.

If this were a serious fight against a real threat, I’d probably time a jab. I wouldn’t even clench my fist—I’d keep my hand open to extend my reach and jam my fingers into his eyes.

But there was no need to go that far for this guy. Besides... I’m not ready to reveal my hand just yet.

“Oraaa!”

Quinton’s fist sank into my cheek. 

I let myself get blown back spectacularly, crashing into the human wall of the gallery.

“I’m just getting started!”

Quinton’s fists rained down on me. Left, right, left, right, right, right.

I didn’t fight back once. I just let him keep pummeling me like a punching bag until I collapsed at exactly the right moment.

“This guy’s a joke! He’s way too weak!”

“Gyahaha! He’s just a piece of trash!”

The sound of the crowd's mockery was music to my ears.

“Too scared to even throw a punch? You’ve got no spine, kid,” Quinton sneered, looking down at me.

“My fists are far too valuable to be spent in a place like this,” I replied, looking up at him with a grin.

“Looks like you still haven’t had enough—!”

“That’s enough!” 

Annerose’s voice cut through the air, stopping Quinton’s raised fist in its tracks.

“You’re taking it too far. If you want to keep going, I’ll be your opponent.”

Annerose glared up at him, her eyes cold.

“Whoa, the lady’s stepping in!”

“Gyahaha! Take me on too, sweetheart!”

Despite the jeers from the crowd, Quinton’s expression turned grim. He clicked his tongue and turned away.

“What’s the matter, Quinton? Gonna go cry?”

“Boring! Is it over already?”

As Quinton stomped off, the crowd began to disperse.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think he’d actually do that.” 

Annerose offered me her hand. I ignored it and pushed myself up off the ground.

“If you’d wanted to stop him, you could have done it at any time. Right?”

Annerose flinched.

“I thought it would be better for you to learn a painful lesson here rather than having something irreversible happen to you during the Bushin Festival. But... this was too much. Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

She reached out toward me again, but I blocked her with my hand.

“It’s fine.”

“Wait... what?”

Annerose seemed to notice. Despite the brutal beating I’d just taken, I didn’t have a single meaningful injury. At most, my lip was bleeding a little.

I wiped the blood from the corner of my mouth with my thumb and turned to leave.

“The taste of blood... it’s been a while...” I muttered, just loud enough for her to catch.

“...! Wait! What’s your name?!”

I could feel her intense gaze boring into my back.

“...Jimina.”

I vanished into the crowd without looking back.

And then, I did a mental fist pump.

Yes! Nailed it!

I’d done it. The classic trope: “The scorned loser who the experts realize is actually a monster?!” It’s my absolute favorite pattern.

In my professional opinion, showing off your true power before a tournament even starts is third-rate. It’s no fun. What’s the point of revealing your hand in the least interesting setting possible?

It’s much better to be looked down upon by everyone before the opening ceremony. Then, once the matches start, people begin to wonder, “Wait, is that guy actually strong?” Finally, at the peak of the excitement, everyone realizes, “Holy crap, he’s a god!” That is the hallmark of a first-rate performance.

My mission for this Bushin Festival was simple: maintain total control over the audience’s perception until the perfect moment.

I hid in the shadows for a bit, holding a solo debriefing to reflect on my performance. Once I saw Annerose and the others leave, I quietly rejoined the line and finished my registration.
Life is Long. Don’t Rush Your Way Through It, Kid

The Bushin Festival Preliminaries were set to kick off next week. After reverting back to my "Cid" persona, I scouted the arena while fantasizing about various ways to direct my upcoming performance. Then, I grabbed two sandwiches from Magronald’s and headed back to the Dormitory, snacking along the way.

As I strolled under the setting sun, I suddenly remembered that I’d promised to treat Alpha to Magronald’s. 

She always seemed so busy that I’d just let it slide. Eh, whatever. I’ll get around to it eventually. Since Alpha was an Elf, she’d easily live for another three hundred years, and I planned to hit at least two hundred myself thanks to the power of magic. I just needed to pay her back before one of us kicked the bucket. There was no need to rush.

The cicadas grew louder as I approached the academy. To me, summer evenings were defined by that noise—at least, that was the vibe I’d decided on.

The school was currently bathed in the glow of the sunset, and the restoration work following the fire was coming along nicely. At this rate, they’d be finished by the time summer vacation ended. Hyoro had previously bitched about how the whole place should have just burned to the ground, and I was inclined to agree. Every student praying for a vacation extension was likely thinking the same thing.

I walked the path to the dorms, cutting past the side of the school building.

The place was deserted.

Most of the students had already headed home for the break. Now that I thought about it, my sister had been throwing a fit, telling me we had to go back to our family estate together. I’d ignored her to head to the Holy Land, but I wondered what she was up to now. She’d probably be back by the time the Bushin Festival Main Tournament started.

I chewed the last bite of my first sandwich while lost in thought.

Just then—

"Overconfidence is your greatest enemy."

A practice rapier’s sheath tapped against my shoulder. I hadn't felt even a hint of bloodlust, so I hadn't even bothered to react.

The owner of the sword gave a soft chuckle and sheathed the blade. She was a honey-haired beauty with gentle features. It was Rose.

"Hi. Practicing?"

"Yes. I had a moment to spare, so I thought I'd get some swings in. Did you go to Magronald’s, Cid-kun?"

"I’m actually buddies with the manager there. Well, I found out recently, anyway."

"I went there the other day with two others. It was quite delicious."

"Two others?"

"Yes. Me, Author Natsume, and Alexia-san."

I don’t really get how those three are connected, but I guess they were together back in the Holy Land.

"Are you guys close?"

"Author Natsume and I have become very good friends. Alexia-san is also a wonderful girl, so I’m sure you’d hit it off with her too."

As long as she thinks Alexia is a 'wonderful girl,' there’s no way they’ll ever truly get along.

"However, things are a bit... strained between Alexia-san and Author Natsume," Rose added, looking a bit downcast.

Beta and Alexia, huh? I wonder how that’s going. They’re actually pretty similar, in my opinion.

"I’m sure they’ll figure it out eventually."

"I hope so... I'm worried about whether they'll be able to get along if I'm not around. We’re all supposed to be cooperating from now on. I don’t know what we can achieve, but we want to make the world a better place, even if only by a little."

"World peace is important, yeah."

"It is." Rose gave me a refreshing smile. "My apologies. It's almost time, so I must be going."

The sky was starting to dim.

"Sure. See ya."

"...Um."

Despite saying she was leaving, Rose lingered, looking like she had something else to say.

"Is something wrong?"

Rose hesitated for a moment before finally opening her mouth.

"I am going to meet my father now. He is going to introduce me to my fiancé."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes."

"Well, I'll hold off on saying 'congratulations' for now."

Her expression told me that was the last thing she wanted to hear.

"I am the princess of the Oriana Kingdom. I have lived my life carrying many expectations on my shoulders. However, I betrayed those expectations for the sake of my own selfishness."

"Uh-huh."

"And I may be about to betray the expectations of many people once again." Rose smiled, though she looked heartbroken. "But this time, it isn't out of selfishness. I hope I’m just worrying over nothing. But... if... if something should happen, will you believe in me?"

"Yeah, sure. I got it."

"If I have your trust, Cid-kun, I don't need anything else. I hope... I hope we can talk like this again."

Rose looked down to hide her face and turned to leave.

"Hey."

I called out to stop her and tossed her my second Magronald’s sandwich.

"Take it. You need to relax a little."

"Thank you."

Rose smiled softly.

The next day, I was jolted awake by Hyoro’s screaming.

"Student Council President Rose stabbed her fiancé and is on the run!!"

I lay there in bed, tilting my head and wondering what could have possessed her to do something like that.
Miss Goody-Two-Shoes, the Boings, and the Mole

ALEXIA MIDGAR

“What the hell does that woman think she’s doing…?”

I spat the words out along with a sharp click of my tongue. 

“It appears Rose-sama has fled toward the north of the Royal Capital,” Natsume said, her voice dripping with clinical detachment as she lounged on my sofa. “In all likelihood, she hasn’t actually left the city yet.”

I shot her a bitter look and clicked my tongue again. 

It was only thanks to this woman that the details of Rose’s Fiance Murder Attempt had reached my ears in the first place. She was sketchy as hell, but I couldn't deny that her information network was top-tier. She’d already fed me plenty of juicy rumors regarding the Cult of Diabolos.

“The King of Oriana seems intent on handling this as an internal matter for the Oriana Kingdom. He’s already sent a formal request to the Midgar Kingdom asking us to keep our noses out of it.”

“How convenient. And suspicious.”

“Quite. While we could technically judge her under the laws of the Midgar Kingdom, doing so would jeopardize diplomatic relations. Our government will most likely refrain from intervening.”

“Hmph. My father will probably just sit on his hands and ‘wait and see.’” 

I pictured my old man’s "peace at any price" face and felt the urge to click my tongue a third time. 

“Rose-sama’s fiancé is Doem Ketsuhat, the second son of a ducal house in the Oriana Kingdom. If she’s caught, the punishment will be severe.”

“She’s royalty, so they’ll probably skip the execution, but that just leaves imprisonment or exile. Regardless, we need to secure Rose-senpai before the Oriana Kingdom gets their hands on her. I want to hear the story from her own mouth.”

“Please, wait. Rose-sama didn't say a word to us about this. It’s highly probable she wanted to avoid dragging us into a mess that could spark an international incident.”

“And? Your point being?” 

I narrowed my eyes, staring Natsume down.

“I believe that rash actions should be avoided.”

“Meaning I should just abandon her?”

“I didn’t say that. I simply suggested we think carefully before we act.”

“Oh? So you're saying I don't think?”

“I didn’t say that. I merely think you should take a little more time to process things.”

“Excuse me? Are you calling me an idiot?”

“I didn’t say that. Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses, after all.”

“Listen here, if you’ve got something to say, why don't you say it to my face?”

“Oh dear, how terrifying…” 

Natsume pulled her shoulders in, her eyes shimmering with faux-anxiety. 

I marched over and hauled her up by the collar. Her low-cut neckline dipped, and those two massive mounds of hers did a little boing-boing dance. 

“Don’t you dare play the innocent maiden with me.” 

I glared at her from point-blank range. 

“Hieee! P-please don’t kill me…!”

She squirmed, trying to wiggle out of my grip, which only made her chest do the boing-boing again. That’s when I spotted it—a mole right on one of those boings. For some reason, seeing it made me intensely irritated.

“This is why you're so transparent. You're laying it on way too thick.”

“Fueee…”

“I’ll kill you.”

“Hawawa…”

She looked up at me with teary eyes. I clicked my tongue one last time and shoved her back onto the sofa. 

Natsume collapsed with a dull thud.

“Rose-senpai must have had a reason. I know she didn't want to involve us. That’s exactly why I’m so pissed off.”

“H-huh?”

“When someone tells me to stop, I want to do it more. And when someone tells me they don’t want to involve me, I want to be involved even more. That's just how I am.”

“Um…” 

Natsume looked up at me with a face that screamed she had no idea how to respond to my brand of logic.

“We’re comrades. I don’t care what you’re actually plotting deep down, but we agreed to work together. Right?”

“Y-yes.”

“Then I’m not abandoning a comrade. And that includes you. Got it?”

“…Yes.” 

Natsume looked down for a moment before standing back up. 

“In that case, I shall continue to gather information on Rose-sama. There are some dark rumors surrounding her fiancé as well; I’ll look into those too.”

“Well, aren’t you being obedient all of a sudden? I’ll go consult with my sister.”

“Then let us exchange intel again tonight.”

“You certainly have a gift for bouncing back quickly, don't you?”

“Until then.”

“Try not to get caught,” I added.

“You as well, Alexia-sama.”

Natsume gave a polite bow and saw herself out. 

I watched her back as she left, then let out a long, heavy sigh. 

“Well… I guess I’ll just have to make it work somehow.”

I straightened my disheveled clothes and followed her out of the room. Things were about to get messy.
The Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon’s Winning Formula

SID

The week rolled around, and the Bushin Festival Preliminaries finally kicked off.

I was hanging out in the arena stands with Hyoro, watching the matches. The sun was still high, and the crowd was pretty thin. But hey, that’s just how the qualifiers go. Actually, this was one of the better days.

To be honest, I’d already fought two matches yesterday. Not in the arena, though—just out in some random field. Yeah, the first and second rounds are held in the meadows outside the Royal Capital. No crowd, no stakes, and the quality of the competition was atrocious. I ended both matches with a half-assed lariat to the neck. It was a pretty hollow victory.

By the third round, they finally move things into the arena. By this point, the quality of the matches has reached a barely acceptable level. The crowd is still small, but I guess I should be grateful there are any spectators at all. The real Bushin Festival doesn’t start until the main tournament.

"By the way, where’s Jaga?" I asked Hyoro, who was busy scribbling something in a notebook.

"He says he’s back home plowing the fields."

"Makes sense."

Hyoro was intently taking notes while watching the fights. Hanging around his neck was the Holy Sword Necklace—the souvenir I’d picked up for him at the Holy Ground. I was happy he was actually wearing it, but man, I really had to wonder about his sense of style.

"What are you even doing?" I asked.

"I’m gathering battle data. Amateurs bet based on gut feelings, but I’m different. I compile data, run the stats, and place my bets based on probability."

"Huh. Interesting."

I snuck a peek at Hyoro’s notebook. 

It said: Probably strong. Probably weak. I don't know.

"The thing about betting is that you have to win in the total," Hyoro said, looking incredibly smug as he kept scribbling.

"Is that right?"

"Amateurs gamble on winning or losing a single match. But not me. I don’t obsess over the outcome of one fight. I increase the number of trials, let the probability converge, and win in ten-match units."

"Hoh."

"Because I... am a man who wins in the total."

"Wow. Incredible." I let out a massive yawn.

"That’s a fascinating perspective."

A young man suddenly appeared from behind us.

"Was there something fascinating about it?" I asked.

"Quite," the flashy, handsome guy with sparkling blond hair replied with a grin.

"Y-you’re...!" Hyoro stammered.

"Do you know him?" I asked.

"Are you Goldoh Kinmekki of the Undefeated Legend?!"

Faced with Hyoro’s starstruck gaze, Goldoh-san brushed back his hair.

"Please, that alias is embarrassing. I’d prefer it if you called me Goldoh Kinmekki the Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon."

"Y-yes, sir! Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon Goldoh-san!"

I think I like Undefeated Legend better, I thought.

"Are you compiling battle data?" Goldoh asked.

"I am!"

"You have promise. I, too, never fail to compile my battle data."

"R-really?!"

"Indeed. One must do what is necessary... to always win."

"So cool! Would you mind telling me more?"

"Good grief. Well, perhaps a little."

This looked like it was going to take a while. Since my turn was coming up soon anyway, the timing was perfect.

"I’m going to go take a dump," I announced.

"Hurry up and go," Hyoro waved me off.

I headed to the restroom to change into my disguise and made my way to the participants' waiting room.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

GOLDOH AND HYORO

Hyoro listened with rapt attention to Goldoh Kinmekki the Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon’s "Theory of Constant Victory."

"For example," Goldoh said. "Let’s look at the next match."

"Yes, sir!"

In the arena, the next pair of fighters was being called out.

"Third round, twelfth match! Gonzalez versus Jimina Seinen!"

Two spellswords stepped up to face each other.

"With my theory, I can determine most of a person's strength before the fight even begins. First, look at Gonzalez. I can analyze his physical strength just by looking at his muscle balance. The look in his eyes and that insolent expression tell me he’s a veteran warrior—his Aura confirms it. Just glancing at him, I’d say his Battle Power is 1364."

"Ba-Battle Power?! What’s that?!"

"It’s a numerical value of combat potential, analyzed from my compiled battle data. A Battle Power of 1364 is quite a respectable number."

"Incredible!"

"On the other hand, Jimina Seinen is... hmmm." 

Goldoh Kinmekki the Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon narrowed his eyes at Jimina and fell silent.

"W-what’s wrong?" Hyoro asked.

"No... it’s just... this is..."

"G-Goldoh-sensei?"

"Ah, forgive me. How unlike me."

"Don’t tell me... is that Jimina guy actually that strong?!"

"No. That man... Jimina Seinen is... an absolute, utter small fry!" Goldoh let out a snorting laugh.

"Wait... a small fry?"

"Exactly! I have no idea how he stumbled his way into the third round. Some kind of miracle, perhaps? He has a weak face, a weak body, and a weak Aura. Jimina’s Battle Power is 33. Haha! That’s the absolute bottom of the barrel for a spellsword."

"So, Gonzalez is going to win?"

"Yeah, it’ll be an instant kill. There’s nothing worth seeing in this match."

The match began. Gonzalez was the first to move. He closed the gap with an agility that defied his massive, muscular frame and swung his blade at Jimina. His movements were top-tier for a third-round participant. It seemed Goldoh wasn't wrong about him being a veteran.

Jimina didn't even seem to react to the slash. Everyone in the stands was certain of his defeat.

But then, the unexpected happened.

Gonzalez tripped.

He caught his foot on nothing and face-planted right in front of Jimina. He hit his head on the ground so hard he knocked himself unconscious.

The entire venue fell silent. Everyone expected him to get back up, but Gonzalez didn't move an inch. Jimina sheathed his sword and turned to walk away before the referee finally snapped out of it.

"W-winner: Jimina Seinen!"

"You’ve gotta be kidding me!"

"Give me my money back, you hack!"

Boos rained down on the unconscious Gonzalez. Hyoro, not knowing how to react, looked at Goldoh.

"W-well, these things happen," Goldoh said, his cheek twitching slightly. "Battle data can predict the outcome, but there are no absolutes in a fight. Did you learn something today?"

"C-could it be that you even predicted this result, Sensei?"

"Hmph..." Goldoh offered a mysterious smile and said nothing more. "I’ll tell you something useful."

"Eh?"

"There are two ways to win at betting. One is to find the strong and bet on them. The other is to find the weak and bet on their opponent." Goldoh stood up and turned his back to Hyoro. "Tomorrow’s fourth round, sixth match, is Goldoh Kinmekki the Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon versus Jimina Seinen."

"Wait... that means!"

Goldoh spun around and pointed dramatically at Hyoro. "Have you... solved the winning formula yet?"

With a final flick of his sparkling blond hair, he strolled away.

"S-so cool..." Hyoro muttered, watching him go in a daze.

"I'm back," I said, returning to my seat.

"Sid! Listen! There’s a match tomorrow we can’t possibly lose! We’re betting everything on it!"

"Pass. No thanks."

"Just do it! Trust me for once!"

"No."

"Tch, fine! Don't come crying to me when you're broke!"

The two of us watched the matches for a bit longer before heading back to the dormitory.
A Match That Only the Real Powerhouses Are Watching

The fourth round of the Bushin Festival was finally underway. 

I took my spot in the very front row of the stands, waiting for the one match I actually gave a damn about. My light blue hair fluttered in the breeze as I kept my eyes locked on the arena floor. The crowd was a bit thicker than yesterday, but the stadium was still sitting at less than half capacity. 

"You here for that guy’s match too, girlie?"

The voice caught me off guard. I turned around to see who was talking to me. 

"If I remember correctly, you’re..."

"Quinton," he grunted.

He looked like a heel pro-wrestler who’d lost his way to the ring. He plopped himself down in the seat next to me with a heavy thud.

"You were watching his third-round match yesterday, weren't you?"

"I was," I replied, shifting slightly. "I take it you were there too?"

"Didn't plan on it. Just happened to catch my eye. So, what did you make of Jimina Seinen’s performance?"

Quinton kicked his legs out in front of him and stared at me, waiting for an answer.

"Well, it certainly didn't look like he won because his opponent accidentally tripped."

"Yeah. That bastard did something. I couldn't tell what the hell it was, but I figured a hotshot from the Vegalta Seven Swords might have seen through it. Right, Annerose?"

Quinton’s arrogant gaze collided with my sharp glare for a split second. I looked away immediately and crossed my legs, letting the slit in my skirt reveal a flash of skin. 

"I've thrown that title away. Now, I’m just Annerose."

"My bad. Better late than never, though—congrats on passing the Goddess’s Trial."

"Thanks."

"So," he leaned in, "don't tell me even you couldn't see what he did?"

"I... I didn't see it," I admitted, feeling a prickle of annoyance. I can’t believe I missed it. I must have been more careless than I thought. "But I’m fairly certain Jimina’s right hand moved."

"Hoh. His right hand, huh?"

"I couldn't tell you exactly what he did with it. But I can tell you one thing: it was incredibly fast."

"Hmph. Guess my theory was a bust then." Quinton let out a bored snort.

"Theory?"

"I figured the guy was cheating—using some kind of prohibited artifact."

"I see... I suppose that’s not entirely impossible."

"Doesn't matter. We’ll find out the truth in this match."

"True enough. His opponent is Goldoh Kinmekki of the Undefeated Legend."

"Never heard of 'im, but apparently he’s a big deal. People say he’s never lost a single fight."

I couldn't help but let out a dry, cynical smile. "Oh, he’s famous, alright. Famous for all the wrong reasons."

"Is he actually strong?"

"Let's put it this way... I’ve fought all over the world. Real battlefields, arena tournaments, you name it. In past tournaments, I’ve been matched against Goldoh Kinmekki three times."

"Wait, really? If Goldoh is 'undefeated,' does that mean you lost to him?"

I gave Quinton a flat stare. "Of course not. We never actually fought. The second he realizes his opponent is strong, he runs away."

"Huh? What kind of bullshit is that?"

"He refuses to fight anyone who has a chance of beating him. He only steps into the ring against people he knows he can crush, and the moment he's matched with a real threat, he withdraws. That’s how he got the nickname 'Undefeated Legend.' Technically, no one has ever beaten him. He seems to hate the name, though—he insists on calling himself the Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon."

"Ever-Victorious and Undefeated, huh? They sound the same, but the vibe is completely different." Quinton let out a dark chuckle. "So, basically, we shouldn't expect anything from Mr. Undefeated?"

"I wouldn't be so sure about that." I felt the corner of my mouth twitch upward. 

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"The Undefeated Legend only fights matches he’s guaranteed to win, and yet he’s consistently placed high in major tournaments. He’s even won a few smaller ones."

"Hoh... so he's not just some scrub." Quinton’s eyes sharpened.

"Exactly. His greatest strength is his ability to unerringly gauge the power gap between himself and his opponent. And yet, he didn't run away from Jimina. Which means..."

"I get it now." Quinton’s face twisted into a feral grin. "Even the Undefeated Legend couldn't see through Jimina’s true strength?"

"Either that, or Jimina really is just a coward relying on a hidden artifact. There’s one more thing, though. Because he only fights people he can definitely beat, the Undefeated Legend has never actually had to go all out. He’s never shown his true cards."

"Now this is getting interesting."

"Yes," I whispered, licking my lips. "Very interesting."

Quinton let out a low, beast-like laugh as we both turned our attention to the center of the arena. 

Amidst a storm of cheers and heckling, Jimina Seinen and Goldoh Kinmekki stood face-to-face. Out of the thousands of people in this stadium, Quinton and I were likely the only ones who understood what was actually at stake here.

"4th Round, 6th Match: Goldoh Kinmekki versus Jimina Seinen! Begin!!"

The signal rang out, and the match began.
THE EVIL-WHATCHAMACALLIT INSTANT-KILL DRAGON-THINGY!!

Goldoh took the lead. 

The moment the match started, he closed the distance in a single breath, swinging a two-handed sword that was frankly a bit much on the decorations. He was aiming straight for my—I mean, Jimina’s—neck.

Jimina just stood there like a statue. He hadn’t even touched his sword yet. He looked like he couldn't even process what was happening.

Goldoh, already smelling victory, let out a smug grin, showing off his pearly whites.

Then came the sound. Crick.

"Wait, what?"

The words escaped Goldoh’s mouth, but he wasn't the only one confused. The entire arena collectively rubbed their eyes. 

Goldoh’s blade had sliced through the air exactly where Jimina’s neck had been a millisecond ago. Before Goldoh could even register the whiff, he was standing there with his chest wide open, practically begging for a counter-attack.

"Tch!" 

Goldoh’s face contorted. 

Seeing this fatal opening, Jimina finally made his move.

Slowly. Very, very slowly, he drew his sword from its sheath.

That was it.

It was such a sluggish, half-hearted motion that it looked like he’d completely missed the opening—or maybe he just didn't realize it was there in the first place.

Goldoh scrambled back out of range and glared, his voice dripping with irritation. "Are you mocking me?"

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

QUINTON & ANNEROSE

"Did you catch that?" Quinton asked from the stands.

"Barely," Annerose replied, her eyes locked onto Jimina like a hawk tracking its prey.

"Damn. As expected of you. I completely lost it. I could've sworn the Sword of the Undefeated Legend had his head."

"In any normal situation, he shouldn't have been able to dodge. But... Jimina cracked his neck right before the point of impact." Annerose couldn't quite hide the sheer shock in her voice.

"Cracked his neck? What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

"I mean he literally just cracked his neck. Like this. Crick, crack." Annerose tilted her head to demonstrate, mimicking the sound.

"Wait, hold on. Now I’m even more confused."

"I don't get it either. But the second he tilted his head to crack it, Goldoh’s sword just... passed through."

"Oh, come on. You’re telling me he just happened to dodge a lethal strike because he felt like stretching his neck?"

"Exactly."

"Don't be ridiculous! There's no way a coincidence like that happens!"

Annerose’s gaze sharpened. "What if it wasn't a coincidence?"

"Say what?"

"He cracked his neck at a speed so high that even I would have missed it if I wasn't hyper-focused. Do you honestly think a normal human is capable of that?"

Ah, the classic 'super-high-speed neck cracking' theory. Because obviously, no normal person does that.

"Guh! I mean... when you put it that way..."

"To him, dodging that sword might have been nothing more than an afterthought. He just wanted to crack his neck, the sword happened to be in the way, so he moved it as a byproduct."

"No way! That’s even stupider! Goldoh’s swing was fast! You’re telling me he dodged it as a byproduct?!"

"I'm having a hard time believing it myself. Maybe it really was just a fluke. But if it wasn't..."

"Tch! There is no way I'm accepting that!!"

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

GOLDOH KINMEKKI

Goldoh kept his eyes fixed on Jimina as he spoke. "I don't like your attitude. You just threw away a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. The only chance you'll ever have to beat me, and you blew it. So why the hell are you acting so calm?"

Goldoh’s teeth ground together with a harsh grit.

"Show some frustration! Cry! Struggle pathetically! Anything less is a total blasphemy against my skills!"

Jimina just stood there in silence, taking the verbal abuse.

"Don't tell me you’re so incompetent you didn't even realize you had an opening? Figures. I guess you really are just a piece of trash with a Battle Power of 33."

Goldoh let out a low, guttural chuckle.

"Well, thanks for making me look like an idiot, you bottom-feeder. I’m going to slaughter you with everything I’ve got. Don't go haunting me after you're dead, okay?"

Goldoh fell into a stance, channeling his Magic Power into his blade. The very air began to vibrate as a massive amount of energy swirled around him. The crowd started to buzz.

"I’ll give you a little souvenir for the afterlife. My Battle Power... is 4,300!"

He lunged, closing the gap in an instant with a massive horizontal sweep.

"Evil God - Instant Kill - Golden Dragon Sword!!"

The golden Magic Power manifested into the literal image of a Golden Dragon. It looked like the beast was about to swallow Jimina whole.

At least, that was the plan.

Suddenly, a sharp Achoo! echoed through the stadium, and the Golden Dragon simply... vanished.

"BUBERA?!"

Goldoh was sent spiraling through the air like a discarded drill. 

The roar of the crowd died instantly. The entire venue watched in stunned silence as Goldoh hit the dirt with a heavy thud and didn't move so much as a finger.

"T-The winner is... Jimina Seinen!!"

The announcement followed Jimina's back as he calmly walked out of the arena.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

ANNEROSE

"Goldoh Kinmekki... I didn't realize he had that much in him," Quinton muttered after the match.

After hearing Annerose’s analysis, he’d been looking down on the guy, but he hadn't expected Goldoh to be able to visualize his Magic Power so clearly. That final strike had enough weight behind it to actually win the Bushin Festival Preliminaries.

"He was better than I gave him credit for," Annerose admitted, crossing her arms with a sigh. "If he’d actually focused on fighting the strong instead of hunting weaklings, he could have been a top-tier Spellsword."

"So, what did Jimina do at the end there?"

"If I wasn't hallucinating... he sneezed."

"Huh?"

"I think the Golden Dragon was just too bright for him. He sneezed, his sword swung down at the exact same time, and Goldoh basically just ran into it. It was a total freak accident."

"No, that’s total crap. You’re saying a sneeze beat a dragon?"

"The results speak for themselves. Goldoh kept talking about 'once-in-a-lifetime opportunities,' but for Jimina, those openings didn't matter. He could have ended it whenever he wanted. He didn't need to wait for a mistake... because to him, every single moment was an opening."

Annerose felt a chill run down her spine. 

No, that’s impossible. It’s just a theory... I’m just overestimating his abilities to the point of absurdity.

"Whatever. This is stupid." Quinton scoffed and stood up abruptly. "I wasted my time listening to this. I'm not acknowledging some joke of a fighter like him. If he keeps winning, he’ll run into me in the Preliminaries Final. I’ll be the one to strip off that mask of his."

Quinton threw one last glare at the empty ring and stomped off.

Annerose stayed behind, replaying Jimina's movements in her head.

Could I... move like that?

She sat there, trying to crack her neck and sneeze at the same time.

She did it again and again. Faster. More efficiently.

Crick, achoo. Crick, achoo. Crick!

"Achoo! Ah—"

She suddenly realized everyone nearby was staring at her like she was a complete lunatic. Her face turned bright red, and she bolted for the exit.
For Just Such an Occasion...!!

The Undefeated Legend has finally fallen.

This news rippled through the ranks of the Arena Maniacs.

Even though it was only the preliminaries, "Undefeated Legend" Goldoh had been a Spellsword who drew a decent amount of eyes. While many were shocked to hear that a complete unknown like Jimina had toppled him, they found themselves nodding in understanding once they heard the details of the fight.

"Sounds like he just got lucky."

That was the frank consensus among the Arena Maniacs.

However, a handful of those junkies—along with the spectators who had actually witnessed the bout—harbored doubts about that assessment. 

They flocked to Jimina’s next match, determined to measure the man’s true caliber from the front row.

And yet...

"Aaaaand he’s down! Quinton is down! He’s not getting back up! Jimina Seinen wins again with a single blow!"

The Preliminaries B Block Final ended exactly like the others: with Jimina’s victory.

One hit. Again.

Even the Arena Maniacs couldn’t get a read on him. With today’s win, Jimina’s spot in the Main Tournament was locked in, but nobody could figure out exactly how he’d clawed his way to the top.

It was a bit too consistent to be a total fluke, so he clearly had some level of skill.

His opponent in the final, Quinton, was a Spellsword with a reputation for solid, reliable ability, even among the most critical Arena Maniacs. Since Quinton had been dismantled without being able to lift a finger, they had to acknowledge Jimina’s strength on some level.

Still, because no one understood how he was winning, his actual power remained a total enigma.

Sure, he was probably stronger than Quinton, but did he really have the right to stand on the stage of the Main Tournament?

Even if he did, could he even hope to compare to the legendary champions of the Bushin Festival?

Debates grew heated among the fans.

In the end, most predicted that Jimina’s standing among the Main Tournament contenders would be rock bottom.

Given his track record, it was only natural.

The other fighters were all people who had built their names through tournament results or on the battlefield. Jimina, however, had none of that.

Objectively speaking, there wasn't a single shred of evidence to prove his worth.

Predictably, his reputation tanked.

However, a small niche of maniacs began pushing Jimina as a dark horse.

Looking at the roster for the Main Tournament, this year’s victory was already a foregone conclusion for Iris. But, if there was anyone who could possibly flip the script... it would have to be this bizarre youth whose ceiling remained a mystery.

Leaving those expectant gazes in his wake, Jimina exited the ring.

The Main Tournament was set to begin next week.

The 1st Round: Jimina Seinen vs. Annerose.

Ninety percent of the fans were already betting on Annerose’s victory.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

JIMINA

I headed for the exit, thinking about how that middle-aged guy I fought today was surprisingly high-energy. What was his name again? Quin-something? The way he kept pelting me with pure, unadulterated hostility felt fresh. I liked it.

With that, I’m officially in the Bushin Festival Main Tournament. My next match is next week.

The audience’s reaction has been decent so far, and since I plan on actually showing some "true power" in the Main Tournament, I guess I’ll just spend the week doing image training.

While I was mulling over my plans and walking down the long corridor of the Player Entrance, a woman with light-blue hair blocked my path. If I remember right, that’s Annerose.

"Do you need something...?"

"I’ll admit, I didn't think you'd actually make it to the Main Tournament. Not bad."

Her sharp, strong-willed eyes bored into me.

"It was the only possible outcome."

"I see. It seems I misjudged your strength; that's all. But let me give you a word of advice."

"Advice...?"

"I’ve seen through your movements. Don’t expect to keep winning the same way you have been."

Annerose flashed a smile full of confidence.

"Heh..."

A small smirk played on my lips. As if I had nothing left to say to her, I started to walk past her with total indifference.

Please, talk to me! I screamed in my head.

"What’s so funny!?"

Annerose glared at me.

Thank you!

I turned just my head, catching her in my periphery with a cold stare.

"Let me give you a word of advice..."

With that, I unfastened the Wristbands I’d prepared specifically for just such an occasion and dropped them at her feet.

Thud.

The weights hit the stone floor with a heavy, metallic ring.

"Th-this is... No way. You were fighting with these Weights on the whole time!?"

"These weights are the chains that bind my power... The time for games is over..."

Thud. Thud. Thud.

I unstrapped the remaining weights from my other wrist and both ankles, then started walking again.

"Tch... W-wait!"

But I didn't stop.

"I said wait!"

Annerose hurriedly circled around to cut me off again.

"Don’t think that’s enough to win. Just watch..."

Then, Annerose gave her neck a sharp crick.

It was... unnecessarily fast.

"I can do that much too, you know...?"

"I see..."

I didn’t really get what she was going for, but I just walked past her smug face.

I wonder what she was trying to accomplish?
Beta's Day on the Job

CID

Summer mornings were always so refreshing.

I took a long, deep stretch while gazing out at the blue sky spanning the horizon beyond my window. Then, I went right back to lying on my bed, idling the time away by doing absolutely nothing.

Summer vacation was almost over. The Bushin Festival Main Tournament was slated to kick off next week, so I really needed to get some mental imaging practice in. Then again, I firmly believe that humans need time to just zone out and exist.

Actually, that might be a lie. But at the very least, I needed it.

"Hey, Cid! Open up! I’ve got some big news!"

Hyoro started pounding on my door, screaming his head off.

As long as people associate with one another, hassle is inevitable. Why do we humans seek out the company of others even while resenting the bother they bring? The quiet morning of a dying summer vacation really made me ponder the deep questions.

I liked this vibe. I felt like one of those "Good Grief" type powerhouses who keeps everyone at arm's length.

"Yeah, yeah, I’m coming."

I unlocked the door and let Hyoro in.

"Check it out. It’s a wanted poster for Student Council President Rose," he said, shoving a paper in my face. "Ten million Zeny if we bring her in alive. Even just solid info starts at five hundred thousand."

"Hmm." I took the poster and scanned it.

"Let’s go catch her ourselves!"

"Pass. Why would we do that?"

"Because I’m flat broke," Hyoro said, his face a mask of pure desperation.

"Didn't you say you had a match coming up that was a 'sure thing'?"

"Don't bring that up."

"Didn't you bet all your money and win?"

"Shut up! Quiet! Look, I’m not going to explain the details, but I have no money. Therefore, I need money. It’s simple math."

"I see."

"So, help me out!"

"No way. Do it yourself."

"Wait, think about this logically! Two people searching is better than one. It literally doubles our probability of finding her!"

"Wow, fascinating."

As Hyoro grabbed my shoulders, all I could think about was what a massive pain this was. 

To be honest, I actually admired Rose’s rebellious spirit. Stabbing your own fiancé? That’s the kind of energy I can get behind. If I had to pick a side, I was definitely rooting for her to get away.

"Please! I’m begging you!" 

Hyoro actually bowed his head, which was a rare sight.

"I dunno..."

Right then, there was a knock at the door.

"Cid-kun, your sister is here to see you." The Dormitory Manager peeked her head into the room.

"My sister?"

"Claire-san. She’s waiting in front of the dormitory, so don't keep her waiting."

The manager left as quickly as she’d appeared.

Claire... she’s back already?

I immediately had a very bad feeling. I did a quick mental calculation to determine which option was the lesser of two evils.

"Alright, Hyoro. Operation Rose Capture is a go."

"Cid! I knew I could count on you! That’s what best friends are for!"

I grabbed Hyoro by the scruff of his neck and threw the window open.

"Whoa, Cid, what are you doing?"

"No time. We’re taking the window."

"Huh? What are you—wait, hold on—!"

"Hup!"

And just like that, I leaped into the air.



BETA

"Princess Iris sends her thanks for the intel you provided. She hopes you’ll continue to cooperate with us in the future," Alexia said.

"I am honored," I replied, maintaining a respectful tone as I watched her back. 

Alexia held a magic lamp aloft as we descended a dark, spiral staircase. We had been going down for quite some time. The cold, damp air was a constant reminder of just how deep underground we were.

"As I suspected, we have to assume Doem Ketsuhat is in bed with the Cult," Alexia noted.

"I agree."

"The problem is the lack of evidence."

"True. Since this involves both the state and the religion, ordinary evidence won't cut it."

"I know. My father was very firm about that. He said if we want to link the Cult of Diabolos to the Holy Church, we need a justification that will satisfy both the citizens and the neighboring nations."

"Indeed. If you're branded as heretics, it's game over."

"It's not like every member of the Holy Church is involved with the Cult of Diabolos anyway. It’s likely just a small faction within the upper echelon."

"Which is exactly why it’s so troublesome."

"You’re telling me."

The rhythm of our footsteps echoed against the stone walls. Click. Clack.

"My father refuses to budge on his 'don't provoke the Holy Church' stance. But if we do that, what happens to the Cult of Diabolos?"

"I imagine he intends to leave them alone, just as he has until now."

"Just as he has...?" 

Alexia’s pace faltered for a fraction of a second.

"That was merely my own speculation," I added quickly. "Please, forget I said anything."

"...Well, whatever. My sister mentioned something concerning. She said the King of Oriana has seemed a bit 'vacant' lately."

"Vacant, you say?"

"I didn't notice it since this was my first time meeting him, but I did catch a slightly sweet scent."

A sweet scent. I already had a drug in mind that fit that description perfectly.

"It might already be too late for him..."

"The Cult is moving. If my father keeps playing it safe, eventually this country will..."

We finished the rest of the descent in silence.

"We’re here," Alexia said, coming to a halt. Before us lay a deep vertical shaft equipped with a ladder. "This is one of the entrances to the Royal Capital Underground Passage. You know about this place, don't you?"

"Y-Yes. The passage that spans the entire Royal Capital. It was built ages ago as an escape route for the royal family, right?"

"Correct. Though the maps, keys, and passcodes have all been lost over time. Now it’s just a giant labyrinth."

"And... why are we here, exactly?"

"To get rid of you." She placed her hand on the hilt of her sword... and smirked. "I’m joking. You didn’t even flinch."

"Eek! Please don't kill me!" I squealed, turning on the waterworks.

"There's a chance Rose-senpai fled into these tunnels."

I felt a twinge of irritation when she completely ignored my Oscar-worthy performance. 

"We’re going in to look for her," Alexia declared, already reaching for the ladder.

"Um, wait a moment."

"What?"

"Did you tell anyone else about this?"

"Of course not. They’d just try to stop me."

"I heard this place is a maze. Are you sure we can get back out?"

"It’s simple. We just go back the way we came."

"Look, this is difficult for me to say, but could you please stop dragging me into things on a whim?"

"No."

We glared at each other for a long moment.

"If you have a problem with it, go home," Alexia snapped, leaving me behind as she started down the ladder.

For a second, I seriously considered just leaving her to her fate, but I couldn't afford to let her die just yet.

"Babysitting is part of the job too, Beta," I whispered to myself, then followed her down into the dark.
The Eminence in Shadow Performs Under the Moonlight...

I was walking through the Royal Capital in the early morning. 

Hyoro had claimed he was going to do some "information gathering" and vanished off to who-knows-where. In this world, people start moving the moment the sun peaks over the horizon. The streets were already beginning to bustle.

I’d told people I was searching for Rose, but I didn't actually have any intention of looking for her seriously. I still felt that she should just commit to the bit and successfully escape, so I figured I’d just kill some time by pretending to look.

Though, I was a little curious about the motive behind her stabbing her fiancé. It was an incident practically overflowing with rebellious spirit. I wanted to hear the reason in her own words, if possible.

But either way, as long as I had a way to kill time, I didn't really care. Anger usually fades as the hours pass. My sister just needed some time to let her head cool.

While I was spacing out and thinking about all that, the melody of a piano reached my ears from somewhere nearby.

"Hmm..."

To be honest, I was a beast at the piano.

In my previous life, I’d practiced the piano specifically to become an Eminence in Shadow. Well, that was a lie—it was actually shoved down my throat thanks to my family’s "rigid education policy."

To be blunt, I’d had zero motivation. I wanted to spend my time training to become an Eminence in Shadow, not practicing scales. But my personal desires were powerless against the sheer force of a family policy.

I’d started the piano reluctantly, but as I kept at it, I eventually decided it wasn't half bad. For starters, once everyone around you recognizes you as a piano prodigy, they start filling in the blanks of your life with their own imagination. 

Oh, he must be busy practicing the piano whenever he goes home, they’d think.

For someone like me, who wanted to keep social interactions to a minimum to focus on my real training, that misunderstanding was a godsend. 

The other thing was that I simply realized how cool the piano could be. 

The Eminence in Shadow performing a sonata under the moonlight... Doesn't that just sound right? 

It was the perfect way to show off that I wasn't just about raw power, but that I was sophisticated in the arts as well.

So cool...

Before I knew it, I was actually taking the piano pretty seriously. Of course, training to become an Eminence in Shadow remained my top priority, but the idea of creating a specific atmosphere for a battle by playing the piano was a directorial choice I couldn't pass up.

So, even if I do say so myself, I’m actually quite good.

"Not bad..." I muttered.

The person playing right now was actually quite skilled. It was Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 14—the "Moonlight" sonata.

It’s one of my favorites. Actually, it’s my absolute favorite; there really isn't a better song for an Eminence in Shadow to have in his repertoire.

Because of that, I have no intention of losing to anyone when it comes to "Moonlight," but this performer had a unique sense of expression.

"Not bad at all... It’s like I can see the moonlight inside my head. Even though it's technically morning."

While I was standing there doing my best 'this person is actually capable' pose, a thought suddenly hit me.

Wait. Why is there a Beethoven song in this world?

My face went flat. I pushed through the crowd and headed toward the source of the music.

I’ll be honest. I could already guess what was happening. I’m not an idiot.

The piano music was coming from a cafe on the first floor of a super high-end hotel in the Royal Capital. The security was tight, and ordinary people weren't supposed to get in, but they knew my face, so I just walked right past.

I stepped into the shop without hesitation just as she was finishing her performance.

"Epsilon..."

She was a beauty with hair as clear and blue as a mountain lake. She was wearing a summery sleeveless dress, but in typical fashion, she had her chest guarded tightly so as not to reveal her slime padding. She also had tights on to hide any bare skin—and to conceal her Secret Boots.

Truly impressive.

As I approached, she seemed to notice me. Epsilon gave the customers a polite bow and then guided me back to a private waiting room.

Once the door was shut, Epsilon smiled.

"Master, were you listening? How embarrassing..."

Her cheeks were slightly flushed as she looked up at me with those upturned eyes, but I wasn't about to be fooled.

"Epsilon, that song just now... that was 'Moonlight,' wasn't it?"

"Yes. Out of all the many masterpieces you have taught me, Master, it is my favorite."

"Oh? Is that so? It’s my favorite too."

I don't remember teaching her a single thing, I thought, but it always makes you feel good when someone else likes the same stuff you do.

"Thanks to you, Master, I have been building relationships with influential figures in my capacity as both a pianist and a composer."

"Wait, composer...?"

"Yes. It started with 'Moonlight,' followed by the 'Minute Waltz,' 'Turkish March,' 'The Girl with the Flaxen Hair,' and..."

Epsilon went on to proudly list various masterpieces from my old world, explaining how the nobles loved them, how she’d won awards, and how she’d even been invited to the Land of the Arts.

Sorry, Beethoven, Bach, Mozart... and all you other great composers. In this world, Epsilon is the one who wrote your hits.

"...My last concert was a huge success, so I’ll be heading to the Oriana Kingdom for work soon. As you know, the Oriana Kingdom is currently a very... 'rewarding' place to work."

"Because it’s the Land of the Arts, right?"

"Indeed. Because it is the Land of the Arts... I believe I’ll be able to do some especially good 'work' there this time."

Epsilon gave me a mysterious, dark smile.

"Well, good luck."

"I shall perform in a manner that does not bring shame to the supreme masterpieces you bestowed upon me, and I shall see my 'work' through."

Epsilon gave a graceful bow.

"Oh, right. Changing the subject, do you happen to know where Princess Rose went?"

"Princess Rose? I believe Beta is the one handling that matter, so I don't know the specifics... However, I have heard she fled into the Royal Capital underground. You can get the details from Beta, if you'd like?"

"Nah, that's more than enough. Thanks."

If I happened to run into Rose by luck, I’d at least try to chat with her.

"Thank you. And, uh..."

I looked at the smiling Epsilon and tried to think of something to say as a parting gift. Since I was happy when she said she liked "Moonlight," I figured she’d be happy if I gave her the words she wanted to hear, too.

"Epsilon, your figure is as stunning as always."

"N-n-n-no! Not at all! I still have so much further to go...!"

I couldn't look her in the eye after saying that, so I averted my gaze to the window. The blue summer sky stretched out endlessly, and I couldn't help but think: Yup, that’s how the world keeps on turning.
The Dreaming Girl and the Man Who Walks Through Dreams

ROSE

I was trudging through a pitch-black underground passage, feeling like a side character in a tragedy that had gone off the rails.

Blood was still oozing from the gash on my back. I’d picked it up while making my grand escape—it wasn't deep enough to be fatal, but it definitely wasn't a "flesh wound" either. I really should have stopped for some proper first aid, but when you're a fugitive with a literal army on your tail, you don’t exactly get scheduled bathroom breaks, let alone medical ones.

I focused my Magic Power on the wound, doing the bare minimum to keep from leaking all over the floor, but as time ticked on, the pain just got louder and my stamina started hitting the red zone.

My breathing was ragged. 

Even while I was looking over my shoulder for pursuers, my brain was stuck on a loop. 

What was the right move back then? What would the "best" version of me have done?

Those were the kind of questions that didn't have answers, yet they kept spinning in my head like a broken record.

Stabbing my fiancé, Doem, had been a split-second decision. I wouldn't call it impulsive, though. I’d looked at the clock, looked at my options, and picked the one I thought was the winning hand. Or, well, I tried to.

Clearly, I’m not great at gambling.

Doem survived, and now I’m the one being hunted. Honestly, failure is just a matter of hindsight. It was my mistake for misjudging how tough Doem actually was, but that doesn't mean the choice to take him out was wrong. 

I didn’t exactly have a choice. The moment I looked into the eyes of that thing that used to be my father—the King of Oriana—I knew Doem had to die. Seeing him like that, a hollowed-out puppet, turned every nasty rumor about The Cult into a cold, hard reality.

So, I drew my sword.

Was I being impulsive? Was I just being a hothead? Was I acting out of some cliché mix of panic and rage?

I really thought I was being the level-headed protagonist of my own story.

I didn't want to drag Alexia or Natsume into this mess. This had to stay an Oriana Kingdom problem. It was just an intuition, but I went with it.

And hey, maybe my political instincts weren't totally broken. Even though I failed the execution, at least the fallout stayed with me and my country. It hadn't sparked an international incident with the Midgar Kingdom yet. Subconsciously, I’d managed to avoid the absolute worst-case scenario.

But even that was just a matter of time.

Doem’s parting shout kept echoing in my ears, annoying as a recurring villain's catchphrase: “Surrender by the time the Bushin Festival ends! Otherwise, I’ll have the King of Oriana slaughter the guests!”

If he actually makes my father murder the VIPs at the Bushin Festival... it’s war. I don't know if he’s bluffing, but let’s be real—The Cult probably looks at the Oriana Kingdom as a disposable pawn in their little game.

If that’s the case...

I gnashed my teeth so hard they clicked. My face twisted with a bitter, ugly regret.

My father wasn't some legendary ruler, and the Oriana Kingdom isn't some world-shaking superpower. But he was my only father, and it was my only home.

I just wanted to protect them. That’s it. 

That simple desire had curdled into a desperate, frantic mess.

I slammed my fist against the damp stone wall. 

At the end of the day, I’d just let my emotions drive the bus. I’d fallen for the classic illusion that killing the bad guy solves everything. But Doem is just another disposable piece on the board. The Cult’s roots run way deeper into the Oriana Kingdom than one man. Killing him wouldn’t have solved a thing.

There had to be another way. A "perfect" choice, like some kind of magic spell that fixes the world...

I slumped down against the wall of the passage.

If I’d just played my cards right, maybe everything would be fine... I mocked myself for even thinking about "what-ifs." 

It was over. I didn't even know why I was still running.

What’s the plan, Rose? Run until you hit a wall? Will running actually change the ending? Shouldn't I just give up?

Yeah... that was probably the smart move.

“Right... I should just surrender.”

I still didn't know what I should have done back then. But I finally knew what I had to do now. If I turned myself in, I could at least stop a war from starting.

The weight on my chest lightened, just a little. But it was immediately replaced by a crushing sense of loss, like I’d just watched everything I ever cared about get erased.

I pulled a crumpled Magronald's wrapper out of my pocket. The burger was long gone, but it still had that faint, nostalgic scent of cheap bread.

I thought of that black-haired boy. He must have heard about what I did. I wondered what he thought of me now.

Did he worry? Did he believe in me? Or... did he actually try to find me?

If I’d managed to kill Doem, if my father had snapped out of it... if there was a timeline where everything actually worked out... would I have been able to stay by his side? 

I guess I just wanted to keep dreaming.

“I’m sorry...” 

The apology felt empty. A single tear escaped and hit the floor. Every dream I’d ever built was officially in pieces.

I carefully folded the Magronald's wrapper, treating it like a holy relic, and tucked it back into my skirt. It was the last fragment of the life I wanted.

“Gah...!”

A sharp, biting pain flared in my chest. I pulled back my collar to see a bruised, blackened mark.

The mark of Possession. It had only started showing up recently.

I guess the dream was rigged from the start. I let out a hollow, self-deprecating laugh.

Then, a faint sound caught my ear.

I froze. Pursuers?

But the sound was too soft, too rhythmic for boots on stone. It was a melody. Someone was playing the piano.

“Moonlight...?”

Coming from the Land of the Arts, I knew the piece. It was a masterpiece that had even the snobs in Oriana losing their minds, and now it was floating through the gloom of the underground.

“It’s beautiful...”

The performance was haunting. It felt like someone had poured their entire existence into every single note. It was too perfect.

I stood up and started walking toward the music, drawn in like a moth to a flame.

This place was called the Royal Capital Underground Labyrinth, but it felt more like ancient Ruins. The floor changed to solid flagstone, and the walls were covered in intricate carvings and Ancient Letters. 

I passed several doors, but they were all sealed tight. Maybe they needed a key, or maybe the "magic" of these Ruins had just run out of batteries centuries ago.

The music got louder.

I rounded a corner and found a massive, shattered door. The sound was pouring out from the other side. 

I squeezed through a hole in the wreckage and stopped dead.

I’d stepped into a Cathedral bathed in an eerie, otherworldly glow. High above, the stained glass depicted the Three Heroes and the Dismembered Demon, casting vibrant, multicolored light across the room.

And right in the middle of it sat a grand piano.

“Shadow...”

There he was, sitting in a forgotten Cathedral at the end of the world, playing Moonlight for an audience of one.
A Single Ray of Light in the Darkness

ROSE

I closed my eyes, letting the melody wash over me. 

Shadow’s rendition of Moonlight was unlike anything I’d ever heard. It’s funny how the same sheet music can feel like a completely different world depending on who’s behind the keys. 

If I had to describe Shadow’s Moonlight in one word? Darkness.

I’m talking a deep, bottomless, midnight-black kind of darkness. But then, right in the middle of it, there was this tiny, singular ray of light. Was that light the moon? Or was it… something else?

I didn’t have time to overthink the metaphor because the performance ended right then and there.

The resonance lingered in the Cathedral like it didn't want to leave, and honestly, I didn't either. I clapped. It was just me, standing there alone, my applause echoing back at me in the empty space. It felt a little pathetic, but Shadow didn't seem to mind. He stood up and offered a bow so elegant it put the royal court to shame.

“Shadow, you’re…”

I stopped. I had no idea what I was even trying to say. I just had this sinking feeling that if I didn't keep him talking, he’d pull one of his classic vanishing acts.

“That was, without a doubt, the best performance of Moonlight I’ve ever heard. I, uh…”

Great job, Rose. Top-tier commentary. I had to wonder what was wrong with me. I was a fugitive on the run, and I was giving a rave review to a masked vigilante? I should have been asking him… well, anything else.

“What do you… seek to accomplish?” Shadow asked.

His voice sounded like it was vibrating up from the very bottom of an abyss. 

“Huh?”

It took me a second to realize he was asking about the "incident." You know, the whole 'stabbing my fiancé and running for my life' thing.

“I… I wanted to protect everyone,” I choked out, the words feeling like shards of glass. “I wanted to grab hold of the best possible future. But I couldn't do it. I failed.”

“So, it ends there?”

“What?”

“Is your battle… meant to end in a place like this?”

“I didn't want it to end! Not like this!” I snapped, looking down and white-knuckling my fists. 

I’d wanted to change things. I still did. But I was broken, exhausted, and out of options. There was literally nothing left for me to do.

“If you still have the will to fight… then I shall grant it to you.”

Shadow held out his hand, and a mass of Bluish-purple Magic Power began to swirl in his palm.

“Power…?” I whispered.

The Bluish-purple Magic Power flared up, its glow painting the entire Cathedral in vivid neon. The sheer density of the Magic Power made the very air vibrate. It was terrifying. It was beautiful.

“If I have that power… can I actually change the future?”

“That,” he said, “is entirely up to you.”

I couldn't take my eyes off that light. If I had strength like Shadow’s—if I could just reach out and take it—everything would be different. There were still things I had to do as the princess of the Oriana Kingdom. I couldn't just rot in a sewer.

The light came back to my eyes. 

“I want it. I need that power!”

“Very well.”

He released the Bluish-purple Magic Power. 

It didn't hit me so much as it was sucked into my chest, racing through my veins like liquid fire. But it wasn't painful—it was warm. It took my own messy, chaotic Magic Power and forced it into a perfect, rhythmic flow. Suddenly, the weight that had been dragging me down was gone. My mana felt light, sharp, and totally under my control.

“Incredible…”

I meant it. So this was Shadow’s Magic Power. This was the kind of world he lived in every day.

“Resist… and show me if you’re actually worthy of standing on my battlefield.”

By the time I blinked, Shadow was gone. Just like that. Only his voice remained, echoing off the stone walls.

“Never forget… true strength isn't about power. It’s about how you choose to live.”

Then, his Ki vanished completely.

I stood there alone in the Cathedral for a heartbeat. Then, I heard them: the footsteps of my pursuers. I could literally feel the air trembling as they approached. 

But for the first time, I wasn't afraid. I had so much Magic Power swirling inside me I felt like I could level the building. A few minutes ago, I was ready to give up and let them chain me. Now? Now I had work to do.

I drew my Rapier and glared at the broken doors.

The Black-clad Group burst through a second later. Blood sprayed before they even realized I’d moved. They didn't even have time to register the flash of my Rapier before they were hitting the floor, dead.

I sheathed my blade, the Cathedral now painted in a fresh coat of red. I closed my eyes, thinking about Shadow. This is what he does, isn't it? Fighting The Cult in the shadows, day after day, while the rest of the world sleeps. 

The melody of his Moonlight played back in my head.

I think I finally got it—the meaning of that ray of light in the dark. That light was Shadow himself. He isn't the darkness; he’s the one light stubborn enough to stand against it. 

At least, that’s how it felt to me.
Their Paths and His Choice

ALEXIA

"If I keep trailing this thread like this, we won't have to worry about the return trip," I said, marching through the underground labyrinth. It was basically Heroism 101: try not to get lost in the basement.

"Sure, sure. That would be just grand," Beta replied from behind me, her voice dripping with enough boredom to put a toddler to sleep. She actually had the nerve to let out a massive yawn.

I whipped around. "Excuse me, did you just yawn? We’re in the middle of a search here."

"Who, me? Never," she lied, her face the literal definition of faux-innocence. "But honestly, it’s been over twelve hours. Can we just go home? She clearly isn't down here."

"I'm not so sure. My source was rock solid..."

"Then let's go back and double-check the intel," she suggested.

Our footsteps echoed through the monotonous underground passage, illuminated only by the flickering glow of my Magic Lamp. It was the kind of repetitive slog that makes you start questioning your life choices.

Suddenly, Beta stopped dead. A second later, I felt it too—a massive, suffocating surge of Magic Power. It was so heavy it practically made my teeth vibrate.

"Someone just dumped a hell of a lot of Magic Power," I muttered, looking back.

"Perhaps it might be Rose-sama?" Beta offered.

I narrowed my eyes at her. "Wait a minute. How did you notice that before I did?"

"Total fluke," she said, waving a hand dismissively. "I'm just a fragile civilian, remember? I can only do enough for self-defense."

Right. And I’m the Queen of Midgar. "Whatever. Let's hurry!"

We sprinted toward the source, bursting through a set of heavy, shattered doors. We ended up in an old, crumbling Cathedral.

ROSE

I stood there in the center of the Cathedral, eyes closed, letting the silence settle. At my feet lay the corpses of the Black-clad Men—the trash that had been hunting me. I didn't feel like a victim anymore.

"Rose-senpai...?"

I heard Alexia’s voice and slowly opened my eyes. She was staring at me, or rather, at the ridiculous amount of mana still radiating off my skin.

"That Magic Power... just what on earth happened to you?" she asked, her voice trembling.

"I have obtained power," I said, my voice sounding steadier than it had in weeks. "I am going to walk the path that I believe in now."

I started to walk past her. I had things to do, and none of them involved being a fugitive princess anymore.

"W-wait! Stop right there!" Alexia shouted. "What do you mean? Why did you stab your fiancé? Give me an actual answer!"

I glanced back over my shoulder. She looks so small. So far away from the world I've just entered. "Alexia-san... I am sorry. I do not want to involve you."

I looked at her, and for a second, I felt a pang of envy. She was still so bright.

"Then talk to me! Explain it!" she screamed. "I won't understand anything like this!"

"If I speak, it will involve you."

Alexia glared back into my eyes, her pride burning bright. "In the Sanctuary... we were useless. We just stood there like idiots while the world moved around us, not knowing who was right or wrong. I’m sick of being a bystander, waiting for someone to steal the things I care about. We promised, didn't we? The three of us were going to protect what is precious."

I looked past her, staring at the shadows in the corner of the room. Protecting things isn't as easy as making a promise, Alexia.

"I wanted to believe the words from that day," she continued, her voice cracking. "So why are you looking at me like that? Do you think of me as nothing more than a bystander too?"

"I am sorry..."

"Answer me!"

I gave her a sad, twisted little smile. "I can no longer return. That is why... I am envious of you."

"I don't understand. Are you envious of a bystander who knows nothing? Are you mocking me?"

"I didn't mean it like that," I whispered. "But I have lost many things, and I will surely lose many things from now on as well. Everyone will deny me and curse me as evil."

"Rose... what do you intend to do?"

"I am sorry... I am going now."

I started to walk, but the sharp tsk of her tongue stopped me.

"Wait."

I heard the hiss of steel. Alexia had drawn her sword.

"Enough already. I'll make you tell me by force. I am not a bystander."

I sighed and drew my Rapier. If this was the only way she'd listen, then so be it. We faced off—her crimson eyes full of fury, my honey-colored eyes probably reflecting nothing but heartbreak.

My Rapier swayed slightly. Then, we both moved at once.

ALEXIA

We clashed. It was perfect sync—our reactions, our sword speed, our timing. We were mirrors of each other.

Rose looked genuinely shocked. I get it; she was the Academy's Strongest Spellsword, and when I started school, she could have wiped the floor with me. But I’d been practicing. I’d been watching him.

My swordplay wasn't flashy. It was the "ordinary" style. The style of a man who stripped away everything unnecessary until only the most efficient movements remained. It was Shadow's Sword.

Our blades collided, and a shockwave of Magic Power stained the Cathedral walls.

We were almost dead even in skill, but the universe doesn't care about fairness. The result was decided by a simple, brutal difference in Magic Power.

My sword went spinning into the air. Before I could even process the loss, Rose slammed the hilt of her Rapier into my jaw. My vision went white, and my knees hit the floor.

Dammit... if I just had an equal amount of mana...

"I am sorry," Rose whispered.

She turned to leave, but then she froze. She finally noticed Author Natsume standing there. It was weird; it was like the woman had been completely outside of Rose's consciousness until the very last second.

NATSUME (BETA)

God, these two are dramatic.

"Author Natsume... I am sorry. I am going," Rose said, looking at me with those tragic heroine eyes.

"I won't stop you," I said, keeping my face a perfect mask of unreadable professionalism. "I don't really have the right to."

She looked confused. I usually played the "sweet, supportive author" role around her, but frankly, I was over it.

"I have to admit, it was a bit unexpected," I continued. "Fools really do worry in their own foolish way, don't they? Our countries, our organizations, our beliefs—they couldn't be more different. But we were all aiming for the same thing. It wasn't the worst combination I've ever seen."

"Author Natsume...?"

"I pray for your success in battle. Our paths will likely cross again someday. Until then, I guess I'll get back to babysitting duty for a while."

I knelt down to tend to the unconscious princess.

"Author Natsume, you are...?"

I gave her a little mischievous smile. "Now, please go. She's just fainted; she'll wake up soon enough."

Rose had a million questions—I could see them burning in her eyes—but she knew neither of us had any intention of talking further. She turned on her heel and vanished.

I pulled Alexia’s head onto my lap for a pillow and let out a long, heavy sigh.

"Is this really Master Shadow's choice...?"

I looked up at the stained glass. The Three Heroes and the Wretched Demon were staring back at us. In this light, it felt less like art and more like a bad omen for the future.
The Foundation of Human Relationships Is the Art of Neglect

Emotions are difficult to sustain over long periods of time.

Even if you lose something precious, that grief won’t remain unchanged a decade down the line. Feelings eventually erode and fade away. 

The same applies to positive emotions; happiness and joy don’t last for ten years, either. Even if the emotion in question is pure, unadulterated rage, it inevitably thins out as the clock ticks forward.

Basically, what I’m saying is this: 

I’ve developed a theory that most interpersonal conflicts are eventually solved by the passage of time. Therefore, the best approach is simply benign neglect.

"Do you have any idea what was going through my head while I was waiting for you in front of the dormitory?"

"Not a clue."

I gave an honest answer to my sister Claire’s question as she barged into my room.

I guess one day wasn't enough for her to cool off.

Apparently, she needed a slightly longer "cooling-off" period than I’d anticipated.

"I was beating you to a pulp inside my mind. Over and over and over again. And with every second that passed, my fury only doubled."

"I see."

I have learned today that there is such a thing as anger that increases over time. However, everyone dies eventually. No matter how furious Claire gets, she can’t take those feelings to the grave. Therefore, in the end, time solves everything.

"You’re thinking that none of this matters, aren't you?"

"No, not at all."

I stared up at the dormitory ceiling while Claire, who had successfully taken the mount position, proceeded to strangle me. Her red eyes and black hair flickered at the edge of my vision as she shook me.

"Shall we test how long a human can go without breathing?"

"Actually, when you squeeze someone’s neck, the blood flow to the carotid artery is severed, which causes them to pass out. Breathing doesn't really have anything to do with it."

"Oh, is that so? Either way is fine by me."

The pressure on my throat increased. Squeeze, squeeze.

Fine. I’ll just let her choke me out and get some sleep.

"You're thinking about letting me knock you out so you can sleep, aren't you?"

"N-No... not at all."

"I can see it written all over your face."

"It's just your imagination."

"If you break your promise again, I will never forgive you. Are we clear?"

"I’ll... I'll do my best to be a man who keeps his word. So, could you maybe move?"

Claire finally released her grip on my throat, though she remained firmly seated on top of me.

"I heard that when dogs want to establish a hierarchy, they climb on top of the other one."

"I see. Well, you can relax. I’ve already got the message."

"No, you haven't. I still don't like your attitude."

With that, Claire dropped a slip of paper onto my face.

"What’s this...?"

I picked it up and realized it was a ticket.

"It’s for a Bushin Festival Special Seat. You can't normally get your hands on those."

"Huh, neat."

"I’m giving it to you so you can watch the matches and actually learn something. I happen to think you have potential, you know."

"Do you now?"

"It’s because you have potential that I put up with training you. If you actually apply yourself, you could get somewhere. In fact, you better get there."

"Mmm, impossible."

"It is not impossible. Got it? You absolutely, positively have to come and watch."

"I get it, I get it."

"Very well."

Looking thoroughly displeased, Claire finally climbed off me.

"Come to think of it, you aren't competing this year, are you?"

"Excuse me?"

Claire turned back to me, an absolutely terrifying glint in her eyes.

"I was chosen as an Academy Representative to fill the spot left by Princess Rose. You aren't seriously telling me you didn't know I was competing, are you?"

"O-Of course I knew. I was just... double-checking—guhih!"

Claire’s right hand shot out, grabbing my throat and squeezing tight. She pulled her face in close, glaring at me from point-blank range. It was the classic "delinquent intimidation" pose.

"By the way, do you remember my birthday?"

"O-Of course."

"Naturally. Then, have you memorized my entire tournament record?"

"O-Of course I have."

"And the date of my first championship victory?"

"I-I remember."

"Very well. There are some things in this world that one must never forget. If you want to live a long life... make sure you don't forget them."

I nodded repeatedly.

Claire patted my cheeks a few times before finally letting go.

"I’m going to win the whole thing this year, so you'd better be watching."

"Yes, ma'am."

She kept glaring at me until the very second she stepped out of the room.

"Man, I'm exhausted."

The Main Tournament finally starts tomorrow.

"Maybe I should do some Image Training."

I closed my eyes and drifted off.
Who the Hell Are You?

The new week rolled around, and with it, the Bushin Festival Main Tournament kicked off.

Apparently, my sister had headed to the venue early. I, on the other hand, was wandering around with the ticket she’d forced on me in one hand, trying to find my seat.

The ticket was flashy, decorated with enough gold leaf to scream "special seating." Following the seat guide on the back, I eventually found myself in front of a room with a suspiciously gorgeous door. Unlike the regular spectator stands, this area was weirdly secluded from the rest of the world.

There’s no way it’s in here, I thought. But when I checked with the staff member standing guard at the door, it turned out that it was, in fact, in there.

The staffer guided me inside with the kind of over-the-top politeness that makes your skin crawl. The second I stepped through the doorway, I wanted to go home.

This wasn't just a "special seat." It was a Hyper VIP Seat.

The room was packed with high-ranking nobles and their families—people I recognized from various places. Basically, the entire upper-caste "popular kid" crowd of the academy was here as a set. There was the daughter of the current Order of Magic Swordsmen Chief, who’d been in my Royal Capital Bushin Style Class 1, and the handsome second son of some Duke. It was a literal rogue's gallery of familiar faces.

As I was led to my designated spot, I realized the person sitting right next to me was a member of the Royal Family.

"Oh? And you are?"

She was a beauty with hair and eyes that burned like fire. It was Princess Iris Midgar—Alexia’s older sister.

"My name is Cid Kagenou. It appears I have wandered into the wrong room. If you’ll excuse me."

I executed a magnificent about-face and attempted to flee.

"Wait, aren't you Claire-san’s younger brother? That must mean Claire-san gave her ticket to you."

"…You know my sister?"

My escape was a total failure. You can’t exactly ignore royalty when they speak to you—well, unless it’s Alexia.

"Yes, we became quite close following the incident with my sister’s kidnapping. Claire-san is actually scheduled to join the Crimson Order after she graduates. Please, have a seat."

"No, really, I—"

"This is definitely your seat. Please, sit."

"…If you insist."

Princess Iris’s sincere, malice-free smile was the worst. If it had been a smile full of nothing but spite like Alexia’s, I could’ve just flipped her the bird and walked away without a second thought.

"I’ve heard so much about you from Claire-san. You two seem like such close siblings; I’m almost jealous."

"No, I don't think we're quite that close."

"Now that I think about it, you seem to be getting along quite well with Alexia, too."

"I wouldn’t call it 'getting along.' It was more like… a relationship where I fetched gold coins she threw at me."

"Gold coins?"

"You know, like when you throw a stick for a dog to go get?"

"Oh, so you were playing with a doggy together? Thank you for looking after her."

I wasn't playing with a dog; I WAS the dog. "Well, since the gold coins were technically coming from the Royal Family’s coffers, I suppose I’m the one who should be thanking you."

Princess Iris gave me a genuinely happy smile as she listened to my nonsense.

"You and my sister really do seem to be on great terms."

"No, no, not even a little bit."

"Actually, Alexia was supposed to be here today, but she suddenly announced that she didn't want to come…"

"Haha, is that so?"

"I’m sorry about that."

"No, no, no. Seriously, don’t worry about it."

We spent a while chatting like that while sipping on the complimentary drinks.

"Iris-sama, which participants are you keeping an eye on this year?" the daughter of the Order of Magic Swordsmen Chief asked, joining the conversation.

"I’d love to know as well," the Duke’s handsome son added.

It looked like they were acquaintances of the Princess through the Royal Capital Bushin Style.

"I’m interested in everyone competing in the Main Tournament, of course, but if I had to pick one…" Iris placed a hand on her cheek, choosing her words carefully. "It would be Annerose-san, formerly of the Vegalta Seven Swords. The Bushin Festival Main Tournament usually features the same old faces, but she’s making her debut this year. I watched the Preliminaries Final, and she has undeniable talent. If she keeps winning, we’ll face each other in the 2nd Round. I’m quite looking forward to it."

Her smile was radiating confidence.

"I saw her too. Annerose-sama is strong," the Chief’s daughter admitted. "I don’t think I could beat her as I am now…"

"I saw it as well. But Iris-sama will be the one to win," the handsome son insisted. "The public has been quite critical of the Royal Capital Bushin Style since that incident, so if Iris-sama could take the championship here…"

"Hey, don't go pushing all that pressure onto Iris-sama."

"No, I didn't mean it like—"

Iris’s voice cut through their bickering.

"It’s fine. I intend to win the championship from the start. I’m prepared to shoulder it all—the reputation of the Royal Capital Bushin Style and the pride of this country."

"Iris-sama…"

"Truly impressive."

I felt a little bad for interrupting the serious atmosphere, but I really wanted to get in on this topic.

"Um, are there any other players you’re interested in…?" I cut in, completely ignoring the mood.

"By the way, who even are you?" the handsome guy asked.

"Wait, I feel like I've seen him somewhere… Oh, he’s that junior who showed up to Class 1 once."

"Ah, I remember now. He’s Alexia-sama’s…"

"This is Cid Kagenou-san. Claire-san’s younger brother," Iris clarified.

The two of them nodded, their expressions shifting to looks of "understanding."

"You don't have the talent your sister does, do you? Well, make sure you don't give up on your training."

"It was a pretty unimpressive sword style, as I recall. There’s no point in aiming for the top, so just keep plugging away at the basics."

Gee, thanks for the 'encouraging' advice, seniors.

"Right, thanks. So, Iris-sama, anyone else you’ve got your eye on?"

"Let’s see…"

"L-like, for example, Jimina, Annerose-sama’s opponent in the first round? H-h-he’s a first-timer this year too."

I moved the conversation toward Jimina with what I considered to be an extremely natural flow.

"Jimina… I haven't seen his matches yet, so I can't really say."

Princess Iris gave a noncommittal answer.

Okay. So Princess Iris doesn't know about Jimina yet.

"Oh, I saw him," the girl piped up. "His sword was fast, I guess, but that was it. His stance was a total amateur’s. It felt like he just got lucky. Annerose-sama will win that one, no question."

"I saw him too," the guy added. "Honestly, he doesn't belong on a stage as big as the Main Tournament. He’s all momentum and no skill."

Excellent. They’ve officially branded Jimina as small fry.

Everything was going exactly to plan. At this point, I had the narrative surrounding Jimina under total control. All the pieces were in place.

From here, the real show would begin…

"He’s not a competitor, but there is one other person I’m keeping an eye on," Princess Iris said. I was already satisfied and ready to tune out, but she kept going. "It seems that the first-ever winner of the Bushin Festival—the Elf Sword Saint they called the Bushin—has come to the Royal Capital."

"The Elf Sword Saint?! You don't mean…!"

"She hasn't been seen in public for over ten years!"

Wait.

"Every single person in the Main Tournament is watching for the movements of Bushin Beatrix-sama."

Who?

I definitely wasn't watching for her.
The Pulled-Stroke Trope

As my match drew near, I made my excuses about needing the restroom and slipped away, heading toward the participants' waiting room. It looked like my sister had won her first round without any trouble. Who knows, she might actually make it pretty far this year.

While I was walking down the hallway mulling that over, I passed a GREY-ROBED PERSON coming from the other direction.

At that exact moment, I stopped.

A split-second later, the other person stopped too.

We both turned around at the same time.

Through a gap in that tattered grey robe, a pair of sharp blue eyes were staring me down.

"You smell like an elf," a husky female voice said.

Her faded robe was frayed and coming apart at the seams. I didn't say anything, opting instead to wait for her to keep talking.

"Do you know any elves?"

Those blue eyes peered into mine, searching for something.

"I’ve got a few elf friends," I replied. There wasn't really any reason to hide it, so I just gave her the truth.

"I am looking for an elf."

"Is that so?"

"She was a cute child."

"Huh."

"Do you have any idea who she might be?"

"Even if you ask me that..."

"She should look very much like me."

"Right."

"She is the memento of my younger sister."

"I see."

"Do you know an elf who looks like me?"

"Uh, look..."

"Any ideas?"

"I can't exactly see your face through that robe."

"Ah. Good point."

She pulled back her hood, exposing her face to the world.

I didn't react. Or rather, I made a very conscious effort to show absolutely zero emotion.

Her face looked a hell of a lot like Alpha’s.

"Sorry, doesn't ring a bell."

"Truly?"

"Yeah."

I should probably double-check with Alpha the next time I see her. They weren't quite spitting images, but they were similar enough that if someone told me they were relatives, I’d totally believe it.

"I see."

She shrugged her shoulders regretfully, then drew her sword in one fluid, natural motion.

There was no bloodlust, no preliminary movement—just a single, lethal strike.

I caught it in the corner of my vision and just... let it happen. I know how this goes. This is that classic trope where the master tests the protagonist with a pulled stroke, right?

Sure enough, her blade stopped right against my neck.

It was just touching me. She hadn't even nicked a single layer of skin.

And, with exquisite timing...

"Whoa!?"

I flopped onto my butt, pretending my legs had suddenly turned to jelly.

Yeah, I’d give that performance a passing grade.

"Hm?"

She tilted her head and sheathed her sword.

"I made a mistake. My apologies."

She gave me a polite little bow.

"I thought you were stronger. What is your name?"

She held out a hand to me.

"I-I'm Cid Kagenou..." I stammered, my voice trembling as I took her hand and let her pull me up.

"I am Beatrix."

Beatrix kept a firm grip on my hand, not letting go.

"Uh... is something wrong?"

"Good hands. You will become strong."

She offered me a beautiful smile. That smile, too, looked just like Alpha’s.

"Sorry for startling you."

With one last apology, Beatrix turned her back and walked away.

I watched her retreating figure for a moment.

"...Actually, she's pretty damn strong," I muttered to myself before turning on my heel.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Iris sat in the SPECIAL SEAT, waiting for the next match to begin. From this vantage point, she had a panoramic view of the entire arena, and she could descend directly to the field via a private staircase if necessary.

Two SPELLSWORDS had already been called out to the arena.

One was Annerose, the LIGHT BLUE-HAIRED FEMALE SWORDSMAN whom Iris had been keeping a close eye on.

The other was a BLACK-HAIRED SWORDSMAN she was seeing for the first time: JIMINA SEINEN.

Iris narrowed her eyes, observing the two competitors.

"It’s just about to start, I see."

A man sat down in the chair next to her.

That was Cid’s seat.

"That seat is—"

"Is there a problem?"

Iris cut herself off the moment she saw the man's face. I'm sorry, Cid, she apologized silently.

"Lord Doem..."

"Princess Iris, I trust you are in good spirits."

Doem smiled elegantly, but his eyes remained cold and vacant.

"Being able to watch the matches alongside Princess Iris is like a dream come true."

"You jest, Lord Doem. Do you not already have a fiancée?"

"Unfortunately, she ran away from me. But worry not, it was merely a lover's spat."

Doem laughed airily. He was quite handsome for a man in his late twenties, but Iris had never been able to stomach his smile.

"Is the KING OF ORIANA still feeling unwell?"

"Regrettably, he will be absent again today. However, he did say he would certainly attend tomorrow."

Doem answered her question with practiced ease.

"The KING OF MIDGAR is also scheduled to attend starting tomorrow."

"My, what a coincidence."

Iris tried to read something in Doem's eyes, but those unlaughing orbs revealed nothing.

"So, is that the rumored Annerose?" Doem asked, looking down at the arena.

"Yes."

"The woman with the most momentum in the world right now. I heard she’s on a training journey after leaving VEGALTA, but I would dearly love to invite her to our country."

"Indeed. A swordsman of her caliber would be a welcome addition to the MIDGAR KINGDOM as well."

"Haha. Surely the MIDGAR KINGDOM already has plenty of excellent SPELLSWORDS. Compared to you, our country is..."

"That is exactly why our alliance exists."

"True, but it is quite painful to be so entirely dependent on your kingdom."

"I suppose so..."

How exhausting, Iris thought, suppressing a sigh. Talking to him felt like talking to a doll.

"And what of her opponent, JIMINA?"

"This is the first time I've seen him play. I haven't heard many good things, and he doesn't exactly look strong."

"Then I suppose Annerose's victory is a foregone conclusion."

"No... there is something eerie about him," Iris said, her tone clouded with uncertainty.

"Eerie?"

"Yes. He certainly doesn't look strong. And yet, he possesses a quality that no weakling could ever have."

"Oh? And what might that be?"

"Absolute confidence. To my eyes... he looks as though he is already certain of his victory."

"Could it not just be conceit?"

"Perhaps. But there is no hesitation in his eyes. He sees an unwavering path to victory... or at least, he thinks he does."

"I see. At least he sees it, then? Tell me, Princess Iris, can you see it?"

"No. Can you, Lord Doem?"

"Me? I know absolutely nothing about the way of the sword."

"Is that so?"

Iris stole a quick glance at Doem's hands. They were the hands of a trained man, despite his claims of ignorance.

"I suppose I can't fool Princess Iris after all. In the ORIANA KINGDOM, the sword is often looked down upon, so please forgive my modesty. To be perfectly honest, I can hold my own well enough."

"Well enough, you say?"

"Yes. Well enough."

Doem wore a smile that never reached his eyes.

"Now then, shall we see just how much that 'absolute confidence' is worth?"

He looked down at the arena.

"Annerose versus JIMINA SEINEN!!"

The names of the two combatants echoed through the stadium.

"Match start!!"

The battle began.
I’ve Got This! (Total Certainty)

ANNEROSE

The second the match started, I lunged straight into Jimina’s range.

I’d already called his bluff. I knew the secret behind his strength: it was all about that overwhelming speed. Even as a former member of the Vegalta Seven Swords, I could barely track him. He just brute-forced his way to victory by moving faster than anyone could react. That was Jimina’s whole deal. 

But I’d also realized that, despite that speed, his actual sword skills were bottom-tier. 

Up until now, Jimina had won his matches without ever really clashing blades. Why? Sure, maybe his opponents just couldn't keep up. But looking at his posture, the guy was basically an amateur. What if Jimina was the one avoiding the clash? What if he was terrified that a prolonged exchange would expose how mediocre he actually was? 

Basically, he was using his speed to end things quickly and hide his lack of skill. 

My conclusion: as long as I didn’t let his speed psych me out, I’d win. 

The only wildcard was the Weights Jimina had ditched. If shedding that extra baggage meant he could move faster than I could even perceive... well, then even I might lose. I had to crush that possibility immediately. If an opponent is faster than you, you just have to stop them in their tracks. Do that, and you stop losing. 

"Haaaaah!" 

I closed the gap in a heartbeat, putting all my Ki into a shout as I swung my blade. It was a perfect surprise attack. 

And yet, Jimina blocked it. 

He really is fast. He’d managed to defend himself at a timing where a normal person wouldn't have even seen the strike coming. However, by blocking, his feet were now firmly planted. 

Exactly what I wanted. 

"Shiiii!" 

I didn't give him a chance to move. I went for him again. He kept defending, but my surging barrage of strikes didn't give him a second to utilize his speed. My sword hammered against his guard—a third, a 4th, then a fifth time—until finally, his posture broke. 

I’ve won! 

The conviction washed over me as I lunged straight for his chest. I felt the blade hit home... or so I thought. 

"Eh...?" 

There was no resistance. My sword passed through thin air. Worse, Jimina had completely vanished from my sight. 

"...That was an Afterimage." 

His voice came from right behind me. My shoulders drifted into a shiver. 

Stay calm, I told myself. I deliberately took my time turning around. I’m rattled. I can’t let him see it. 

"You’re faster than I thought..." 

My voice sounded normal enough. At least, I hoped it did. I kept Jimina in my sights and tried to process the situation. What was the play here? His speed was way beyond my reaction time. How was I supposed to close a gap like that? 

Think. Think...! THINK...!! 

"Wha—!?" 

Before I could even come up with a plan, Jimina vanished again. I moved before my brain could catch up. It wasn't technique or experience that allowed me to react to the slight shiver in the air—it was pure, dumb luck. 

CLANG! 

The impact was massive. I was sent flying backward. I fought to stay conscious as the world threatened to go black, desperately gripping my sword to keep it from spinning away. I forced myself back onto my feet. 

"Kh...!" 

A pained groan escaped my lips. Across the arena, Jimina was just... standing there. His sword was lowered, hanging loosely at his side. No stance, no follow-up. 

I didn't take it as arrogance. He simply had the skills to back it up. 

"I’ll admit it. You're strong." 

I steadied my ragged breathing and steeled my resolve. Jimina was simply, purely, and overwhelmingly fast. I didn't find it unfair; speed is just another form of strength. And I didn't think I was out of the running yet. The odds were low, sure, but they weren't zero. 

If he was just going to be fast, I just had to time him. A Counter. That was the only winning move I had left. 

The real question was whether I could actually react to him. Blocking that last hit was nothing but a fluke, and I didn't count on lightning striking twice. If I couldn't rely on luck, I’d rely on my own merit. If I couldn't react with my eyes, I’d use experience. If experience failed, I’d use raw intuition. I didn't care what it took. 

If I could just get the timing right, the years I’d spent honing my technique would do the rest. I focused everything I had, waiting for the moment to strike. 

Then—without a single hint of warning—he moved. 

The instant Jimina vanished—no, a split second before—I swung. I swung at empty air. 

But a moment later... 

I’ve won! 

Jimina appeared right in front of me. I was certain of my victory. I’d placed my sword directly in his path. At that speed, there was no way for him to dodge. Or so I thought. 

"Eh...?" 

I stared, dazed, at his movement. 

He’d stopped. 

As if he’d planned it from the very beginning, he came to a dead halt just inches outside my range. My sword grazed the bridge of his nose, cutting nothing but air. 

It wasn't a fluke. It was perfect Distance Management. A terrifying display of Foresight. 

I thought I’d timed his attack, but I was wrong. It was the other way around. He was the one who had timed me. 

"I see..." 

In that single moment of clashing wills, everything became clear. My conviction shifted. Jimina Seinen... his skills were on a level far beyond anything I could imagine. 

As I stood there, completely open, Jimina’s sword finally approached. 

It was the slowest strike he’d thrown all day. And yet, the technique was so perfect it had been sublimated into a work of art. 

"Ah..." 

It’s beautiful. 

That thought was the last thing I remembered before my world faded to black.
WHO THE HELL ARE YOU SUPPOSED TO BE?

DOEM

“He’s strong...”

I heard Iris mutter the words from the seat next to me. Down in the arena, Jimina was already making his exit, leaving a defeated Annerose in his wake.

“Absolute confidence... Your intuition was spot-on, Princess Iris,” I said, doing my best to keep the tremor out of my voice. Inside, I was actually reeling.

“No, even I didn’t expect this,” Iris replied. “I can’t wrap my head around it. How has a Spellsword of his caliber remained a complete nobody until now?”

“I’m with you there. Jimina Seinen... The name doesn't ring a single bell.”

“I’ve never even seen a style like that. It was sharp—and more than anything, it was beautiful.”

“It’s certainly not one of the established schools,” I added. 

Honestly, I’d never seen a blade flow like that in my life. I’m willing to bet Iris hadn't either. It looked like some secret, underground style was finally making its big debut on the world stage.

“Clearly. I won’t know for sure until I actually talk to him, but... wow. Just wow.” 

Iris sank back into her chair, letting out a long breath to bleed off the tension.

The VIP section was a total zoo. The crowd had already moved on from Annerose and was obsessing over Jimina. Naturally, the only thing anyone wanted to talk about was his next match.

“So, it’s you versus Jimina in the 2nd Round, then?” I asked.

“Yep.” Iris actually had a little smile on her face.

“You sound pretty confident.”

“I plan on winning.”

“Ho...?”

“His swordsmanship is fast, sharp, and gorgeous. Honestly, I’m not even in his league when it comes to the ‘beauty’ of the craft. But matches aren't decided by aesthetics. If that was him going all out, he’s still not on my level.”

“I concur,” I said, nodding along while my brain added the fine print. 

If that really was Jimina’s full power, Iris still has the edge. Her Magic Power is high enough that she can brute-force her way through most technical gaps.

But what if he was holding back?

“He’s hiding something,” Iris continued. “His posture, his stance, his form—it’s all a front. He’s faked his way through the entire tournament just to get this far.”

“You’ve realized that much, and you still think you’ll win?”

“I don’t care what he’s hiding. I’ll just cut through that, too. I’ve got a bit of a competitive streak, you see.”

Iris stood up with a sharp, beautiful smile. It was the kind of smile people wear when they’re looking for a fight.

“I see.”

“Anyway, I’ve got a match to get to. Excuse me.”

I watched her walk away and let out a massive sigh. I’d done my homework. I’d vetted every single person who could possibly throw a wrench into the plan, and Jimina Seinen hadn’t even been on the list.

If he’s going to be a problem, I need to scrape him off the board sooner rather than later... but there’s no need to panic yet. I’ll wait until after his fight with Iris to make the call.

Jimina Seinen. A man with a perfectly honed, beautiful blade. 

It just didn’t sit right. How does someone that good stay anonymous? There has to be a reason. A reason he’s hiding his true strength. A reason he couldn’t show his face in the sun.

Maybe it’s some "one-heir-only" style lost to history? Or maybe he’s some thug from the Lawless City with a forged ID.

The Lawless City—that's a lovely den of sin and desire that doesn't answer to any government. Even The Cult hasn't managed to get their claws into the three rulers over there or their inner circles. 

If anyone was going to wander out of that hole, it’d be someone from the Queen of Blood's Family. Judging by his strength, Jimina would have to be executive-class at minimum. Great, another background check to run.

Then there’s the Shadow Garden possibility. But Jimina’s a dude. Besides, I don't see why those lunatics would want to draw this much attention to themselves at the Bushin Festival. It’s a long shot.

Regardless, I get a bad vibe from the guy. He feels bottomless. He feels like a resident of the Underworld... just like me.

“Just who the hell are you...?” I muttered, but my voice was swallowed up by the roar of the stadium.



ANNEROSE

“Wait, Jimina!”

The moment I came to, I sprinted out into the hallway to intercept him. He stopped and turned around. I skidded to a halt, trying to catch my breath.

“It was a total blowout,” I said, looking up at him and forcing a smile. “I really couldn't do a thing, could I?”

I’d left my country to get stronger. I’d convinced myself I’d evolved since then. But somewhere along the way, I’d let myself get arrogant. 

I held out my hand. Jimina stared at it for a long beat before slowly meeting me halfway.

“I learned a lot today. Thank you,” I said.

“It was the first time I’ve ever removed my shackles,” he replied. “There is no need for shame.”

“...That’s nice of you to say.”

I smiled, and we shook on it.

“Jimina, who are you, really? How did you get that strong?”

He gave me this incredibly lonely smile and looked away. His eyes seemed to be staring at something miles and miles away.

“I’m just a fool... who cast everything aside in pursuit of nothing but strength...”

“Jimina...”

My chest tightened just looking at his profile. He looked so solitary. He must have some kind of tragic past that drove him to this point. 

“If... if you ever want to, would you consider a commission in the Vegalta Empire? I could make sure you got a position worthy of your skills.”

But Jimina just shook his head.

“...It’s a bit too bright for me.”

He turned his back and started walking.

“Wait! I’m leaving tomorrow! If you change your mind before then, come find me!”

He didn't stop a second time.

I watched him go until he disappeared around the corner, then I turned on my heel. I guess there’s always a bigger fish. Being able to fight him—being able to witness that sword firsthand—was the experience of a lifetime.

It wasn't just swordsmanship; it was a work of art, honed to the absolute limit. It felt like he’d packed his entire soul into every swing.

He’s going to win this whole thing. I know it. Eventually, the entire world is going to know his name. He’s going to climb to some height I can't even imagine.

Right now, all I can do is look up at him. But I can still get stronger. Jimina showed me the path with his blade.

I’m going to get stronger. I’m going to find him again someday. 

Until that day comes, I’ll keep on fighting. I swear it.
Breakfasting in the VIP Seats—Live!

Man, that went well.

Like, really well.

I’d made a conscious effort to ensure my swordsmanship was beautiful, focusing entirely on the "show" of it all. Back when I was first training to become THE EMINENCE IN SHADOW, I went through a phase where I was obsessed with having a STYLISH SWORD. It was a bit too elegant, which is why it’s so different from my current SHADOW'S SWORD, but I’m glad all that effort finally bore fruit.

Thanks to ANNEROSE, I’d say I’ve checked off about seventy percent of my checklist for this BUSHIN FESTIVAL. Now the only question is how to stick the landing. There are so many classic tropes to choose from; it's a real dilemma.

The straightforward route would be winning the whole thing, but looking at the bracket, the upcoming IRIS MATCH is clearly the climax of the arc. Defeating PRINCESS IRIS and then just... vanishing? That’s got a strong "mysterious powerhouse" vibe to it. I can see it now: I take down a world-renowned warrior, mutter something like, "My work here is done..." and then fade into the mist.

God, that’s good.

Plus, if I defeat Iris and then go MIA, maybe my sister could actually win the tournament.

Then there’s the "Heel Turn"—always a crowd-pleaser. Right in the middle of the fight with Iris, I could shout, "I am an assassin sent by an ASSASSINATION ORGANIZATION! Your life is mine!" and just go absolutely feral, ignoring all the tournament rules. It would give me a very natural excuse to exit the stage, too.

Then again, there’s a certain sense of accomplishment that only comes from winning the championship.

There were still plenty of other hype routes to consider, so I really needed to sit down and weigh my options.

I was mulling over these possibilities as I headed back to the SPECIAL ROOM, only to find some random middle-aged guy sitting in my seat. I did a slow "nope" and quietly closed the door. Whatever. My sister’s match was already over anyway.

I headed back to the DORMITORY early that day to do some IMAGE TRAINING, and then it was the next morning.

I was sitting in a SPECIAL SEAT, sipping on the complimentary morning coffee. Apparently, the MITSUGOSHI COMPANY is still the only place that knows how to make the stuff. Pretty impressive.

"Delicious," I muttered.

Personally, I’m a "lots of milk and sugar" kind of guy.

I hated these VIP seats at first, but now that I’m used to them, they’re actually pretty convenient. If I ask a maid, she’ll bring me pretty much anything for free. I might as well enjoy the celebrity lifestyle while it lasts.

I spent a while soaking in the atmosphere of the stadium until PRINCESS IRIS made her appearance.

"Good morning."

"Mornin'."

"Is that coffee? It’s been quite trendy lately. I like the aroma, but I’m not great with bitter flavors..."

"Just dump in a ton of milk and sugar. Turn it into COFFEE MILK."

"COFFEE MILK...?" she repeated.

Iris really is a woman of action; she called a maid over to try it immediately.

"Oh, it's actually delicious..."

"Right? It’s a magical technique that makes any coffee taste exactly the same."

We ordered some toast and eggs to round out our classy breakfast. If social media existed in this world, I’d be uploading a selfie with the princess and a caption like: Breakfasting in the VIP seats with royalty! #Blessed #LivingMyBestLife.

Once breakfast was finished, the celebrities started trickling in.

The room was soon filled with the sound of high-society small talk. Being from a mere Baron’s family, I was naturally left out of the loop. Which is fine by me—I have zero intention of joining in. So please, Princess Iris, stop being "considerate" and trying to drag me into the conversation.

Amidst the slightly uncomfortable atmosphere, it finally came time for MAIN TOURNAMENT DAY 2 to begin.

Just as the celebrities were taking their seats and the room was settling down, the door to the SPECIAL ROOM swung open. I looked back and saw a woman draped in a faded robe. I couldn't see her face, as usual, but there was no mistaking it—it was Beatrix.

She spotted me and gave a tiny wave. I gave her a little nod and a smile, a real "Hey, fancy meeting you here" look.

The celebrities in the VIP section, however, were not amused. I could practically hear their mental monologues: Who is this beggar in the filthy rags? Kick her out already. Ah, the classic "silent pressure" of the elite.

"Excuse me, madam, but..." a maid began, approaching her.

"It is quite alright," Iris interrupted. "I invited her. Please, come this way."

Iris gestured for Beatrix to join us. Beatrix took the seat next to her—the one on the opposite side of me, with Iris acting as a buffer. Apparently, that was supposed to be Alexia’s seat.

"Princess Iris, who is this...?" one of the snobs asked.

"This is BUSHIN BEATRIX," Iris replied.

The room erupted into whispers.

"Wait, the BUSHIN...?"

"The LEGENDARY SWORD SAINT...?"

Man, that’s cool. I want people to whisper stuff like, "That's the legendary Shadow..." about me someday.

"It has been a long time since Lady Beatrix has appeared on the public stage like this," one of the nobles noted.

"Yes. I am looking for someone," she replied with a nod. "A niece whose face looks just like mine."

Determined not to make the same mistake she did when we first met, she actually pulled back her hood.

"My god, she’s stunning..."

"Do you recognize this face?" she asked. "I heard an ELF with a similar face was seen in this country recently."

"Ho, in this kingdom, you say? Well, if they were as beautiful as you, Lady Beatrix, I certainly wouldn't forget them... but I'm afraid I have no idea."

"You don't recognize it?"

"Regrettably..."

The celebrities all shook their heads in unison.

"I see..." Beatrix murmured, pulling the robe back over her head with a look of disappointment.

"I am sorry," Iris said. "These people have many connections, so I thought someone here might have a lead."

"It's fine. I'm an ELF; I have plenty of time."

"By the way, Lady Beatrix," Iris asked, "have you watched any matches of the BUSHIN FESTIVAL yet?"

"Not much."

"I see. Well, within what you've seen, could you tell us if any of the participants have caught your eye?"

"Notable participants... Hmm." Beatrix scanned the arena, thought for a beat, then pointed directly at me. "Sid."

"...Excuse me, Lady Beatrix?" Iris blinked.

"I am watching Sid. He will surely become strong."

"No, I won't," I interjected instantly.

God, the stares were starting to hurt.

"This boy? Strong...?"

"He's my junior at the academy, but his aptitude is... well..."

"He's technically Claire-san's younger brother, but he lacks talent, or rather—"

"If Lady Beatrix says so, there can be no mistake," Iris declared, cutting them off.

With that one sentence from the Princess, the awkward atmosphere settled down—for the moment. However, the looks the celebrities were giving Beatrix remained skeptical. I could practically see them talking with their eyes: Is this woman actually the real deal?

To them, she probably just looked like a filthy vagrant.

From my perspective, she was simply being her natural self. Her appearance, her personality, her titles, and her strength—none of it was "adorned," which meant none of these people could see how powerful she actually was.

"Well," Iris said, trying to smooth things over. "Please let us know if anything else in the matches catches your interest."

"Okay."

It seemed they were willing to humor her for Iris’s sake. And so, amidst a very delicate atmosphere, MAIN TOURNAMENT DAY 2 officially began.
Everything’s Coming Up Stinky

DOEM

I stepped into the Special Room, and immediately, a figure wrapped in a grey robe spun around to face me. 

Even with the hood pulled low, the build gave it away—definitely a woman. She gave me a long look, then shifted her gaze toward the King of Oriana, who was shuffling along right beside me.

Then, she opened her mouth and dropped a single word.

"Stinky."

"Hey, lady," I snapped, my ego taking a direct hit. "That’s incredibly rude."

"Sorry."

I did my best to keep my heart from doing backflips as I glared at this grey-robed woman. 

You see, to turn the King of Oriana into my personal puppet, I’d been dosing him with some seriously addictive medicinal herbs. They worked like a charm, but they had one nasty side effect: the user started emitting a very particular, very pungent aroma. I’d practically drowned the old man in perfume to mask the scent. There was no way she should’ve smelled a thing.

"Lord Doem," a voice whispered, "that person is the Sword Saint, Beatrix-sama."

"Wait, what...?"

The Bushin Beatrix? I’d heard rumors she was in the Royal Capital, but was this really her? 

She didn't look like any "God of War" to me. She was draped in a faded, dusty grey rag and clearly lacked even the most basic social graces. After her half-baked apology, she’d already turned her back on me to watch the tournament. 

She didn't look powerful, but... well, if she was as good as the legends said, I probably didn't have the chops to see through her anyway. Given that Princess Iris acknowledged her, I had to assume she was the real deal. I’d heard her face looked just like the Hero Olivier. If I could just get a glimpse under that hood, I’d know for sure, but...

"Well now, please forgive my ignorance," I said, putting on my best 'oops' face. "I had no idea who I was addressing."

"I also apologize," she replied.

And just like that, the tension evaporated. Everyone just assumed her "stinky" comment was aimed at me personally. Fine by me. I’d much rather be the guy who smells bad than the guy whose king is a drug-addicted zombie. 

Still, I couldn't believe Beatrix had actually shown up at the Bushin Festival. Of all the days to have a living legend drop in...

I clicked my tongue under my breath.

"King of Midgar, I trust you are in excellent spirits today?"

"Umu."

Time to flip the script. I offered my greetings to the King of Midgar, who was currently perched on a massive throne in the VIP section. 

After swapping the usual boring pleasantries, the King of Oriana took his seat next to the Midgar King. I sat right beside him, ready to play the world’s most dangerous wingman. The King of Oriana could handle basic scripts, but anything more complex than "Hello, how are you" was a gamble. It was up to me to steer the conversation and keep him from glitching out.

But hey, so far, everything was going according to plan.

My primary goal, for now, was securing Rose. 

The last time I saw her, she’d already started showing symptoms of the possession. To The Cult, her blood was basically the holy grail of research material. So, I’d scattered some bait.

I’d sent her a very clear threat: Show up at the Bushin Festival venue, or I’ll have your father murder the King of Midgar.

Sure, it was mostly a bluff, but honestly? I didn't care if he actually killed the guy. If the King of Midgar died, war would break out and the Oriana Kingdom would be wiped off the map. No biggie. We were already prepping a puppet to take over the Midgar throne anyway. If it worked out, the payoff would be massive. It was a risky play, but totally worth the gamble.

My only real concern was Iris. She’d been throwing some suspicious looks at the vacant King of Oriana. There was a chance she might try to block me. 

But if I had the King do the deed while Iris was busy fighting her match, that little problem would take care of itself. It should have been a slam dunk.

Except now Beatrix was here. Taking her out wouldn't be easy, and she was likely even stronger than Iris. If she decided to play hero, she’d be a massive pain in my ass.

Then there was the mystery man, Jimina. I couldn't figure out his angle. The guy was a Resident of the Underworld, so he had to have a motive, but my background checks had come up totally dry. That’s professional-grade ghosting right there. I needed to be on maximum alert.

I let out a long, heavy sigh.

The plan was moving, sure, but there were way too many wild cards on the table. I couldn't relax for a second.

Relax, Doem. As long as Rose shows up, none of the risks even matter.

And she would show up. She was the type who couldn't bear to abandon her country or her father. I’d read her like a book.

Yeah, there were plenty of things to worry about, but it was fine. Everything was going to go perfectly. 

I kept telling myself that as I turned my attention to the arena. Time ticked by, and Claire Kagenou secured a victory without breaking a sweat.

"Huh..."

She wasn't someone I’d been keeping an eye on, but her performance was unexpected. Her Magic Power was high, yet she wasn't letting it control her. She was strong now, but she had the potential to become a real monster.

"Claire-san... she’s certainly improved her skills," Iris noted, standing up from her seat. "My match is about to begin. If you’ll excuse me."

Everyone offered their words of encouragement. The black-haired boy sitting next to Iris stood up as well.

"I’m going to the toilet," he announced.

Go wherever you want, kid, I thought. I didn't care, but I noticed Beatrix’s eyes followed him as he walked away.

He was just some ordinary boy named Cid. I’d wondered why he was sitting next to a princess, but he didn't seem to have a single noteworthy quality. I purged him from my memory instantly and focused on the next match.

The showdown between Iris and Jimina was a big deal for me. 

I needed to see what this Jimina guy was actually capable of. Plus, with Iris out of her seat, it was the perfect window of opportunity.

A few minutes after the two of them left the room, Iris and Jimina finally appeared on the arena floor.
From a Far Height...

IRIS MIDGAR

The moment I stepped onto the arena floor, a literal wall of sound hit me. The cheers were deafening. I guess if you needed proof that I was the protagonist of this little festival, this was it.

I fixed my gaze on Jimina, who was just standing there on the opposite side, and tried to get my heart to stop racing. 

Jimina Seinen. The guy was a total enigma. Facing him head-on, I couldn't pick up a single shred of presence or strength, yet the vibe he gave off was... bottomless. He was a complete contradiction—his scruffy appearance didn't match the weird, unquantifiable pressure radiating from him. He was a walking blur, a young man designed to delude the truth.

But I didn't let myself think I’d lose. More importantly, I couldn’t lose. 

Winning the Bushin Festival wasn't just a goal; it was my mission. 

I’ll be the first to admit it—I have zero political talent. I know it, and the court knows it. My only real job is to be the ultimate symbol of the Midgar Kingdom’s power. My "mission" is basically just existing so everyone else can sleep soundly at night, thinking, As long as Iris Midgar is around, we’re safe.

I didn’t even mind being a glorified figurehead. I knew my only real weapon was my strength, and I was perfectly aware that people were using me for their own political agendas.

Well, that was the case until recently. 

The cost of being a "symbol" only became clear when I actually tried to stand on my own two feet. I was worried about the future of this country, so I started the Crimson Order. And what happened? No one joined, I had no budget, and I couldn't change a damn thing. 

I’ve managed to scrap together a few people since then, but it’s a far cry from what I actually wanted to build. 

And let’s be real—if I tried to dip my toes into the political shark tank now, I’d just get played and tossed aside. My only move is to leave the "smart stuff" to the professionals and focus on gathering power the only way I know how. 

Popularity is its own kind of power. I’ve finally started recruiting the "brains" for the Knight Order’s leadership. Now, all I need is to win the Bushin Festival and cement my status with the public. If I can do that, everything else should fall into place. 

At least, that’s what I’m banking on.

I lowered my sword into a stance and waited for the signal. 

Sorry, Jimina, but I’m going all out from the jump. I don't care what you're hiding; I'm finishing this before you even have a chance to show it.

"Iris Midgar versus Jimina Seinen! Begin!"

I went for the blitz. 

The instant the match started, I lunged forward—and then I slammed on the brakes.

"...Eh?"

A tiny, pathetic sound of confusion escaped my lips. 

That was weird. For some reason, Jimina looked way further away than I’d estimated. 

Did I mess up the distance? 

No, I checked. My eyes said the range was right, but my gut was screaming that he was miles away. Maybe it was just nerves. Whatever. Either way, my momentum was dead. 

Reset. Focus.

I shifted my mental gears, reset my stance, and threw out a light feint. 

The second I saw his eyes follow the bait, I committed to the strike.

But then—

"...!?"

I stopped again. 

I found myself arching my back and jumping away as if I were dodging a lethal blow. 

I’d seen it. I’d seen Jimina’s blade whistling through the air, clean-cut and perfect, severing my head from my shoulders. 

But Jimina hadn't moved an inch. 

And, obviously, my head was still very much attached to my neck. 

"Why...?" I whispered. 

I had definitely seen his sword. The moment I tried to close in, I’d visualized his blade—dripping with overwhelming power—ending my life. I thought he’d timed it perfectly. I’d braced myself for defeat... no, I’d braced myself for death. 

Yet, like a bad dream, there he was. Just standing there. He hadn't even bothered to raise his weapon. 

I couldn't wrap my head around it. I kept my sword up and started circling him, my feet shuffling as I tried to find an opening. 

One lap. Two. Three. 

The distance between us was the same as always, yet he felt so distant. 

"...Are you coming?" Jimina asked. 

I couldn't. I literally couldn't take the step. My instincts were screaming at me, warning me that if I crossed that line, it was over. 

"HAAAAAAAAAH!" 

I let out a roar to drown out the doubt. I rocked my weight back and forth and then took a step. My fastest step. 

But he's watching me!!

Jimina’s gaze was locked onto me. Then, his eyes shifted, almost like he was suggesting a specific path. 

"—Aaahhh!!"

My body moved on its own, aborting the attack. The sheer force of the sudden stop put a massive strain on my frame; I could hear my knee joints protesting with an ugly creak. I didn't care. I rolled backward, putting as much space between us as possible. 

I’d seen it again. I’d seen his sword piercing my heart. 

"...No way."

My chest was fine. There wasn't even a scratch on my armor. Jimina hadn't even swung. 

"This is a lie..."

He was just standing there in that same slouch, his sword still lowered. 

"...What’s the matter?" he asked. 

A chill ran down my spine. I was shaking. Whatever this was, it was beyond me. 

Do something. Anything.

Impatience and terror were starting to boil over, forcing me to move. At that exact moment, Jimina’s eyes flickered again. As if he were looking into the future, the tip of his sword trembled—just a tiny bit. 

In that instant, I hallucinated my arm flying through the air. 

"A-ah..."

And then, it clicked. 

He was feinting. 

He had read every single one of my movements. He was using nothing but his gaze and the tiniest twitch of his sword to issue a warning: If you don’t stop, I’m going to cut you.

That was all it took for me to "see" his blade. I was so outclassed that I was hallucinating my own death as if it were a physical reality. 

An old lesson from my master flashed through my mind: "A Master's 'Falsehood' is indistinguishable from the truth." Back then, as a kid, I’d been toyed with by my master's feints just like this. 

But what Jimina was doing... this felt even more "real" than my master’s. 

Was that even possible? 

Look, I’m not arrogant enough to think I’m the strongest person in the entire world. I know there’s always a bigger fish. But as far as objective facts go, I’m supposed to be a top-tier Spellsword. 

If someone can play with me using nothing but feints... then Jimina’s ability isn't just high. He’s unmistakably the strongest person in the world. An absolute, untouchable monster. 

Is that even possible? Like, seriously?

No. It can't be.

I tried to talk myself down. Don't let him get in your head. He hasn't even swung yet. Stop jumping to conclusions.

"...Don't stop," I whispered, forcing the command into my own subconscious. 

I steeled myself. I resolved that no matter what I "saw," I wouldn't stop. I took the step. 

I heard a sound—the sound of something slicing through the air. 

The next moment, a massive impact slammed into my entire body. 

My vision went black for a few seconds. When it came back, I found myself staring up at the sky. I was flat on my back in the middle of the arena. 

What just happened? 

I hadn't seen the sword. All I knew was that Jimina’s eyes had caught mine, and then I’d been hit by a truck. It was a miracle I was still holding my sword. 

I forced my sluggish body to sit up. 

"Iris Midgar... is this really all you’ve got?"

A blade was leveled at my throat. 

Jimina was looking down at me, his eyes completely void of emotion. He was right there—close enough to touch—and yet he felt further away than ever. 

Far, far away...

Ah... I get it now. 

It wasn't an illusion. It wasn't my imagination. 

He’d been looking down on me from a far, far height since the very beginning. A height so extreme that no matter how much I reached out, I’d never be able to touch him... 

My sword slipped from my hand, hitting the stone floor with a dry clatter. 

That sound echoed through the deathly silent stadium. 

Iris Midgar, defeated in a single blow. 

Nobody moved. Everyone was too stunned to even breathe. 

In that silence, I heard it. Clack. Clack. 

Footsteps were approaching from behind me. The crowd finally began to stir, a low murmur rising like a tide. 

Clack. Clack. Clack. 

The footsteps stopped. The entire audience turned toward the newcomer. Even Jimina looked a little surprised. 

"I have just now returned, Father."

There she was. The beautiful princess of the Oriana Kingdom: Rose Oriana. 

Rose didn't even glance at me or Jimina. She just kept her honey-colored eyes fixed squarely on the Special Seat.
Final Duty

I stood there, frozen, trying to process the absolute absurdity of what I’d just witnessed. Iris Midgar—the legendary, supposedly peerless Iris Midgar—had been taken down in a single damn strike. 

Living in the Underworld, you get used to seeing some pretty wild power scaling. I know people who could wipe the floor with a girl like her, sure. But even if I called up the strongest Spellsword in my rolodex, could they actually one-shot her?

Not a chance. 

Unless it was a total fluke or a literal stab in the back, it was statistically impossible. Which meant my reality was currently breaking. If Jimina really just ended the match that quickly, then by default, this random nobody was the greatest Spellsword I’d ever seen.

A brat like that? Pulling ahead of me?

Nothing ruins a man's pride quite like being leapfrogged by a snot-nosed kid. Before I knew it, my shock had curdled into a nasty, simmering jealousy. My brain was basically screaming "System Error" and trying to reboot into a reality where Jimina sucked. 

It had to be a fluke, I told myself. Or maybe just bad chemistry? Maybe Iris was just having an off day. She’d been acting like a total weirdo the whole match—freezing up, circling him like a confused puppy, being weirdly cautious. She was probably sick, or maybe the kid was using some kind of cheap, underhanded trick. I had a whole list of excuses ready to go.

But my gut wasn't buying it. My instincts were already waving the white flag. 

I’d realized something terrifying: Jimina and I weren't even playing the same sport. His entire theory of combat, his fundamental philosophy of "the sword"—it was all on a different level. I could spend the next several hundred years grinding in a training hall and I’d still never touch him. His style was... well, it was a masterpiece. He’d taken the best parts of every martial art and distilled them into something dangerously refined. 

Even as I tried to deny his talent, a part of me was looking at his swordplay with the wide-eyed wonder of a little kid. It had this demonic quality to it, a magnetic pull that fascinated anyone who called themselves a warrior—just like my old master's blade used to do back in the day.

I ground my teeth until they creaked. 

I refuse to accept this. The kid wasn't the strongest yet. Not by a long shot. I’ve seen some heavy hitters in my time, and I still haven't seen the full power of The Cult’s Highest Executives. Compared to them, Jimina was nothing. Right? Right.

"Lady Beatrix, what did you make of that... performance?" I asked, practically begging her to talk some trash.

Beatrix was staring at Jimina, her blue eyes peeking out from under her hood. There was no scorn in her gaze. Only... admiration.

"...I want to fight him," she whispered.

"Huh?"

Before I could ask her if she’d lost her mind, the entire arena erupted into a frenzy. I looked down toward the stage, and my jaw hit the floor for the second time today.

"Rose Oriana..."

My face twisted into a nasty sneer. So, the little fugitive finally decided to show her face. What a moron. The Oriana Kingdom was already a lost cause, and the King was nothing more than my personal meat-puppet. I already had the nation's core in the palm of my hand. For a princess to wander back into the lion's den without realizing she'd already lost... well, talk about naive.

I pulled my hand up to hide my grin and stepped out of the Special Room, bringing the King of Oriana along for the ride.

"My dear Princess Rose. You’ve finally decided to come home," I called out.

There was a single staircase connecting our booth to the arena floor. I started the long walk down, keeping the King right beside me.

"Rose, you have done well to return. Now, come here," the King said. Of course, those weren't his words. They were just hollow, soulless sounds I’d programmed into my shell of a monarch. 

As we descended, I signaled my goons with a quick look. Get ready to grab her.

Rose started climbing up toward us. Her voice was trembling, and her eyes were a watery mess. "Father, I’ve come to apologize. For everything I’ve done... and for what I’m about to do. I’ve made mistakes, and I know I’ll probably make more. But as the princess of the Oriana Kingdom, and as your daughter... I have to walk the path I believe in."

I saw it then—the shift in her eyes. That wasn't the look of a girl surrendering; it was pure, unadulterated determination. I immediately took a tactical step back, shoving the King in front of me.

Go ahead, Your Majesty. Be a good human shield. As long as I had the Puppet King, my plan was bulletproof. She wouldn't dare do anything with him in the way.

"I shall forgive your sins," the King said. 

Wait. I didn't tell him to say that.

"Thank you, Father," Rose whispered.

Then, the world sped up.

Rose drew her blade in a blur. I reacted instantly, diving behind the King’s back as my subordinates lunged forward. But she was too fast. Way too fast. 

What—?!

She left everyone in the dust. Her rapier flashed out, driving straight through the King of Oriana’s heart.

"As a princess, and as a daughter... this is my final duty."

The King’s arms, which had been reaching out as if to hug her, lost all strength and flopped to his sides. The rapier had punched clean through his chest and—son of a—!—it was buried in my own abdomen. 

"Thank you for everything, Father," she said, her voice cracking.

She yanked the blade out. Blood sprayed from the King’s heart like a fountain as he collapsed into a heap. Tears were finally streaming down her face.

"Y-YOUUUUUUUUUUUUUU!!" I screamed.

Blood was pouring out of my gut, too. It wasn't a fatal hit, but that wasn't why I was losing it. My puppet was dead. My leverage, my masterpiece, my entire plan—it was all shattered on the floor. 

"CAPTURE HER! KILL HER! DO SOMETHING!" I shrieked at my men.

Rose didn't even try to run. She just stood there, pressed the tip of her rapier against her own throat, and looked at me with a sad, final smile.

Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me—

My face went pale. If she died now, I’d have nothing left to salvage. "S-Stop! Stop it right now!"

She braced herself to drive the steel home. But then, a voice cut through the chaos.

"—So, that is your choice."

A flash of movement, as graceful as a dance, swept through the air. In a single stroke, Rose’s rapier—and the swords of every guard closing in on her—were batted away like toothpicks.

Standing there was Jimina. The "ordinary" guy. 

"Y-You’re..." Rose gasped.

He didn't look so ordinary anymore. Not while he was holding that sword—a Jet-black Blade as deep and unforgiving as the midnight sky.
The Mysterious Masked Swordsman... Enter the Slayer!!

ROSE

Until I saw that exquisite flash of steel, I had fully accepted my end. If I were captured and exploited, my father’s sacrifice would be for nothing—and that was the one thing I couldn’t allow.

Death is terrifying.

But at the time, it felt like my only way out. I was born a princess, and sure, I’ve had my selfish moments, but I’d like to think I’ve fulfilled my royal duties.

This is it, I thought. My final duty.

I’d made my peace with it.

“A-Are you...”

The words caught in my throat. The moment I laid eyes on the beautiful swordplay of the young man who had just swept the field, a memory from my childhood came rushing back.

“The time of falsehood is at an end...”

Jimina reached for his face and peeled it away. 

The stadium erupted into a roar of confusion and awe. Beneath the layers of false skin, a familiar mask appeared. Then, a mass of black liquid swirled around him in a chaotic spiral. When the shadows finally receded, a man stood there, draped in a Jet-black Longcoat.

“Shadow...” someone whispered.

But to me, he wasn't just Shadow. 

He was the hero I admired—the one whose beautiful blade inspired me to walk the path of the sword in the first place.

“Shadow... could you actually be... Slayer-san?”

The memories of my youth flooded my mind, clearer than ever.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Once, a long time ago, I was kidnapped.

I had been visiting the Midgar Kingdom for my father's official business, but I’d slipped away from our lodgings to play. I was having a grand old time with the commoner children when the world suddenly went dark.

The next thing I knew, I was waking up restrained inside a dingy, dimly lit hut. 

My hands and feet were bound with rough rope, and a gag was stuffed into my mouth. I didn’t have any visible injuries, but that didn't stop the terror from making me shake like a leaf.

“I thought we just snagged some well-dressed brat, but I can’t believe she’s actually the Princess of the Oriana Kingdom!”

I could hear the bandits talking in the next room. They must have gone through my things; my identity was totally blown.

“Nice one, Boss! We’re gonna be rich!”

“Damn right! That’s what you call professional instinct!”

Their vulgar laughter echoed through the walls. I spiraled into despair. Bandits really only have two moves: use me as a hostage to negotiate with Oriana, or sell me to the highest bidder.

They’re going to sell me, I realized. My value was high, but I was too much for a pack of low-level thugs to handle. They’d sell me off to get the cash safely, and then I’d be turned into a political tool for my kingdom’s enemies.

The thought terrified me. I writhed, trying to loosen the ropes, screaming muffled pleas through my gag. 

It was useless.

“Oops, sounds like the little princess is awake.”

“Go check on her.”

Footsteps approached. My muffled screams turned into sheer panic as tears streamed down my face. But just as the door was about to creak open...

“Hyahhaa!! Hand over your money, you bastards!!”

A completely out-of-place, childish voice rang out.

“W-What?! Who’s this kid?!”

“Where did he come from?! Kill him!”

“Ora ora oraaaa!!”

I heard the sound of something whistling through the air, followed immediately by blood-curdling screams.

“W-What is this brat?! He’s too fast!”

“Impossible! Three guys down in a second?!”

“You guys are just practice dummies for my Stylish Sword.”

The whistling sound returned. Soon, the thick, metallic scent of blood reached my nose. I timidly peered through a gap in the door.

There stood a child wearing a burlap sack over his head, looming over the fleeing bandits.

“Anyone who runs is a bandit! Anyone who doesn't run is a well-trained bandit!!”

“H-Hieee!”

“S-Stop! Please!”

The kid in the burlap sack swung his sword.

—?!

I completely forgot my situation, captivated by the sheer beauty of the strike’s trajectory. I didn’t know much about swordsmanship back then, but that blade... it was more beautiful than any piece of art I had ever seen.

The sword vividly harvested the bandits' lives, and the screaming stopped. I just stared, dazed, at the kid with the sack on his head.

“Man, I went through all the trouble of an ‘expedition,’ and these guys are broke? Wait... there’s someone else here.”

He noticed my gaze and swung the hut door open. Light flooded the room, and my eyes met the holes in his burlap mask.

“A kidnapped kid, huh? Tough break.”

He swung his sword again. Even that casual motion was so beautiful it made my heart skip a beat.

“Watch yourself on the way home. Bye-bye.”

The kid in the burlap sack started to stroll away. It was only then that I realized my restraints had been sliced clean off.

“W-Wait!” I called out desperately.

“What?” He stopped and looked back.

“W-Who are you?”

“Me? Well, I’m still in training, so... I’m just a passing-through Stylish Bandit Slayer.”

“Slayer-san... I... I want to thank you properly.”

“Hmm. Well, I’d be happy if you just didn't tell anyone about me.”

“O-Okay. I understand.”

“Then I’m counting on you.”

And just like that, the Stylish Bandit Slayer vanished.

Slayer-san...

He saved me when I was at my lowest and changed the course of my life. I spent every day since then chasing the beauty of that sword and that mysterious way of life. That was the day I truly became a swordswoman.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

ROSE

It was my most precious childhood memory. A secret I had never shared with a single soul. 

But in this moment, the secret finally escaped my lips.

“Shadow... it was you. You were Slayer-san all along.”

Shadow didn't say a word.

But for me, his silence was all the answer I needed. Even as a child, he had been fighting evil. Just like the day he saved me, he had been saving people in the shadows where no one would ever see.

Shadow’s words echoed in my head: Strength isn't about power, it's about a way of being. 

Yes, his entire existence was the definition of strength.

I felt a wave of shame for trying to take the easy way out through death. I could still fight. I had just been so tired of living, so afraid of failing, that I wanted to end it all.

Death was just an escape.

But I can still fight. I fell in love with his beautiful sword—and his way of being—for a reason.

SHADOW

“Your battle is not yet over...”

I watched as Shadow thrust his Jet-black Blade forward. The force of it tore through the stadium wall, leaving a massive, gaping hole.

“Go...”

“Yes!”

I didn't hesitate. I snatched up my Rapier and leapt into the hole. I still have things I need to do.

“W-Wait!! Get back here!”

“I will not let you pass...”

Behind me, Shadow stood like an immovable wall, blocking the way.
Zenith of the Sword

SHADOW

The sun had officially exited the stage, replaced by a thick curtain of clouds that plunged the stadium into a moody twilight. Thunder rumbled—nature providing the perfect soundtrack—and right on cue, a light drizzle began to fall. Pitter-patter. Perfect.

"What are you standing around for? Pursue her quickly!!" Doem’s voice cracked as he shrieked. Honestly, the guy needs to work on his stage presence.

His hand-picked lackeys finally got the memo and started closing in on me. They moved to surround the hole I'd made, pouncing all at once. Big mistake.

A single Jet-black Flash was all it took to sweep them away.

Just one stroke. Doem’s proud, hand-picked spellswords were sent flying, rolling across the stone floor like discarded props.

"No way..." Doem stammered.

Yeah, I get that a lot. This is Shadow we’re talking about. He’d heard the rumors, I’m sure, but against the real deal, the rabble doesn't even stand a chance. Doem clutched his bleeding gut and scrambled backward, his face a mask of desperation. "S-someone! Anyone! Isn't there anyone who can defeat him?!"

The only reply he got was the rhythm of the rain.

The knights of the Midgar Kingdom kept their distance, circling me like wary dogs but refusing to move. No one was dumb enough to underestimate the man who’d already wiped the floor with Iris.

The drizzle turned into a downpour. Huge droplets hammered against the stadium. My black longcoat was soaked, but the way it caught the flashes of lightning? Total aesthetic. Every time the sky lit up, my silhouette popped against the gloom. 

"I will go," a woman’s voice called out.

Suddenly, a Grey-robed woman launched herself into the air. She ditched her robe mid-flight—classy move—drew a longsword, and touched down on the battlefield.

"Bushin Beatrix..." someone whispered.

Ah, the legend herself. Standing there in the rain, she was a stunning blonde Elf. She was dressed light—just a breastplate and a loincloth—her pale skin glistening with rainwater and shining under the strobe-light effect of the lightning.

We stood there for a moment, quietly measuring each other up.

The second the thunder roared, the fight was on.

I extended my Jet-black Blade to match her longsword's reach. Then, with a flick of the wrist: a flash. I unleashed a horizontal sweep that was so fast it literally cut through the rain, leaving a momentary void in the downpour.

Okay, I’ll admit it—I swung through empty air.

Oho...

Beatrix had hopped back half a step with perfect timing, narrowly avoiding my sweep. She didn't miss a beat before launching a counterattack—a thrust so sharp and fast it was like a spear.

Behind my mask, I couldn't help but grin.

I pivoted to let the thrust slide past, then swung as she pulled back. But she was fast. She dipped low as she withdrew her sword, making my blade whistle harmlessly over her head.

Then it was her turn to push back.

For a while, we were just two people slicing up the weather. Our swords clashed and crossed dozens of times in the blink of an eye, turning the falling rain into a mist of tiny, glowing droplets. It was a Beautiful Sword Dance, if I do say so myself.

The audience was completely mesmerized. It was exactly like a choreographed performance. To a normal person, our movements were too fast to track, leaving only the glowing trails of our blades burned into their retinas by the lightning.

Everyone there knew it: they were watching two masters at the Zenith of the Sword.

But all good things must come to an end, and I was the one to call for the curtain.

"With this sword, I cannot reach, it seems..." I said, backing off and fixing my eyes on her.

Beatrix didn't push her luck. She stayed put, trying to catch her breath. I noticed her ample chest heaving—looks like she was feeling the pressure.

"Amazing..." she breathed out, her blue eyes wide with genuine awe.

We stared each other down for a few heartbeats.

"I shall show you my True Sword," I said.

I retracted my Jet-black Blade back to its original length. This was my comfort zone.

"Here I come."

The moment the words left my mouth, I vanished. I closed the gap so fast it shouldn't have been physically possible.

"!?"

Then, the impact.

Beatrix had seen me move and immediately gave up on attacking, dumping everything into her defense. Even so, she couldn't see my blade. Hell, no one in the entire stadium saw it.

Why? Because that strike—it didn't even cut the rain.

"—Ngh!!"

She was blown back by the force, skidding through the rain. She'd managed to block it—barely—thanks to pure instinct. But it wasn't pretty. She was repelled like a stray pebble, completely unable to counter.

She scrambled to her feet, immediately bracing for a follow-up.

Thunder roared, and I used the flash to disappear. In an instant, I was right in front of her. I swung the invisible blade again. She dialed her focus up to eleven, but the impact still caught her off guard.

"—!!"

Again, she didn't see it.

With mud smeared across her face, Beatrix leaped backward to create some breathing room. She knew she was only alive because of luck and a hair-trigger intuition. There was zero guarantee she’d survive a third round.

I didn't follow up. I just stood there in my stance, letting the lightning frame me.

She was probably wondering why she couldn't see my sword. It wasn't just speed. Shadow’s Sword was different. As a veteran of countless battles, she eventually reached the only logical conclusion.

The answer was simple: my sword was "natural."

In a real fight, speed is a threat, but speed always has a tell—a preliminary motion. Even without one, you can feel the moment of attack through experience. If you’re paying attention, you can respond.

The real threats always come from outside your consciousness. You don't need to be fast; you just need to be where the opponent isn't looking.

My sword was natural. No bloodlust, no hesitation, no tension—just a blade wielded as nature intended.

People don't notice things that are natural. Just as you aren't conscious of every drop of rain falling around you, you can't be conscious of my sword.

"Amazing..." she whispered.

She looked like she was peering into an abyss. I could tell she was starting to accept her defeat.

"Bushin, show me your resistance..." I said, leveling my Jet-black Blade.

She didn't look like she had any confidence left to block the next one.

But then...

"Wait!"

A sharp, commanding voice cut through the tension.

"I, too, shall join in."

There stood Iris, sword drawn and ready for round two.
Who Is the True Enemy?

"Princess Iris..." 

Beatrix stared at Iris, her face wearing an expression that practically screamed she had some tragic, heroic monologue prepared.

"I know," Iris said, forced a smile that didn't quite hide how much she was eating dirt. "I know I’m completely outclassed..."

She turned her gaze toward me, her eyes burning with the kind of resolve you only see in protagonists right before a power-up.

"But I can’t just walk away. I can’t let him trash the Bushin Festival and skip town like he owns the place. Not without doing something. I have my pride. For myself, and for the Midgar Kingdom..."

She glared at me, her grip tightening on her sword. 

"I’ll stop Shadow’s movements even if it costs me my life. Lady Beatrix, use that opening to finish him!"

"...Understood. I’ll follow your lead," Beatrix replied, syncing her presence with the princess. 

The two of them stood before me, their eyes burning with Ki. 

Nice. This is the stuff of legends. The desperate two-on-one struggle against the overwhelming final boss.

"Come then," I said, lowering the tip of my blade into a casual defensive stance. "Show me how you struggle."

Iris began to creep forward, inching into my range while looking for a gap. For a while, the only sounds were the steady rhythm of the rain and the occasional crack of thunder. 

"At the very least, I’ll take a piece of you with me!"

Iris made her move at the exact moment a massive bolt of lightning illuminated the Arena. 

She lunged, aiming that longsword of hers straight for my throat. I took a simple half-step back, putting me just outside her reach. I was already preparing my next move, expecting her to overextend, but then she surprised me. 

She let go of her sword.

By tossing the hilt forward, she managed to forcibly extend her reach by a few crucial inches. Oh, clever. I’ll give her points for creativity.

I snapped my movement into a different gear, pulling my blade back from its counter-path to deflect her flying sword. It looked like her little gambit had failed—or so a normal person would think. 

Instead, she used her forward momentum to dive low, reaching out for my waist. She was going for a tackle, her Ki flaring with the desperate intent to pin me down no matter the cost. It was a solid move; I didn't really have the space to dodge.

"Splendid," I muttered.

The next second, my knee slammed directly into Iris’s face.

She really should have done her homework. Hand-to-hand Combat is actually my greatest specialty. 

Iris’s body went limp as she collapsed, but she’d technically done her job. By throwing that knee, my movement had "stalled" for a fraction of a second.

And for an elite like Beatrix, a fraction of a second was all the invitation she needed.

"Haah!"

Beatrix’s blade came screaming toward me. She slammed her longsword into my Jet-black Blade with every ounce of strength she possessed.

The impact was thunderous. I let the momentum carry my blade, my hand, and my entire arm out of position, making it look like she’d successfully broken my guard. I looked completely wide open—a total sitting duck.

It was the perfect "death blow" window. Beatrix moved for the follow-up with blistering speed.

However, I was just a bit faster at letting go of my sword.

I ditched the blade and vanished from her line of sight.

"Below!?"

I dropped into a low crouch, moving like a shadow across the floor to grab Beatrix around the waist. Compared to Iris’s desperate tackle, my move was a masterpiece of fluid efficiency. We were now way too close for her to use that longsword.

I hoisted the legendary warrior up and slammed her into the ground.

"Kah...!"

The stone paving shattered under her. I heard the air leave her lungs in a sharp gasp. Even so, she managed to find just enough room to swing. 

In her hazy consciousness, Beatrix lashed out with her sword. I didn't bother dodging; I just picked her up again, slammed her down a second time, and released her mid-throw. 

Beatrix’s sword swung through empty air as she went flying, crashing into the Arena wall with a violent thud. She hit hard enough to leave a human-shaped crater in the masonry.

Then, a sharp whistling sound echoed as something dropped from the sky. I reached out and caught it without looking. It was my Jet-black Blade. 

Perfect timing. Just like I calculated.

A flash of lightning illuminated the two of them lying broken on the floor. The sight of the kingdom’s strongest duo being utterly dismantled by a single man was enough to strike pure, unadulterated terror into the hearts of everyone watching.

"...It’s over," I said, glancing at the fallen pair before turning on my heel.

"W-wait..."

I stopped. 

"I... I can still fight..." 

Iris dragged herself to her feet, her steps shaky and uneven. Following her lead, Beatrix pushed herself out of the rubble.

"Me too..."

The two swordsmen stood their ground, looking like tragic heroines at the end of their ropes. I gave them a brief glance and kept walking.

"Wait! Are you running away!?" Iris shouted.

I stopped again. "...Running away?"

In the next instant, I let my Magic Power explode. A brilliant Bluish-purple Light dyed the entire Arena.

"Wha—!?"

"No..."

An overwhelming Torrent of Magic Power erupted from my body, swirling around me in a massive spiral. The sheer pressure of it vaporized the falling rain instantly.

"No way... Is this... his true power...?"

"This is... impossible..."

Iris and Beatrix just stood there, frozen. They finally realized that if I actually felt like it, I could erase this entire Arena—and everyone in it—from the face of the earth. In the face of this kind of power, they were all equally insignificant. 

"Where is the need... to run?" I asked.

No one could stop me. I made sure they understood that fact deep in their marrow.

"Why...?" Iris asked, her voice trembling. "If you had this much power... you could have killed us whenever you wanted."

"I have achieved my objective. I have no interest in your lives," I said, drawing the Bluish-purple Magic Power into my blade for the grand finale. "We only slaughter our enemies..."

I gave Iris one last look. 

"Do not lose sight of the True Enemy."

Then, I unleashed the mana into the sky. The dazzling light engulfed the Arena, the Royal Capital, and the heavens themselves, blowing the storm clouds into oblivion.

When the light finally faded, the sky was a clear, perfect blue. 

I was gone. 

The clouds, the rain, the lightning, and the man called Shadow... it was as if the last few minutes had been nothing more than a fever dream.

"Do not lose sight of the True Enemy... Shadow, who are you, really...?"

Iris looked up at the vast, empty sky, whispering the words I’d left behind. She was probably wondering about my "true" goals and who this "True Enemy" actually was. 

"So pretty..."

High above, a massive rainbow arched across the sky. 

Yeah, the rainbow was a nice touch. Very cinematic.
Remnants of Dreams

ROSE

I kept running through the rain. 

I didn't have a destination. I didn't have a plan. I just kept my legs moving until, at some point, the sky finally ran out of tears.

I found myself in the middle of a forest. The sun was starting to poke through the gaps in the rain-soaked canopy, creating those shimmering pillars of light that usually signal a plot development. 

I slumped against a tree, my breath coming in ragged, pathetic gasps.

My mind was a total mess. My father, my country, the fact that I was currently the world’s most wanted princess... it all swirled together into a giant knot of anxiety. 

No matter how I tried to spin it, I was a criminal. I’d killed the King of Oriana. I wasn’t going to deny it, and strangely, I didn't even feel like taking the easy way out via a quick death anymore. I was ready to shoulder the blame. I was ready to carry the weight of my father’s death and the future of the kingdom on my back.

The only problem? That weight was freaking heavy.

The more I thought about it, the more I started to shake. I had all this "resolve" and "conviction," but they were being slowly crushed by the sheer pressure of reality. 

I told myself I could still fight. I told myself I had to. But honestly? I was a seventeen-year-old girl. What was I supposed to do against the entire world?

I curled into a ball, burying my face between my knees. I just sat there, a tiny, trembling speck of a princess, until the sunlight turned that deep, "end-of-the-episode" shade of madder-red.

"Let's go..." 

I forced the words out, mostly just to see if my voice still worked, and stood up. I still didn't know where I was going, but standing still felt like dying.

I took my first step forward.

"You have two choices."

A voice reached me from behind. It was beautiful—the kind of voice that belonged to someone who definitely wasn't struggling with their life choices.

"!!?"

I spun around. Standing there was an Elf clad in a Jet-black Dress. 

She had golden hair, blue eyes, and a face so perfectly defined she looked like a museum exhibit.

"You're... Alpha..."

Alpha crossed her arms, a mysterious, slightly predatory smile playing on her lips.

"Fight alone, or fight with us. Make your choice."

"With you...?"

I knew Shadow Garden’s enemies were the same as mine. But just because we were shooting at the same targets didn't mean we were on the same team. Still, it wasn’t like my calendar was full of other offers.

If I stayed solo, I was looking at a life of hiding in caves or trying my luck in the Lawless City. And as an "atrocious regicide," even the outlaws would probably try to cash in my head for the bounty.

"Can you save the Oriana Kingdom?" I asked.

"That's up to you," she replied coolly. "We don't move for your sake. If you want to save your country, prove you're worth the effort."

"Value...?"

"Your value... and the value of your kingdom."

"If I show you that... it can be saved?"

"We have the power to do it."

Alpha didn't do "flowery speeches." She just laid out the options like a cold-hearted career counselor. She wasn't going to hold my hand or guide me through my feelings. The ball was entirely in my court.

"...Slayer-san... I mean, Shadow. Is he the head of your organization?"

"...He is."

The image of him flashed through my mind. The boy who saved me years ago, the man who was still out there playing the world’s most overpowered vigilante. I decided right then to put my chips on him.

"...I swear to fight by your side."

"Good. Welcome. Follow me."

Alpha turned and headed deeper into the woods, her voice as flat as if she’d just finished an errand at the grocery store.

"Can I ask one more thing?" I called out, scurrying to keep up with her.

"Go ahead."

"Who... who is Shadow, really?"

The guy had the heart of a hero and the power of a god. He was a complete enigma—no background, no logic, just pure, unadulterated strength.

"If you want to know that, earn our trust."

"Trust..."

"If you prove you're worth believing in, you'll find out eventually."

After that, we just walked in silence. Very dramatic, very intense silence.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

We eventually hit a patch of fog so thick I couldn't even see the sun.

"Is this... no way."

"The Abyss Forest," Alpha confirmed.

Great. The legendary "forest of no return." I was two seconds away from losing Alpha in the soup. The bluish-purple mist was so thick with Magic Power it was actually messing with my internal compass.

"This mist is the Dragon's Breath."

"A dragon?"

I’d heard stories, but dragons were basically mythological at this point. No one had successfully hunted one in a century.

"He came here once and fought the Mist Dragon."

"He...?" Shadow, obviously.

"He was young then. He could defeat the dragon, but he couldn't quite kill it. The dragon acknowledged his strength and blanketed the area in this mist."

So this magical, ethereal fog was basically dragon exhaust. Lovely.

"This mist is also a deadly poison."

I nearly jumped out of my skin.

"Stay close," she added. "Step away from me and you're dead in seconds."

"Understood!" I practically glued myself to her heels.

We pushed through the thickest part of the fog until, suddenly, the world opened up.

"What is this place...?"

Before us sat a massive, white ancient castle bathed in sunlight.

"The Ancient Capital Alexandria. It was destroyed by the Mist Dragon long ago. Now, it's our home base."

I’d seen the name Alexandria in history books, but the books didn't mention it being a secret utopia. There were massive fields stretching out from the city, filled with crops I’d never even seen before. I could see girls everywhere, busy with the harvest.

"They're harvesting cacao," Alpha noted. "It’s the raw material for Chocolate. You'll be doing that soon enough."

"Wait, that becomes Chocolate...? Does that mean the Mitsugoshi Company is actually...?"

Alpha just gave me a cryptic smile. 

Of course. Mitsugoshi was the only place selling Chocolate. They had a total monopoly on the stuff. The fact that a global corporation was just a side-hustle for a secret society was... honestly, a bit terrifying.

We passed through the gates and into the castle proper.

"Lambda, are you here?"

"Right here."

A woman appeared out of nowhere and dropped to one knee. 

"A new recruit," Alpha said. "Break her in."

"By your command."

"First, show us what you've got. If you're as good as I think you are, you'll find your path soon enough." 

And with that, Alpha just vanished, leaving me with the woman called Lambda.

She was a brown-skinned Elf with gray hair and eyes like gold coins. She was tall, built like a professional athlete, and her black bodysuit left absolutely nothing to the imagination. She looked like she ate recruits for breakfast.

"I am Instructor Lambda. Move it."

"Yes, ma'am!"

I followed her to the back of the castle, where a literal army of girls was training. 

"Whoa..."

I didn't need to be a combat expert to see that every single one of them was high-tier. This wasn't a hobby club; it was a factory for elites.

"Number 664! Number 665!"

"YES!" 

"SIR!"

Two girls—an Elf and a Beastkin—sprinted over.

"Reporting for duty, Instructor!" the Elf shouted. The Beastkin next to her looked like a statue.

"A new maggot for your squad."

"Understood!"

Lambda turned her sharp gaze on me. "Number 666, strip."

"Come again?" 

I was pretty sure I’d misheard.

"Number 666. That's you now. Numbers are the only names we care about here."

"I'm... Number 666..."

"If you've got it through your thick skull, then get naked. Fast."

"Wait, what?"

"Don't make me say it twice!"

Schwing.

In a literal blink, my clothes were shredded. One second I was a princess, the next I was a public indecency charge waiting to happen. 

"W-What are you doing!?" I shrieked, diving for the floor and trying to cover myself.

"From today, you are a maggot! You are a nobody! Throw away your name! Throw away your clothes! Throw away your life and become a soldier!"

Lambda tossed a black, squishy mass at my feet. It hit the ground with a very un-soldier-like boyoyon sound.

"Number 664! Teach this maggot how to use her slime."

"Yes, ma'am!"

"Hm? What's this?" 

A small scrap of paper had fluttered out from the remains of my dress. Lambda snatched it out of the air and held it up.

"Give that back!"

It was the only thing I had left from Cid. A greasy, crumpled wrapper from Magronald's.

In an instant, all the feelings I’d been trying to bury came roaring back. My first love. The matches we fought, the way he saved me during the terrorist attack, the trip we took together...

Just a week ago, I was dreaming about a future with him. But I’d crossed a line I couldn't un-cross. Our paths were never going to meet again.

"What's with that face? I told you to throw it all away!"

Lambda didn't hesitate. She shredded the wrapper right in front of my eyes. 

The tiny scraps of paper caught a breeze, dancing up toward the sky like confetti at a funeral.

They were the remnants of a dream that was never going to happen.

I didn't even try to stop the tears as they hit the dirt.



Enjoyed the chapter? Want to see Rose survive boot camp? Click the stars below to support the author! Your ratings keep the dream (and the slime) alive!
Gatekeeper A is the Best!

From this point forward, the story diverges between the web novel and the published light novel.

Volume 3 has been revised and polished to fix certain developments that weren't well-received in the web version. From Volume 4 onward, the content will be entirely original to the light novel, so please be sure to check those out as well.



Claire-neesan won the Bushin Festival.

For a moment there, I’d wondered how things would play out when President Rose barged in, but I was glad I managed to create a highlight with a little ad-libbing.

The atmosphere of the arena had been completely hijacked, but then I had a momentary flash of inspiration: Wait, I can totally make this work. It was the classic pattern where I swoop in and steal the show back.

I nailed it.

The world was always in motion, and people lived their lives driven by their own thoughts and feelings. My stage never followed a script. I decided then and there to keep valuing flexible thinking and to continue honing my improvisational skills so I could handle any situation.

And so, once the Bushin Festival drew to a close, the Royal Capital returned to its mundane daily life.

Apparently, things were still pretty hectic in some circles due to the mess in the Oriana Kingdom, but that didn't matter to an ordinary noble like me. The academy didn't care either, and the Second Semester kicked off like usual.

Rumor had it the Oriana Kingdom was split between the "Something-or-Other Faction" and the "Whatever Faction," and they were currently at each other's throats. Everyone was saying they’d be in a full-blown civil war before the end of the year. If a civil war actually broke out, I’d definitely want to crash it. I was genuinely looking forward to it.

Life at the academy without President Rose was the same as it ever was.

It was a bit of a pity, but that was just the way the world worked. People were saying all sorts of nasty things about her regarding the incident—claiming it was a lover’s spat or a struggle for the throne—but the truth remained a mystery. Regardless of her reasons, I supported the way she chose to live her life, so I hoped she was doing well for herself somewhere out there.

Neesan seemed busy for a while after her victory, but things settled down before Autumn Break, and she eventually returned to her classes.

She had become the woman of the hour overnight.

Since she was suddenly famous and had nothing but free time, she spent every day being loud and annoying, which meant I was eventually forced to host a victory celebration for her.

That brought us to the present: my sister and I were having dinner at a restaurant run by the Mitsugoshi Company Group.

I was certain I’d made a reservation for the Limited-time Super Cheap Poor Person Course, so I couldn't help but wonder why the spread was so obviously luxurious and over-the-top.

"I never would have guessed you had this much initiative. They didn't even serve food like this at the castle parties..." Neesan remarked, staring at the glittering array of dishes.

Not to mention we were in a private, Super VIP Room.

I’d honestly thought they’d mistaken me for someone else, so I double-checked with the staff on my way to the restroom. Apparently, there was no mistake.

Since this was a Mitsugoshi establishment, I figured it was probably some "Friend of Gamma" service. I was still sweating bullets, worried they’d hit me with an outrageous bill at the end.

"Actually, the president of the Mitsugoshi Company is a friend of mine."

"Liar."

"No, really. That’s probably why they’re giving us such great service."

"If you're going to joke, at least say something funnier and more believable. Don't worry, I'm not doubting you. I know you worked hard to do this for me."

Neesan gave me a bright smile.

I hadn't seen her in such a good mood in ages. Well, whatever works, I thought.

"I love the food at Mitsugoshi restaurants. It’s always so new and delicious. Oh, this is the first time I’ve ever tried roast beef!"

"Huh. Neat."

We continued to enjoy our meal like that for a while.

"Annerose was defeated, Princess Iris withdrew, and that weirdo Jimina whatever-his-name-was got disqualified... My victory was really just down to luck," she admitted.

"Yeah, I guess so."

"Deny it!"

"No, no! Your victory was purely a result of your own skill, Neesan!"

"Exactly. It was obviously my skill. But the world doesn't see it that way."

"Well, yeah, that makes sense."

"Try again."

"The people of this world have zero taste! How could they not recognize your overwhelming talent, Neesan?!"

"It can't be helped. The masses are like that. But I'm not the kind of woman who stays quiet when people underestimate her."

"You really should try being a bit more ladylike, Neesan."

"I'm about to get actually angry."

"Those foolish commoners! I'll make them all acknowledge your beauty and power!"

"That's the plan. So, you're going to help me."

"Pass."

"'Pass' isn't an option. This is for your sake, too."

"My sake?"

"Yes. What do you plan to do after you graduate? You won't get a decent job with those mediocre grades of yours."

"Even if you ask what I plan to do..."

Come to think of it, I hadn't given much thought to life after graduation. Neesan would inherit the house, so I’d have to find some kind of employment. A flashy career like the Knight Order didn't seem right. I needed something more... mob-like.

Wait, I had it.

"I'm going to be Gatekeeper A."

I’d be the guy who tells the protagonist, "I'm not letting you through unless you pay the toll."

"Gatekeeper A? What's the 'A' for?"

"I guess it stands for 'Average'?"

"Listen to me. Being a gatekeeper isn't a job for a noble. It's grueling, low-paying labor with two shifts and almost no time off."

"Oh... I see."

No time off sounded terrible. That would definitely interfere with my Eminence in Shadow activities.

"What about a jailer?"

"Even worse. That's a job for human scum."

"Scum, huh? Well, I can decide on the future when the future gets here. As long as I can do what I want, I don't care what the job is."

"And what is it you want to do?"

"It’s a secret. I make it a rule never to tell anyone the things that are truly important to me."

"Right, right. So you don't actually have anything you want to do. Stop talking nonsense and trying to run away from your problems."

"How did you even reach that conclusion?"

"Maybe you'd understand if you took a look at your own behavior."

"Whatever."

"It's not 'whatever.' This is your future we're talking about. Keep your schedule clear for Autumn Break. If you do exactly what I tell you, I'll find a way to wedge you into the Knight Order."

"What are you planning?"

"Hehe." Neesan gave a fearless, predatory smirk. "The subjugation of the Progenitor Vampire—the 'Queen of Blood'—is about to begin. You just stay right behind me."
It’s Already Been Cured

Dinner was over, and we were walking through the Royal Capital at night.

I’d tried to hand over some money when the bill came, but they told me it wasn't necessary. It was probably just some special service from Gamma, though maybe it was a perk for my sister winning the Bushin Festival. Hard to say, really.

"We missed the dormitory curfew," I noted.

"I already cleared it. I told them we were attending a party," she replied.

"Nice. As expected."

The streets were eerily quiet. I looked up at the sky to see a shining crescent moon. For some reason, it looked a bit redder than usual tonight.

"What’s wrong?" Claire asked, noticing me staring at the sky.

"Just thought the moon looked redder than usual."

"Really? Looks the same as always to me."

"Maybe. Honestly, it doesn't really matter if the moon is red or blue."

But red is way cooler, I thought.

"We were in the middle of talking about the 'Queen of Blood,' weren't we?"

"Right."

"I assume you know that lately, the 'Queen of Blood’s' subordinates have been venturing outside the Lawless City and causing trouble?"

I didn't have a clue, obviously.

"The neighboring countries are taking the matter seriously. They’ve requested the Magic Swordsman Guild to put together a mission to subjugate the 'Queen of Blood.'"

"Uh-huh. Go on."

"They’re forming a Subjugation Team made of elite spellswords. They’re a bunch of ego-maniacs, though, so it’s not like they’ll actually be playing nice and working together."

"Oh, I see."

"Which is exactly why I can bring you along as a tag-along. Don’t worry, you just have to stay somewhere safe and watch. I’ll handle the rest. It’ll be fine; I’ll just tell everyone you were providing backup, and you’ll get the credit."

"I see."

"If you get some achievements under your belt, it’ll be a cinch to squeeze you into the Knight Order. I got close with the Commander of the Royal Guard at that last party, so I can pull some strings if you want."

"Mmm..."

"The subjugation should start during Autumn Break. The eager types have probably left already, but there’s no rush..."

Right then, the wind carried the iron scent of blood.

Claire caught it a second later.

"The scent of blood. It’s close..." She stopped and glared into a dark alleyway. "Stay behind me."

"Got it."

She put a hand on her sword and stepped into the darkness. I followed at a distance. Deep in the alley, a black shadow was hunched over. Slurp, crunch. The sounds of chewing echoed through the narrow space.

Claire stifled a gasp of shock and drew her blade. 

Perhaps noticing a presence, the shadow turned around. It was a person covered in blood. No—that wasn't right. Its eyes were blood-red, and its slack mouth revealed sharp fangs. Red drool dripped onto the cobblestones. At its feet lay the mangled remains of a human corpse.

"Drop your weapon and surren—!"

"Aaaaagh!"

It lunged at Claire with the movements of a beast, not a man. Her sword flashed in the moonlight, and the creature’s torso was sliced clean in half.

"I did warn you," she muttered to the bifurcated mass of flesh.

But then...

"It’s... still alive!?"

The top half was crawling across the ground, reaching out for Claire’s leg.

"Aaaah..."

"Persistent!" 

With another swing, Claire severed its neck. The head rolled across the stones, teeth still gnashing at the empty air, clack, clack, before finally going still. The thick, suffocating stench of blood filled the alley.

"A Ghoul... One of the 'Queen of Blood’s' minions?" 

I looked down at the three chunks of meat. It looked human, but the skin was deathly pale. Red eyes, sharp fangs—the whole nine yards. It had beast-like strength and vitality, but it clearly didn't have a lick of reason left.

"Ghouls are just Vampire underlings, right?"

Claire didn't answer. She just stood there, looking down.

"Sister?"

"Ghouls used to be human once..." she whispered.

"Probably."

"Lately, I’ve been getting scared. Scared that I’ll end up like this too. That I'll turn into an Abomination that’s lost its mind." Her voice was unusually fragile. "They say Princess Rose had Possession... it’s just a rumor, but... I’ve never told anyone this, but I think I might have Possession too."

She turned to me with a sad smile.

"Years ago, a Black Bruise appeared on my back. I was too terrified to tell anyone, and it just kept spreading. Then, one day, it suddenly started getting better. Before I knew it, the Black Bruise had vanished like it was never there. I was so relieved... I thought I was cured. But I’ve been doing some research, and it says Possession is incurable. If that mark really was Possession, then eventually I’ll..."

"I wouldn't worry about it too much," I said. 

Mainly because I already cured you.

"Don’t be silly, I’m just joking! There’s no way I’d have Possession." She laughed and looked up at the moon. "But... I won’t be able to stay by your side forever. So, make sure you keep your Autumn Break open."

"Roger that."

"Enough of that. Let’s go find the Knight Order." 

She started walking away, almost like she was running from the conversation. I looked up at the sky one last time. Yeah, the moon definitely looked a bit red tonight.
What’s the Bandits’ Is Mine

I was in my dorm room, half-listening to Beta’s report.

It was our regular debriefing time, held at night after my academy classes were over.

"Regarding Doem’s standing after the incident at the Bushin Festival..."

"I see."

I’d been weighing my options based on what my sister told me, and honestly, the Lawless City sounded like the place to be.

I haven't gone bandit hunting in a while, and the Lawless City is basically just a hive of glorified bandits anyway. Since what belongs to bandits belongs to me, it’s essentially my personal ATM.

"Epsilon has also found it easier to operate. Inside the Oriana Kingdom..."

"I see."

Then there was that talk about my future career.

Basically, as long as I have enough cash, I’ll be golden, right?

Money makes the world go round. The Lawless City is packed with those upgraded bandits. And their bosses are definitely raking in the big bucks through various illicit means. So, if I just blow them away and pocket the loot, all my problems are solved.

"The military strength of Shadow Garden continues to expand smoothly, and the Alexandria Research Institute has commenced development of the steam engine..."

"I see."

If I can just get enough money to live and play for the rest of my life, I can do whatever I want for a 'job.' I could spend my days being whatever mob character I’m in the mood for—a gatekeeper, a bodyguard, a jobless bum, a baker. The possibilities are endless.

By obtaining money, a person obtains a life that isn’t bound by money. Damn, I just said something really profound, didn’t I?

Anyway, there are three major powers in the Lawless City, and I’ve pretty much decided that one of them is destined for total destruction. Now, which one to pick?

I could just do all of them, but if I take them all out at once, I won't have anything left to look forward to later. The 'Queen of Blood' sounds the most exciting, and I can already imagine a dozen different cool ways a Progenitor Vampire could meet their cinematic end. It’d be peak fiction, but there’s also the 'save the best for last' mentality to consider.

Decisions, decisions.

But as it stands, the 'Queen of Blood' is definitely at the top of my 'To-Be-Destroyed' list.

"That concludes my report."

"I see."

"If there are any points where I have fallen short, please, tell me anything..."

"Something smells..."

When I spoke to Beta, who was kneeling with her head bowed, she gave a visible flinch.

"The Lawless City... it's the smell of blood..."

"Thank goodness, it wasn't me..." Beta whispered under her breath.

"It seems the 'Queen of Blood' is on the move..."

"So it seems. We haven't been tracking her since the 'Queen of Blood' has few ties to the Cult, but..."

"A storm is coming... a Storm of Blood..."

"A Storm of Blood...?"

"Look at the moon, Beta."

"The moon...?"

I pointed out the window at the moon, which looked somewhat reddish tonight.

"Ah... is it redder than usual?"

"So you noticed? It is the Red Moon..."

"—! Could it be... is that the legendary 'Red Moon'!?"

"...And if it were?"

I watched Beta out of the corner of my eye as she stared at the moon in a daze. I held my blood-red wine up to the lamp, looking all mysterious, and took a sip.

The legendary 'Red Moon,' huh? Seriously, you can make anything sound cool just by slapping 'legendary' in front of it.

"N-no... if that's the case, then the Lawless City... no, not just that, the surrounding nations as well...!"

"Do not worry."

"B-but! We must dispatch Shadow Garden immediately—!"

"Do not worry... that is what I said, is it not?"

"! M-my apologies..."

I looked down at the trembling Beta and elegantly crossed my legs.

"Leave this matter to me."

"You don't mean... do you intend to go there alone, Master Shadow!?"

"Do you have a complaint...?"

"N-no... I understand that is the most certain way to handle it. B-but, if something were to happen to you, Master Shadow, we... I...!"

"Do not worry."

"Master Shadow...?"

I let a smirk play on the corner of my lips.

"In the end... it’s just a story about the moon being red. Is it not?"

"—!?"

Beta’s eyes went wide. Her face shifted from pure shock to a soft, adoring smile.

"I have underestimated you."

She bowed her head deeply.

"The moon is merely red... Even legends are rendered formless before Master Shadow."

I mean, seriously, the moon is just a little red tonight, and suddenly it’s the legendary 'Red Moon.' I’m honestly impressed with myself.

"Do you not think the Red Moon is also beautiful...?"

"Hehe... you're right. I shall pray for your success in battle."

"Care for a drink...?"

"Yes! I would be honored."

Beta and I spent the rest of the night enjoying the wine and the moon.

Alright then. Time to head to the Lawless City during Autumn Break and go out with a bang.
Two Underdogs and the Watchdog

QUINTON & GOLDOH

In a nutshell, the Lawless City is one massive, overflowing slum.

It’s a cesspool of loitering vagrants and rows of shanty huts, all marinating in a stench of rot that hits you like a physical wall. 

But that’s not all there is to the place. You see, the Lawless City also has a skyline—three massive skyscrapers that tower over the filth.

"So that’s the Queen of Blood’s castle... the Crimson Tower."

The man looking up at the blood-red spire as it pierced the sunset looked less like a protagonist and more like a heel from a pro-wrestling circuit. 

"What’s the matter, Quinton? Don't tell me you’ve got cold feet?"

The man poking fun at Quinton was a handsome, blond-haired youth.

"It ain't cold feet, Goldoh. I’ve just never seen a building this damn tall before."

"Hmph. I’ve fought my way across the globe, but I’ll admit, it’s an impressive sight. Probably take a whole day just to climb the thing."

The two of them shared a sigh as they gazed up at the tower. It spiraled into the heavens like a helix of dried blood. They couldn't even begin to fathom the kind of architectural nightmare required to build it.

"Just because the tower looks fancy doesn't mean the people inside are actually strong. Let's move."

"Yeah. At the end of the day, it's just a den of hoodlums. We're gonna take the Queen of Blood's head and call it a day."

Quinton and Goldoh were opposites in every visual sense, but they’d hit it off almost immediately after meeting. Maybe it was the shared trauma of losing to the exact same guy, but whatever the reason, they’d been inseparable since the Bushin Festival.

The duo trekked through the city at dusk. As they pushed toward the center, the scenery shifted from a desolate slum into a chaotic, multi-cultural melting pot.

"I'll be damned..."

"Yeah... Stay sharp."

You couldn't grasp the true nature of the Lawless City just by looking at it from the outside. The buildings weren't the only things that had changed; the residents weren't just hungry vagrants anymore. They were predators, watching the two of them with gleaming, hungry eyes. 

There wasn't a single "small fry" in sight. 

Quinton and Goldoh sensed it immediately. They kept their hands near their hilts, advancing with a heavy sense of caution until the chaotic streets took on a certain gloomy uniformity.

They had crossed the line into the Queen of Blood's territory. 

"It’s close."

The streets were strangely empty now, but they could feel something wriggling behind the closed doors of the houses. The Crimson Tower loomed directly ahead. 

Steeling themselves, they finally reached the base of the spire.

"So this is the entrance...!"

Quinton approached the massive gates. They were covered in delicate, disturbing carvings of things that definitely weren't human.

"Let’s go."

The moment Quinton reached for the door—

"Heh... hehe... wait your turn..."

A voice called out. It was raspy, thin, and grated against the ears.

They froze, scanning the area until they spotted a pile of filthy rags slumped by the side of the door. Looking closer, the rags were moving. There was a person inside them.

"You lot... don't have the right to open that door..."

The heap of rags stood up. 

It was an emaciated man. He was tall—tall enough to look Quinton in the eye—but his cheeks were hollow, his eyes were sunken pits, and he was little more than skin and bones. His dingy, matted white hair hung down to his shoulders.

A living corpse. That was the only way to describe him.

"We don't have the right, huh?"

"The only ones allowed through are servants, guests... or the strong..."

"Hah! Well, we definitely aren't servants or guests. But we're more than strong enough to hunt the Queen of Blood."

Quinton looked up at the white-haired man and let out a cocky grin.

The man’s bulging eyes narrowed as he looked down at Quinton. Then, he started to cackle.

"Hehe... hehehe... heh... heh... heh..."

"What’s so funny!?"

"Heh... I always thought I was the world's biggest fool... but seeing an even bigger one is always a treat..."

"The hell did you say!?"

"Hehe... know your place... once you end up like this, it's too late..."

The white-haired man peeled back a section of his rags. He revealed the right side of his body—or rather, what was left of it. His right arm was gone from the shoulder down.

"This is the end of the fool who challenged the Queen of Blood four years ago... Now that fool is just a 'Watchdog,' kept on a leash because he's too pathetic to kill..."

A heavy, iron collar was bolted around his neck, connected to the wall by a chain.

"Give me a break. I’m Quinton, a top contender from the Bushin Festival. And this guy is Goldoh, the 'Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon.' We’re not some nameless trash like you!"

"Hehe... never heard of you. I make it a point not to remember the names of people weaker than me..."

"Oh? Then who the hell were you supposed to be?"

"Hehe... I’m just a Watchdog now... but a long time ago... I think some people called me the 'White Demon'..."

"The White Demon? Never heard of it. Goldoh, you know this guy?"

Quinton glanced back at his partner.

"The name sounds familiar, but... sorry, I can't place it."

Goldoh shook his head, but his eyes never left the Watchdog. He was vibrating with tension.

"Hear that? You're a nobody, old man."

"Hehe... that's fine. It's better if a fool's name is forgotten..."

"Anyway, we're going through."

"I’m the Watchdog... and I can’t exactly let a couple of weaklings pass..."

"...Fine. Don't go crying when you're dead."

Quinton glared at the man and drew his greatsword. The Watchdog responded by drawing a long, slender, single-edged blade with his left hand. It was a beautiful katana, longer than the man was tall.

"Be careful... Quinton," Goldoh warned, drawing his own sword.

"Careful? Of what?"

"That man... I can't sense the bottom of his pool."

"Please. He's a one-armed bag of bones! Watch this!"

Quinton ignored the advice and swung. The greatsword’s edge flashed in the dying light—and a moment later, the air was filled with a spray of crimson.

"...Eh?"

The greatsword had been snapped clean in half. It hit the pavement with a dull, hollow metallic clank.

"Q-QUINTON!!"

Goldoh’s scream echoed just as Quinton collapsed, his torso slashed wide open. 

"Now... are you next...?"

The Watchdog stood there, drenched in the fresh spray of blood, blocking Goldoh's path.

"Y-You monster!"

Goldoh hadn't even seen the strike. There was no movement, no flash of a blade—only the sudden spray of blood and the sight of a broken sword. 

The skill involved was terrifying. Goldoh realized right then that even with one arm and a body ravaged by time, this Watchdog was operating on a level he couldn't even imagine.

But Goldoh didn't drop his sword. He and Quinton hadn't known each other long, but they were comrades—two men who had tasted bitter defeat and were trying to climb their way back up together.

"Relax... he isn't dead. He's no use to the tower if he's dead..." the Watchdog sneered.

"How dare you do that to Quinton!!"

Goldoh funneled every drop of magic power he had into his blade, preparing his ultimate technique.

"EVIL GOD—INSTANT KILL—GOLDEN DRAGON SWORD!!"

As he lunged, his eyes met the Watchdog’s. He saw those ghastly, bloodshot black pupils—unfathomable and cold. Suddenly, a memory clicked. He remembered the legend of the White Demon.

"N-No way... you're that—"

The Watchdog’s lips curled into a smile.

If this one-armed freak really was the White Demon—then this wasn't a fight. It was an execution. 

Goldoh realized the hopeless gap between them and, at the last possible microsecond, slammed his attack into the ground instead of the man.

"Hmm...?"

A massive explosion of dust and grit obscured the street.

"QUINTON!! I'll come back for you! I swear on my life, I'll save you!!"

Goldoh’s voice faded rapidly along with the sound of his sprinting footsteps.

"He ran, huh...? Well, I won't chase him... I am just the Watchdog, after all..."

With a single, effortless flick of his blade, the Watchdog cleared the dust cloud and watched Goldoh’s retreating figure.

"Hehe... but I wonder... can you actually make it out alive?"

Beyond the Watchdog’s line of sight, the doors of the surrounding houses began to creak open. They were coming out. They were lunging for Goldoh.

"Heh... hehe... hyahyahaha...!"

The Watchdog looked back up at the skyscrapers. 

Three towers. Three Rulers. This was the world's dumping ground—the Lawless City. It was a place where evil, wealth, and power from every corner of the globe gathered to rot. 

Kings, knights, monsters—no one held any authority here. 

In the Lawless City, might is the only law.
Lawless City Exclusive: A Shockingly Great Bargain!!

Autumn break. 

My sister and I had made our way to the Lawless City.

“So this is the Lawless City. It reeks,” I muttered.

“It can’t be helped. It’s a slum, after all,” my sister replied, her gaze sharp enough to intimidate any vagrant who dared look our way.

Off in the distance, the Three Towers loomed over the landscape. I kind of want to knock them down like bowling pins.

“Should we head toward those towers?” I asked.

“Listen, you. What do you plan to do, barging into the enemy’s headquarters right off the bat? The Spellsword Association apparently prepared a base for us, so we’re going there to gather intel first.”

“Heh~”

I trailed along behind her through the slums. Eventually, we hit a stretch of market stalls. It was a bustling mess of bizarre foods, shady medicines, stolen goods, and pets.

“Hey there, beautiful! Take a look! I just got some fresh pets in stock!”

“Me?” Claire asked.

“Yeah, you! The most stunning lady in the whole world!”

“Hmph. At least you’ve got eyes in your head. I suppose I can spare a moment to look.”

She’s totally falling for the flattery. “Sister, he’s just buttering you up.”

“Shut it.”

I was dragged along to the stall.

“Now, now, look at this! Freshly arrived and full of life!”

The shopkeeper dragged his ‘merchandise’ forward—a blond-haired young man bound by a slavery collar.

“It’s the Spellsword Slave Goldoh-kun! He’s a real looker, perfect for a gorgeous lady like yourself, don't you think?”

Goldoh-kun’s face was a swollen mess, looking like he’d been the victim of a collective lynching. He let out a muffled groan. “Uhh, uhhh!” he pleaded, his eyes begging for something.

“He looks pretty beat up,” Claire noted.

I feel like I’ve seen this guy somewhere before...

“Hahaha! Well, he might’ve gotten a little scuffed during transport. Tell you what, I’ll mark him down from thirty million Zeny to twenty-seven million!”

“Still expensive.”

“Now, now, missy. A Spellsword Slave of this caliber would go for double outside the city. This is a special, Lawless City-only discount!!”

“I don't want him.”

“You’re a tough one! Fine, I’ll tell you what—today I’ll specially throw in another one!”

He’s counting them like animals.

“Behold! Another fresh Spellsword Slave, Quinton-kun!!”

The man the shopkeeper hauled out looked like a villainous pro-wrestler with a massive wound across his gut. It looked like someone had at least bothered to bandage it for the time being.

Quinton-kun was groaning “Mmu, mmu!” while desperately trying to convey something.

I definitely feel like I’ve seen this one somewhere before, too...

“Goldoh-kun and Quinton-kun! A set of two for just forty million Zeny!! You won’t find a deal like this anywhere but the Lawless City!”

“His stomach is literally sliced open, though.”

“Whoops, did this one get banged up in transit too?! Fine, fine! Thirty-seven million Zeny for the pair! I can’t go a single Zeny lower!”

“I still don’t want them.”

“Wha?! You’re killing me, missy!”

“I’ve already got all I can handle right here.”

My sister said that and started vigorously rubbing my head.

“Ah, I see. Then the brat is the lady’s—”

“No, definitely not that.”

“We’re going.”

I was grabbed by the scruff of the neck and dragged away. Just then, someone called out to the shopkeeper.

“Hey. If you’re serious about thirty-seven million for the pair, I’ll take ’em.”

“Dead serious! Thank you for your business! Wait... No way, are you—?!”

“Uhh, uhh!”

“Mmu, mmu!”

It looked like the two of them found a buyer. I’d been a little worried since their faces looked familiar, so I was glad they were sold safely.

Wait.

If they were just sold, that means that stall has at least thirty-seven million Zeny in cash right now. If I were to raid the place...

No, no. I shouldn't be satisfied with such small change. 

I need to dream big.

“Hey, move it.”

“You don’t have to pull, I’m walking.”

“I have to, or you’ll wander off and get lost.”

“I won’t.”

I kept my eyes on the Three Skyscrapers looming in the distance as we walked. There was a red one, a white one, and the Black Tower.

Now then, which one should I go for?
It's Aching...

When we arrived at the Spellsword Association’s base, my sister was whisked away to some meeting.

Apparently, they were only gathering "influential" Spellswords for their little strategy session. I, of course, wasn't invited. My sister complained, but it didn't look like there was anything she could do about it.

"Just stay here and be a good boy," she told me before disappearing into the conference room.

And so, I decided to be a good boy and take a stroll.

By the time I stepped outside, the sun had already dipped below the horizon. The sky was still glowing with the last vestiges of twilight, but a reddish moon had already begun its ascent in the east. 

Is it just me, or is that moon getting redder by the day?

The people of Lawless City didn’t seem to care about the moon. They were too busy focusing on the customers in front of them, the prey in their sights—the desperate struggle to survive another day.

Speaking of which, I just met my tenth pickpocket of the day. A new record!

I always keep my wallet in a very conspicuous spot in my pants pocket so it’s easy to snatch, but I have a rule: if someone picks my pocket, I pick theirs right back. I reclaim my own wallet and "borrow" theirs as a convenience fee.

It’s a dog-eat-dog world, after all.

In a single afternoon, my net worth swelled from 40,000 Zeny to 110,000 Zeny. Life works in mysterious ways. 

Maybe my true calling is playing 'Lawless City Resident A'.

I love this place. You can literally get paid just for taking a walk.

I was practically humming as I walked, but then a scream cut through the air.

"A Ghoul! A Ghoul’s on the loose!"

It sounded close.

The locals were quick to react. Those who couldn't fight bolted immediately, though plenty of stalls stayed open, the owners not even twitching at the sound of a death rattle. Some people actually started heading toward the screaming with nasty grins on their faces.

"A Ghoul, huh? We’ve been seeing a lot of those lately."

"Think I’ll go blow off some steam."

One guy cracked his knuckles; another drew a serrated knife. I slipped into their shadows and followed them to the scene.

By the time I arrived, the Ghoul had already been subdued. Its legs were snapped, and it was writhing on the ground.

"You piece of trash! How dare you bite my arm!" one guy shouted, delivering a heavy kick.

"Dammit! I lost everything on a bet today! This is all your fault!" another yelled, stomping on the creature.

"I spent a million Zeny on Mary-chan and she still dumped me! Die, you freak!"

Crunch.

A pool of blood began to spread across the cobblestones. 

I see. Since Ghouls have such high vitality, they make for excellent, high-durability sandbags. The creature could only groan—"Aaaagh..."—as it endured the one-sided lynching.

Watching the scene play out, I couldn't help but think how great Lawless City was. An incident like this was probably just a daily occurrence here. A city drenched in blood and slaughter—now that’s what I’m talking about.

"Fufufu..."

I leaned against a nearby wall and crossed my arms, offering a thin smile. I was really feeling the "Enigmatic Youth" vibe today.

Eventually, the men grew bored of their broken toy and began to drift away. The Ghoul lay there, beaten to a pulp and motionless. It looked like the show was over.

The sky had turned properly dark. I was just about to head back when I felt it—the Ghoul’s presence was surging back to life.

"Eek! S-stop! Get off—!"

The man’s scream and the spray of blood happened almost simultaneously. The Ghoul had suddenly lunged, sinking its teeth into the man’s neck and ripping his throat clean out.

"W-what the hell?! This thing is different!"

Another man went down, dead before he hit the ground.

The survivors drew their swords, panic finally setting in. The revived Ghoul was... red. Its skin, its eyes—everything was a blood-soaked crimson. It bared its razor-sharp fangs and claws and let out a bone-chilling roar.

"Gwaaaaaaaaaaa!"

With the agility of a wild beast, the Red Ghoul pounced. A single swipe of its claws sent a man’s head spinning through the air.

"R-run for your lives!"

Even the hardened thugs of Lawless City knew when they were outmatched. As they scrambled away, the Ghoul began tearing into the corpses, its jaws working rhythmically. I stayed right where I was, leaning against the wall with my "fufufu" smile.

Now, what to do?

I could run away like a total mob character... or I could keep playing the mysterious boy. I’m probably never going to see these Lawless City extras ever again, so maybe I don't need to commit so hard to the 'mob character' bit this time.

"Fufufu..."

Decisions, decisions.

Right then, I felt a new presence. A slender swordswoman dropped from the sky like a falling star, landing right on top of the Red Ghoul. With a single, fluid motion, she brought her blade down, bisecting the creature from the crown of its head to its tailbone.

Sublime.

She flicked the blood off her blade and turned around. Our eyes met.

She was wrapped in Jet-black Garb and wore a pointed, witch-like hat. Beneath the brim, she was a beautiful woman with striking red hair.

We stared at each other for a long moment.

"You should run," she said. Her voice was unexpectedly high and sweet. "The rampage is beginning."

She looked up at the crimson moon with a face full of localized angst.

"The moon is red... we're out of time."

"And you are...?" I asked, stopping her just as she prepared to vanish into the night.

"I am the 'Oldest Vampire Hunter,' Milia... The one who hunts the 'Queen of Blood,' Elisabeth."

And then, she was gone, melting into the darkness.

What is this feeling? This sensation...

My blood... it's aching.

"Fufufu..."

I looked up at the red moon and smiled. I’d probably be a little late getting back to the base. I hope my sister doesn't kill me.



The Red-light District is always the beating heart of Lawless City at night. Women in revealing outfits lined the streets, casting alluring glances at every passing man.

Suddenly, a scream shattered the atmosphere of lust and commerce.

"A Ghoul! There’s a Ghoul!"

The patrons and workers were used to this kind of thing. Usually, a brothel bodyguard would show up, crack a few ribs, and that would be the end of it. It was supposed to be just another night.

"K-kyaaaaaaaaaaaaa!"

The prostitute’s shriek was cut short as her bodyguard was brutally torn limb from limb. This wasn't a normal Ghoul; it was a Red Ghoul.

The creature shredded the guard like wet paper and lunged at the young prostitute who had collapsed in the street, her legs giving out from terror.

"Mary!" 

Her coworkers screamed her name, but they were too far away. There was no time.

Then, in a flash of movement, the Red Ghoul was sliced in half.

"Eh...?"

As the two halves of the Ghoul slumped to the ground, a swordsman in a Jet-black Longcoat emerged from the spray of blood. He flicked his Jet-black Blade to clear the gore and looked down at Mary. 

From deep within the shadows of his hood, two eyes glowed a piercing red.

"Hii..." 

Mary recoiled, trembling at the sight of those ominous eyes.

"If you want to live, run," the Jet-black Man said, his voice a low rumble that felt like it was rising from the depths of the earth.

Mary wanted to run—she wanted to bolt that very second—but her body wouldn't obey.

"The rampage is beginning..."

The Jet-black Man looked up at the red moon and muttered to himself. There was a strange, hidden melancholy in his voice.

"A Red Moon... There is little time left."

The moon had been red lately. Mary had thought it was weird, but none of the other girls seemed to care. They figured that even if the moon changed color, their world would stay exactly the same. They were wrong.

"W-wait! Who are you?" Mary called out.

He was terrifying, but he had saved her. She couldn't let him leave without at least trying to thank him.

"My name is Shadow. I am he who lurks in the shadows, he who hunts the shadows..."

With that, Shadow vanished into the night.

"Ah... I didn't get to thank him..."

"Mary! Are you alright?!" A senior prostitute rushed over and pulled her into a hug.

"Y-yeah. I’m okay."

"Thank god. I don't know what’s going on lately—first the 'Queen of Blood,' and now this."

"Hush, don't say that name so loudly!"

"Psh, I don't care. More importantly... was that really Shadow?"

"You know him?" Mary asked.

"I’ve heard the rumors. He’s the head of some massive organization that does whatever it wants. They say they attacked a prestigious academy and blew up the Sanctuary."

"So... he’s a villain?"

He was certainly scary, but Mary didn't feel like he was "bad." She felt as though he was a man driven by some grand, inexplicable purpose.

"The worst kind. He’s a monster on the same level as the freaks who run this city. But what is a big-shot like him doing here...?"

"He said the rampage is beginning," Mary whispered. "He said the moon is red, and that there's no time."

"What’s that supposed to mean? The 'Queen of Blood' has been making moves lately. Is Shadow going to team up with her? Are we going to get caught in the middle of another turf war? Give me a break... it’s always us girls who pay the price."

"I don't know... but I don't think that's it."

Mary looked up at the red moon, her heart heavy with unease. What was coming?

Yet, for some reason, she felt like Shadow would handle it. She felt certain that he had come to this city for that very reason.

"Thank you..." Mary whispered into the darkness where he had disappeared.
Mob Revenge Following a Mob Escape

Sid had vanished.

Claire sprinted through the Lawless City at night, hunting for her little brother.

"Sid, you complete moron! I told you to stay put!"

The moment she’d heard Sid left the base alone, her mind went totally blank. She had already leveled one Spellsword who’d dared to sneer that the kid was probably being sold into slavery by now, and then she'd bolted out of the base.

The Lawless City at night was a death trap. It wasn’t just a simple slum. To the predators who lived here, students from the Academy for Spellswords were nothing more than easy prey.

"Have you seen a Black-haired, Black-eyed Boy about fifteen years old?!" 

Claire questioned every passerby she could find, her voice thick with desperation. Any resident foolish enough to attack her was instantly cut down. 

Scouring the streets based on a few vague witness reports, Claire finally spotted a mop of black hair. 

However. 

He was currently being gnawed on by a Ghoul in a dark alleyway.

"St-Stop it!"

In a flash, Claire drew her blade and hacked the Ghoul into mincemeat. Then, she fell to her knees before the mangled corpse of the black-haired man.

"No... it can't be..."

The black hair was matted with blood. Sid’s hair was just about this length. The body was too mangled to identify, but this was the only solid lead she had.

"I'm so sorry, Sid... It’s my fault for bringing you to a hellhole like the Lawless City..."

It wasn't a certainty that this was Sid yet. Even so, Claire pulled the blood-stained black hair to her chest and wept. She felt as if she were being crushed by the weight of her own regret.

Behind her, a shadow drew near.

"...What do you want?" Claire asked, still clutching the hair.

"Are you the one looking for the Black-haired, Black-eyed Boy...?"

"Huh?"

Clinging to a sliver of hope, Claire turned around. Standing there was a beautiful, red-haired woman holding a sword.

"Who are you...?"

"I am Milia. A Vampire Hunter. I’ve encountered two people who might fit the description of a Black-haired, Black-eyed Boy."

"Really?! Tell me!"

"I saw the first one a little while ago. He was standing in front of a rampaging Ghoul, laughing 'Fufufu...'"

Claire pictured the scene and immediately shook her head. 

"No. My brother doesn't have such a disgusting, creepy laugh."

"I see. The second was a young Spellsword. He was attacked and abducted by the subordinates of the 'Queen of Blood'..."

"That's him! What did he look like?!"

"He had a plain, unremarkable look about him..."

That’s definitely Sid.

"Oh, no... Sid..."

"I'm sorry. I tried to help, but I didn't make it in time..."

"B-But if he was abducted, that means he’s still alive, right?!"

"Most likely... he..." Milia seemed to hesitate.

"What is it? Do you know something?!"

"He... will be used as a sacrifice. The 'Red Moon' will rise soon. We have to rescue him before then..."

"Tell me where he is! Where is Sid?! How can I save him?!"

Milia let her gaze wander as if deep in thought, eventually looking down at the pile of sliced-up Ghoul meat.

"Did you do this?"

"Huh? Oh. Yes, I did."

"If you're willing to cooperate... then maybe. My target is the 'Queen of Blood' Elisabeth. Your goal is to rescue your brother. Our interests align."

Milia reached out a hand toward Claire.

"Help me, and I’ll tell you everything."

Claire took the hand without a second thought.

"I'll do it. I'll do anything if it means Sid is safe."

"Follow me."

Milia led the way deeper into the alley. 

Claire stood up and casually tossed the blood-stained black hair aside. On second thought, the texture was totally different from Sid’s.

Wait for me, Sid. Your big sister is coming to save you...

Then, Claire too vanished into the darkness of the alley.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I got back to the base, but my sister was nowhere to be found. 

I guess we must have crossed paths while she was out for a walk. I took a seat by the window of my assigned room and looked down at the streets of the Lawless City. That distinct slum stench tickled my nose.

I knew the moment I stepped into this city and caught a whiff of the air: This place is a total nose-hair booster.

It’s a niche fact known only to those with real-world experience, but living in a place with filthy air makes your nose hair grow at double time. And if your nose hair is working overtime, that means...

Dig, dig.

"Whoa, got a big one."

It means you can harvest a massive amount of boogers.

I peered down at the street to confirm my target. Naturally, I wasn't just picking my nose for no reason. I was driven by a grand ambition.

My target was a thug loitering on the street. That guy had tried to shake me down for cash earlier. I’d managed to slip away with a MOB ESCAPE, but one should never underestimate the sheer pettiness of a mob character.

Time for some MOB REVENGE.

I took a stance in my FLICKING STYLE and took aim at the target.

Heh heh heh... eat this. BOOGER BOMBER!

I launched the projectile. It flew true, sticking right to the target's face without missing a beat.

MOB REVENGE achieved.

A deep crimson moon hung in the night sky. I really wanted to go out and play, but I couldn't go wandering around until my sister got back and fell asleep.

"Man, Sis is taking forever..."
The Secret Hole I Dug Just for Today!!

CLAIRE

Milia led me to a shack that looked like it was one stiff breeze away from a total structural failure. For some reason, the interior was halfway buried under a massive pile of dirt and sand. 

As the air grew heavy with the suffocating scent of dust and mold, Milia lit a lamp.

"There’s a chair over there, if you want it..." she said, though she made no move to sit down herself.

"I’ll pass," I replied. Pretty sure that thing would crumble into toothpicks the second I sat on it.

"Suit yourself. You’re Claire, right? Your brother is most likely being held in the 'Red Tower'—the Queen of Blood Elisabeth’s personal fortress."

"And what exactly did you mean by 'sacrifice'?"

"To explain that, I have to start with Elisabeth herself. She was a Progenitor Vampire, a true queen. Over a thousand years ago, her kind ruled the night. Back then, there were other Progenitors too, and the world was essentially their playground..."

Milia started drifting off, her eyes getting that glazed-over look people get when they’re about to drop a massive lore dump.

"They ruled the world’s night, but eventually, humans figured out their weaknesses. The hunters became the hunted. See, Vampires have three major flaws. 

One: if you destroy the heart, they stay dead. They have insane regenerative abilities—people used to call them immortal—but they can’t grow a new heart. That realization was a game-changer for humanity.

Two: they’re high-maintenance. If they don't drink blood, they lose their edge. A Vampire who’s been 'fasting' for too long is basically as weak as a regular human. Evolution-wise, they were never meant to wipe us out; they literally can't survive without us.

And three: they turn to ash in the sun. It doesn’t matter how overpowered a Vampire is or how pathetic the human is—if you catch them in the daylight, they’re toast. You could trap them, blow up their houses, whatever. Daytime became their personal execution hour..."

"You certainly know your stuff," I noted, genuinely impressed by the history lesson.

Knowledge about Vampires is hard to come by these days. They’re basically considered myths or relics of the past. Aside from the Lawless City, reports of Vampire attacks have been practically zero for centuries. Even the guy running the Spellsword Association meeting admitted he’d never seen one in the flesh—he was just quoting stuff he’d read in old books.

"The world drove them into the shadows," Milia continued. "Eventually, they vanished from the night, and people started to forget they ever existed. But then, a thousand years ago, that 'incident' happened... On a night when the Red Moon hung in the sky, an entire country was wiped off the map in a single evening. It was a tiny nation, so small its name has been lost to time... but it was the work of the Queen of Blood and her Family."

"The Red Moon... you mean that creepy red glow the moon has had lately?"

Milia nodded. "The Red Moon acts like a massive stat buff for Vampires and their Family. Driven into a corner a millennium ago, they used that power to stage a rebellion. The Red Moon lasted for three days. On the first night, a country fell. On the next two, three more nations were pushed to the brink of extinction. But once the Red Moon faded, the Queen of Blood and her subordinates vanished into thin air, hiding until the world forgot them again..."

"So you're saying they're planning a comeback tour?"

Milia nodded again. "They see humans as nothing more than livestock. They’ve spent a thousand years stewing over the humiliation of being hunted by their own food. Right now, the Queen of Blood is in a deep, thousand-year slumber. The one currently running the show in the Lawless City is an aide named Crimson. Once the Red Moon reaches its peak, Crimson will resurrect Elisabeth. And then, the tragedy from a thousand years ago starts all over again."

"Wait, so the sacrifice is...?"

"Resurrecting the Queen of Blood requires the fresh blood of a young man with a massive amount of Magic Power. Your brother is the perfect candidate, Claire. They're going to use him as a juice box for the Queen."

"Like hell they will! When does this Red Moon officially start?!"

Milia looked out through a hole in the crumbling wall. The moon was already stained a deep, visceral crimson. 

Right on cue, the screaming started in the distance.

"It just began..."

The night air of the Lawless City was suddenly filled with the sounds of pure terror.

"Ghouls! It's the Ghouls! Run for your lives!!"

Panic erupted as the metallic tang of blood began to drift through the streets.

"The rampage has started... The Red Moon gives them incredible power, but the trade-off is an uncontrollable Vampiric Impulse. This is only the beginning..."

"Sid! My brother is in that Red Tower, isn't he?!" I shouted, ready to bolt.

"Hold on." Milia grabbed my arm. "Crimson is a perfectionist. He’ll wait for the moment the moon is at its absolute reddest to bring her back. We still have about twelve hours."

"Half a day? But that’ll be noon!"

"The Red Moon lasts for three days. For the next seventy-two hours, the sun isn't coming up. Don't worry, I have a plan."

Milia knelt down and started prying up the rotting floorboards.

"I’ve spent a long time preparing for this day... I dug a hole."

"...A hole?" Seriously? That's the master plan?

It was definitely a hole. Beneath the floor was a tunnel just wide enough for a person to crawl through.

"Usually, the Red Tower is crawling with her Family, making it impossible to sneak in. But now that the Red Moon is out, they’re all hitting the streets to hunt. This is our only window to infiltrate."

"So this tunnel leads to...?"

"Going in through the front door is suicide. So, I dug this all the way to the foundation of the Red Tower."

"I see. Practical."

"One last thing," Milia said, looking me in the eye. "My goal is to kill the Queen of Blood, Elisabeth. Your goal is to save your brother. Are we officially partners?"

"Works for me. Let’s do this, Milia."

"Glad to hear it, Claire."

We shook hands, a silent pact made in the dim lamplight.

"Enough talk. Let's move. Just hang on, Sid. Big sister is coming for you."

I didn't hesitate, dropping into the tunnel and crawling forward. Milia let me take the lead, but she paused for a second to look back at the crimson moon. There was a flicker of something—sadness, maybe?—in her eyes.

"Lady Elisabeth... it’s almost time," she whispered to herself.

Then, she followed me into the dark.
Frenzy... Blood in the Streets... Run...

MARY

I saw off my last customer of the night and clicked the door shut.

Moonlight filtered into the room, illuminating the tangled mess of my sheets. I glanced at them with a sigh, then started picking up my discarded underwear from the floor. Once I was decent enough, I dove face-first onto the bed, burying my face in the pillow.

God, I was exhausted. Today had been one thing after another, and the clients tonight were bottom-of-the-barrel trash. I just wanted to sleep.

"Mmm..."

But the sheets were damp and the room smelled like… well, like work. Disgusted, I climbed back out of bed and threw the window open.

The stifling stench of the room faded, replaced by the frantic roar of the city outside. 

Is something going on out there?

Usually, the sky would be starting to brighten by now. This was the hour when the Red-light District finally tucked itself in. But tonight, the sun felt like it was never coming, and the whole town was buzzing with a weird, panicked energy.

Up in the sky, that damn red moon was still hanging there.

Looking toward the horizon, I saw flames licking the sky. Something was burning—a big fire. I could just barely catch the scent of smoke on the breeze, but there was another smell cutting through it. Something raw, metallic, and pungent. 

Blood.

The fire was far enough away that it probably wouldn't reach me, but the vibe was all wrong. People were sprinting through the streets like their lives depended on it. Why the hell were they in such a rush? 

It’s just a fire. We get those all the time here.

I stood by the window, bathed in the moon’s crimson glow. My black lace stood out against my pale skin, and even in this light, my reddish-purple hair and eyes looked unnervingly vivid. Usually, if a woman like me stood by a window in her underwear, half the men on the street would stop to gawk.

Tonight? Not a single one.

I watched the chaos with a cold, detached gaze. I’d been sold off at thirteen and had spent five years rotting in this place. Every fresh meat arrival in the Lawless City spends their first month dreaming of a way out. Then, slowly, that hope rots away until they’re just another shade of gray, dyed in the colors of this hellhole.

I hadn't given up yet. Not entirely.

But honestly, sometimes I thought it would be easier if I just did. I’d been feeling that a lot lately. I was one of the top girls in the district, but I wasn't the top. The Madam always told me I could reach the peak if I actually put my heart into it. 

Maybe she was right. Maybe that was the "correct" way to live here. Just forget everything and drown myself in nights of fake love and easy pleasure.

"Sigh..."

Thinking about the outside world was a bad habit. I guess this is how the city finally gets you.

I reached out to pull the window shut, and that’s when it happened.

"Kyaa!"

A beast came flying through the window.

No, wait—not a beast. It was humanoid, but it moved with a feral, twitchy grace. A Ghoul.

"A-ah..."

I scrambled backward, crawling across the floor. The Ghoul pulled its lips back, baring a row of jagged fangs in a sick grin, and lunged at me.

Tears blurred my vision. This was it. I closed my eyes and waited for the end.

"I believe... I told you to flee."

The voice was cold and sudden. In the same breath, the Ghoul was shredded into a dozen pieces. Chunks of wet flesh thudded onto the floorboards, and a spray of hot blood painted the room.

"Y-you're..."

My heart hammered against my ribs as I looked at the figure. I knew that silhouette. He stood there holding a Jet-black Blade, draped in a heavy Jet-black Longcoat. 

Shadow.

"The Frenzy has begun... Behold, the city is stained in crimson..."

"The city...?"

I grabbed a sheet to cover myself and peered out the window. 

"N-no way... That’s horrible."

The streets had turned into a slaughterhouse while I wasn't looking. Blood was everywhere. There were piles of unrecognizable meat and Ghouls tearing through everything in sight. I saw girls from the shops—my friends—trying to run, only to be dragged down and mauled.

"Ah, look out!" 

I saw one of my seniors about to be gutted and screamed out a warning. But a heartbeat later, the Ghoul pouncing on her was sliced into mincemeat.

"The Frenzy has begun... A Storm of Blood will rage..."

The man in the Jet-black Longcoat was suddenly there, standing in the street.

"Wait, what!?"

I looked back at the spot beside me. He was gone. He’d moved so fast I hadn't even seen him leave.

"Flee... before it is too late..."

"Are you... actually helping us?"

A scream erupted nearby, and the moment my attention wavered, Shadow vanished completely.

"The Frenzy... blood... flee..."

His voice echoed from somewhere in the air, punctuated by the sight of Ghoul corpses being tossed into the sky like ragdolls. I couldn't see him anymore, but I could track his path by the trail of exploding monster parts receding into the distance.

I didn't waste another second. I threw some clothes on over my lingerie, grabbed my bag, and vaulted out the second-story window. 

My gut hadn't lied to me. Shadow really had come to save me.

"Thank you, Mr. Shadow..."

I ducked into the shadows, using the chaos to make my break for it. I made a silent promise then and there: one day, I’d find a way to pay that man back.
Tough Lady

The Lawless City was a total wreck by the time I finally rolled out of bed.

Even though it was supposed to be dawn, the sky remained choked in darkness. A Crimson Moon hung high above the streets where Ghouls were currently throwing a massive riot.

Whoa.

Is this... could it be...?

"The 'Frenzy,' huh..." I muttered to the empty room.

That was the big-shot keyword that girl Milia had mentioned. Looks like her prophecy actually hit the mark.

Word around the base was that they were holding some emergency meeting to figure out a response. Naturally, I slipped out, climbed onto the roof of a tall building, and threw on my Jet-black Garb.

"Finally, the time has come...!"

There was no doubt about it. This was... the real deal.

A legit, big-time vampire event was popping off!

I let my Jet-black Longcoat flutter dramatically as I flashed a deep, meaningful smile behind my mask.

The keywords were 'Red Moon,' 'Frenzy,' and 'Queen of Blood,' right?

Oh, and I couldn't forget the 'Oldest Vampire Hunter' guy. I definitely needed to make contact with him while the event was still live.

It was going to be tricky, but I had to construct the most entertaining route possible.

Given the current flow, the final boss had to be the 'Queen of Blood.'

That meant my best bet was a "looting while the building's on fire" plan at the 'Crimson Tower'—kill two birds with one stone. After that, I’d just maintain a high level of flexibility and play the rest by ear.

My sister still hadn't come back, but she was a tough lady, so I was sure she'd be fine.

Now then, I suppose I should start hunting Ghouls while making sure everyone knows the event has started.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

The Magic Swordsman Association was lagging behind.

Despite pulling together a group of first-class Spellswords to handle the Ghouls’ frenzy, they were being forced into a pathetic retreat. Between the Ghouls being buffed by the 'Red Moon' and their sheer, overwhelming numbers, the association didn't stand a chance.

"'Great Arm' Glen’s been hit!! Fall back for now!"

"You total moron! This is your post!! Who the hell's gonna cover it!?"

"Screw that!! We've got wounded! You want us to just stay here and die!?"

Out on the main street, the Spellswords were surrounded. They tried to resist, but they were being ground down as the Ghouls surged in like an endless tide.

"Everyone! Please, stop acting on your own!"

Claudia—an elite staff member of the Magic Swordsman Association and the one supposedly in charge of the Queen of Blood Subjugation Operation—screamed until her throat was raw. It didn't matter. Morale was in the gutter, and total collapse was only a matter of time.

The street was becoming paved with Ghoul corpses.

To be fair, the association had actually gathered some decent talent; individually, the Spellswords were stronger than the Ghouls. 

However, no one had expected this kind of volume.

This wasn't some random riot. It was likely a calculated move prepared over years of planning.

Even with all these Spellswords, they couldn't even reach the base of the 'Crimson Tower.' This was the true power of the 'Queen of Blood,' the woman who ruled a full third of the Lawless City.

There was an old saying back at the Magic Swordsman Association: "Do not lay a hand on the Lawless City." Claudia finally understood what that meant, and she cursed the idiots in upper management who had ignored it.

"Those damn old geezers," she spat.

Claudia let out a string of curses she’d never dare utter in public. There was the sexual harassment geezer who always tried to feel her up, the pervy geezer who wouldn't stop staring at her chest, the senile geezer who wouldn't stop asking her out at night... honestly, the list was endless.

She decided right then to ignore her orders and call for a retreat. If they demoted her for it, she’d just punch the old farts and quit.

The problem was, they were currently stranded in the middle of a Ghoul swarm.

Getting out wasn't going to be easy.

"Too little, too late, huh..." she whispered, mocking herself.

She could have made this call much earlier. She had hesitated to protect her own career, and now she felt like the biggest fool in the world.

Claudia drew her sword and steeled her resolve.

She had zero intention of dying for the shitty old men at the association, and honestly, she didn't give a damn about these selfish, muscle-brained swordsmen either. 

But she’d delayed the decision, and she was going to take responsibility for it.

"We're retreating! I'll take the rear guard!"

She had worked her way up from the rank-and-file, after all. She might not have looked it, but she was damn good with a blade.

"Hell yeah! She said retreat!!"

"Rear guard's all yours! Catch ya later!"

The Spellswords scrambled away, one after another.

As Claudia hacked through Ghouls, she couldn't help but think: Would it have killed just one of you to stay and help?!

The Ghouls surged. The Spellswords vanished. Claudia fought like a demon, trying to fall back while keeping the pressure off the others.

But the burden of holding the rear alone was too much. She hit her limit fast.

Her foot slipped on a patch of blood, and the Ghouls lunged for the kill.

That was when the Jet-black Spellsword descended.

"Annihilate... 'Jet-black Whirlwind'."

The katana in his hand seemed to stretch several times its length. Or at least, that’s what it looked like before a literal whirlwind of darkness erupted.

It shredded every Ghoul in the vicinity, wiping out the entire swarm in a single heartbeat.

"N-no way..."

Claudia stared up at the Jet-black Spellsword from the ground, her jaw practically hitting the pavement.

This was move-breaking, logic-defying power. He had just erased a horde that an entire squad of elites couldn't handle. 

Because Claudia was a top-tier Spellsword herself, she could tell just how far out of her league he was.

Even the swordsmen who had been busy running for their lives stopped and stared, eyes wide with terror and awe.

"The Frenzy has begun... You lot are in over your heads."

His voice sounded like it was echoing from the bottom of an abyss. He turned his back to them.

"W-wait! Who are you...?" Claudia called out to his retreating figure.

"My name is Shadow... I lurk in the shadows to hunt the shadows..."

With that, he walked off across the carpet of blood, his jet-black coat fluttering behind him. Claudia could only watch him go, completely stunned.

"So that... is Shadow."

A shiver ran through everyone present.

They’d heard the rumors. The guy who attacked the academy, nuked the Sanctuary, and supposedly took on both Princess Iris and the Bushin at the same time.

But no one in this line of work was naive enough to believe all that.

They knew something had happened, sure, but the details felt like tall tales. After all, who would actually believe a single human could overwhelm Iris and the Bushin simultaneously?

Claudia hadn't bought it either. As a professional within the Magic Swordsman Association, she’d dismissed it as exaggeration for the masses.

But after seeing him with her own eyes? She couldn't deny the rumors anymore. If it was this guy, "overwhelming" them sounded perfectly reasonable.

Still, why was he here in the Lawless City?

And why save people from the association?

The Magic Swordsman Association had Shadow and Shadow Garden at the top of their most-wanted list. He had absolutely zero reason to help them.

Maybe he has a motive we don't know about. Maybe there's more to those incidents than the reports say.

She needed to look into this.

"Shadow... I'll find a way to repay this debt," Claudia murmured to his shrinking silhouette.

Tap. Tap. The sound of his footsteps faded into the distance.

In the direction he was heading, the 'Crimson Tower' loomed large, standing tall beneath the radiance of the Crimson Moon.
Three Currents

CRIMSON

"Lord Crimson, the sacrifices are ready for the ceremony."

"I see..."

I spent a moment staring down at the Lawless City before shifting my gaze to the moon hanging in the night sky. I made sure to look the part—refined features, wine-red hair swept stylishly to the side. Total villain vibes.

"The Red Moon... it’s not quite there yet..."

The moon was definitely stained red, but it wasn't enough. If I wanted this to go off without a hitch, I’d have to wait a little longer for the atmosphere to peak.

"How’s the city-wide takeover progressing?" I asked.

"Everything is moving according to plan, sir. Except... well..."

"Except what?"

I turned around and leveled a heavy stare at my subordinate, who was currently choking on his own words. He started trembling under my gaze before finally squeaking out the rest.

"There’s been some... unexpectedly stiff resistance in a few sectors."

"The Magic Swordsman Association?"

"No, they’re not even a factor. The resistance is coming from three specific individuals. One is Yukime, the 'Spirit Fox.' Another is Juggernaut, the 'Tyrant.'"

"Those two, huh..."

I scowled as I looked back down at the Lawless City. My Ghoul swarms were supposed to be sweeping the streets, but there were three distinct currents pushing back against the tide, moving in total defiance of the plan.

Yukime, the ruler of the White Tower. Juggernaut, the ruler of the Black Tower. Those two had made me eat dirt more times than I cared to count. It sucked to admit it, but in terms of raw power, I was still one step behind them.

But that ended today.

The Red Moon had arrived. Once the Queen was resurrected, those two would be nothing more than stains in a sea of blood.

"Heh... let them play," I chuckled, walking toward the coffin sitting in the center of the room. "They’ll never make it this far anyway. As long as the Queen of Blood returns to us, victory is ours..."

I gave the coffin a little stroke. My dear, sweet Queen... soon, the world will be ours.

Then, a thought occurred to me.

"Wait, you said there were three. Who’s the last one?"

As far as I knew, only those two had the guts to stand against us during a Red Moon event.

"W-well, we haven’t identified him yet. But he’s single-handedly wiped out a massive number of Ghouls. Even the Vampires we sent as reinforcements were completely shredded."

"Excuse me?"

"His name is Shadow. Honestly, sir? We think he might be the biggest threat of them all..."

"Shadow..." I muttered, narrowing my eyes.



JUGGERNAUT & YUKIME

Three currents were currently making a beeline for the Crimson Tower.

The first was the 'Tyrant' on a rampage.

The man was a massive, brown-skinned beast of a human. He was swinging a slab of iron that looked more like a giant meat cleaver than a sword, hacking through Ghouls with nothing but raw, meatheaded strength. Nobody could get near him; the second you entered his swing radius, you were basically turned into instant mincemeat.

The second was the dancing 'Spirit Fox.'

She was a silver-haired Fox-kin with a bewitching kind of beauty. Her nine tails—super rare, by the way—shimmered against the dark sky. She moved through the Ghouls like she was performing a traditional dance, slicing them to ribbons with the iron fans in her hands. If you got distracted by the flashes of skin peeking through her kimono, it was game over. You’d be dead before you even realized you were looking.

After slaughtering a small army of Ghouls, these two currents finally collided.

"Drop dead, you skank!"

"Honestly, you are such a tedious man."

Yukime parried Juggernaut’s massive cleaver with practiced ease. The iron slab slammed into the ground, sending a massive cloud of dust into the air.

"Been a while, Spirit Fox," Juggernaut growled, his face twisted into a nasty grin.

"I was really hoping I'd never see you again," Yukime sighed, looking genuinely annoyed.

"I’m just here to exterminate some blood-sucking bats. Might as well add you to the pile while I'm at it."

Juggernaut hoisted that massive cleaver over his shoulder like it weighed nothing.

"I’ve always hated persistent men..." Yukime muttered, snapping her fans open.

But just as they were about to go at it, the third current arrived.

SHADOW

A man clad in a Jet-black Longcoat descended silently from the night sky.

Before he even landed, he had already diced the three Vampires chasing him into tiny, bite-sized pieces.

Juggernaut actually looked stunned by the guy’s movement. The sheer fluidity, the explosive speed, and the overwhelming power hidden behind it—it was the kind of high-level play that even a brute like the 'Tyrant' had to respect.

Yukime was equally impressed, but for different reasons. The beauty of his sword path and the absolute lack of wasted motion was something she’d never seen in all her years. It wasn't just combat; it was a sword dance that had been elevated to an art form. It was enough to make her catch her breath.

"Who the hell are you...?" Juggernaut demanded.

"And you would be...?" Yukime asked.

The Jet-black Man turned around, gave his blade a sharp flick to clear the blood, and let it settle.

"My name is Shadow. I lurk in the shadows, and hunt the shadows..."

And just like that, the three currents finally met.
Great Kaiju War

SHADOW

The three of us stood there, sizing each other up.

Yukime watched me with eyes like clear water; Juggernaut glared with the intensity of a black bird of prey; and I, of course, maintained a perfectly inorganic stare, my eyes glowing a vivid, dramatic red. 

"Shadow...? I’ve heard that name somewhere before."

"He’s the leader of Shadow Garden, that mysterious armed group everyone’s whispering about-dosu."

"Ah, right. I remember now. So this is the famous Shadow?"

"I thought the rumors were mostly bullshit, but he’s clearly got enough bite to justify at least a little of the hype."

The two of them bore down on me with razor-sharp gazes, but I didn't let it ruffle my feathers. Style is everything, after all.

A gust of wind howled, making my katana ring out a sharp, metallic note. In response, Yukime snapped her Iron Fan open, and Juggernaut hoisted his Great Machete onto his shoulder. 

The silent standoff stretched on.

"What's the plan? Are the three of us having a formal sit-down, or are we skipping straight to the triple-threat deathmatch?"

Juggernaut was the one to finally break the silence.

"In that case, I’d like to cordially invite Shadow-han to team up with me. What do you say, Shadow-han?"

Yukime shot me a look that was practically dripping with suggestive intent.

"Careful there, pal. Don't trust the shitty fox. If you let your guard down, she’ll slit your throat before you’ve even finished dreaming," Juggernaut snorted.

"Pointless."

I turned my back on them with practiced ease, completely ignoring the tension. 

"The Red Moon has risen, and the Frenzy has begun... I don't have time to waste on the likes of you."

"Ha! Talk about cocky."

"He seems to know something. The Red Moon... I feel like I've heard that phrase somewhere before..."

"The old hag’s going senile. It’s pathetic."

"Pipe down. Shadow-han is right; fighting here is a waste of time. I’m already pissed off that the Ghouls laid a finger on my girls. Surely you feel the same?"

"Don't lump me in with you. I just decided the Lawless City doesn't need three towers anymore. It's about time we tore one down."

"Then shall we focus our attention on the Queen of Blood for now?"

"Fine. Later, shitty hag. Next time, you’re dead."

Juggernaut gave us both one last glare before stomping off.

Yukime watched him go, then called out to me.

"Wait a moment, Shadow-han. To be honest, I’ve known about you for a while. I run the Red-light District in this town."

I caught her gaze out of the corner of my eye. 

"Many of my girls were saved by you, so I really do owe you one. If you’re willing, I’d love to show my gratitude properly sometime."

"I have no need for thanks... and I had no intention of saving them."

"So humble, even though they were all so truly grateful. You really are a modest man. I'll be waiting for you, so if the mood strikes, please do stop by the White Tower..."

Yukime gave me a polite bow.

"Well then, until later."

With a seductive smile, she vanished toward the Crimson Tower. I made my exit right after.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

THE WATCHDOG

I was waiting for my prey at the Crimson Tower.

I sat huddled in front of the door, clutching my emaciated frame, my face twitching into a hideous, distorted grin.

Once, they called me the White Demon. I was a murderer—no, I was a knight.

I had been a Knight Order Commander in some nameless country. With my white uniform and my beautiful, flowing silver hair, I looked like the ideal protector of the people. 

But that was a lie. Every night, I prowled the streets, cutting people down just for the thrill of it. I was born to kill. The spray of red blood, the screams, the faces of pure despair—taking a life was the only thing that made me feel like I was actually alive.

Then, a colleague caught me. In that instant, I fully embraced my role as the White Demon.

I slaughtered every single member of the Knight Order in a single night and vanished. I kept killing wherever I went until I finally drifted into the Lawless City.

I wasn't afraid of anything. I truly believed I was at the top of the food chain.

But that illusion was ground into dust when I challenged the Crimson Tower. I, the feared White Demon, was crushed by Crimson without landing a single blow. He toyed with me, humiliated me, and I ended up begging for my life like a pathetic dog.

Now, I'm just the Watchdog.

I don't even have the freedom to kill anymore.

Murder was my entire reason for existing, and without it, I was nothing...

But then, a golden opportunity arrived.

"Heh... heheh..."

The Red Moon had arrived, and most of the Vampires had cleared out of the tower.

There was no one left to tell me what to do. As long as that moon stayed red, I could kill whoever I wanted.

So, I waited. Not as the Watchdog, but as the White Demon, hungry for something to slaughter.

Rumor had it the Magic Swordsman Association was coming to take down the Queen of Blood. I practically prayed for someone to show up at my door.

And then, it happened.

Heavy, violent footsteps echoed through the hall. My long-awaited prey had arrived.

"Heh... heheheh?"

I looked up in pure ecstasy, only to see the Brown-skinned Great Evil himself.

He was a mass of rippling, supple muscle, carrying a Great Machete that was longer than he was tall.

His sharp eyes bore into me, radiating an aura of absolute, overwhelming violence. There was no mistaking him: Juggernaut, the Tyrant of the Lawless City.

"Out of my way, parasite."

"Eep..."

I looked away instantly and scrambled to clear the path.

I’m a killer, but I’m not stupid. I know when someone is out of my league. You don't mess with the rulers of this city or their top brass. Crimson taught me that lesson the hard way.

"Nuisance."

The Tyrant didn't even use the handle. He just swung that massive slab of iron and shattered the reinforced door into splinters.

"Hiiiii!?"

I cowered as he stomped past me into the Crimson Tower. 

That door was thick and plated with iron; most Spellswords couldn't even dent it. He’d obliterated it in one go. I started to get a very bad feeling about what was coming next.

Then, I heard more footsteps.

These were light, soft, and elegant. Definitely a woman. Good. Women's flesh is always so much softer.

I turned around, a vicious sneer spreading across my face.

Standing there was a woman of such haunting beauty she didn't seem human. 

She had glossy Silver Hair and fox ears with black tips. Two Iron Fans were tucked into her kimono's obi.

That was fine. I could handle that.

But then I saw them—nine white fox tails swaying lazily behind her.

"Hiiiii!?"

It was Yukime, the Spirit Fox. Another ruler of the Lawless City.

"Move."

"Heh! Yes, ma'am!"

I didn't even wait for her to finish before I bolted out of the way. She was a monster I couldn't beat if I had a thousand years to practice. I stayed huddled in the corner, shivering as I watched her enter. 

First the Tyrant, then the Spirit Fox. This tower was going to be a goddamn war zone. It was like watching a Great Kaiju War unfold in real-time.

Then, I heard a third set of footsteps.

Click. Click. Click.

I started to laugh.

There was no way in hell someone more dangerous than the last two was coming. 

Just as I thought, it was some random guy in black I’d never seen before.

He wore a Jet-black Longcoat with a deep hood and a mask hiding his face.

The weird part was his presence. I couldn't read his strength at all. Usually, someone at my level can size up an opponent before the first swing, but this guy felt like a total void.

Whatever. He wasn't the Tyrant or the Spirit Fox, so he was fair game.

"...Heheh... DIE!!"

The moment he stepped into my range, I lunged.

I got him.

The next thing I knew, I was staring up at the night sky.

"Huh...?"

Confused, I looked around. My lower body was still standing right where I’d left it.

Then, my torso-less legs collapsed, geysering blood into the air.

That’s when it finally clicked: I’d been sliced clean in half.

"Heh... agh..."

I expected the man in the longcoat to walk through the shattered door, but he didn't. Instead, he just stepped onto the vertical wall of the tower and started running straight up it. 

"Hiii!?"

I couldn't believe my eyes, even as the blood loss started to dim my vision.

But he wasn't done being a freak. Halfway up the tower, he suddenly stopped, punched a massive hole through the solid masonry with his bare fist, and hopped inside.

That’s just cheating.

I realized then that I had tried to pick a fight with something that wasn't even a living creature. It was a force of nature.

"Heh... heh..."

As the light faded from my eyes, one final thought drifted through my mind: Wait, isn't the Treasury right around where he broke in?
The Rumored Shadow Garden

BETA

Thud, thud, thud.

I heard the sound of someone hammering away at something and finally lifted my eyes from my book.

Looking around the massive library, I noticed a section of the wall vibrating in rhythm with the noise. Is someone actually knocking on the wall? From the outside?

The thought had barely crossed my mind when the wall gave way. A heap of dirt and two women came tumbling out of the hole.

"Ouch!?"

"Ugh..."

The black-haired girl face-planted into the floor with a satisfying splat, and the red-haired woman promptly landed right on top of her.

"Ow, ow... that wall was unexpectedly brittle."

The black-haired girl groaned, clutching her nose as she looked up. I knew that face. She was Claire Kagenou—the older sister of my beloved Master.

"That’s why I told you we should be more careful..."

The beautiful red-haired woman spoke with a total lack of expression.

"If we dawdle, we won't make it in time. Honestly, Milia, could you get off me already?"

"Oh, sorry, Claire."

The redhead, Milia, climbed off, and the two of them stood up to brush the dust off their clothes.

"By the way, where exactly are we?"

"We should be in the basement of the Crimson Tower, but..."

"This is the Crimson Tower Underground Library," I answered, deciding to end their confusion.

That was when they finally noticed me sitting in my chair.

"...Well, that didn't take long," Claire muttered.

"And that’s why I told you we should be careful..."

"I said I was sorry! But from the looks of it, we were getting caught either way."

The two of them drew their swords simultaneously, squaring off against me.

I let out a long sigh and closed my book.

"Honestly... I never imagined people would just come popping out of the walls. Protocol says I have to dispose of any witnesses, but..."

I glanced at Claire and let the thought trail off. Killing the Master's sister? That sounds like a great way to get fired. Or worse.

"I think 'disposing' of you might be a bit much. You guys, don't make a move."

I surreptitiously gave the order to the girls hiding in the room. As far as these two could see, I was the only one here.

"I have no intention of fighting you. Claire-san, would you mind sheathing your sword?"

"...! You know who I am?"

"The Bushin Festival Champion, Claire Kagenou-san. You're quite famous."

"I suppose I am. Fine. Tell me who you are and what you're doing here. If I can confirm you aren't an enemy, we'll back off."

"Wait, Claire—"

"We don't have time for unnecessary combat, Milia. She doesn't look like she's with the Queen of Blood. Plus... she looks like a real handful."

Claire's gaze sharpened. I was just sitting there, acting nonchalant, but I made sure to project an aura that screamed don't even try it.

"I guess you're right."

Clad in my black bodysuit with a mask hiding my face, I certainly didn't look like a vampire lackey. If anything, I looked like an intruder, just like them.

"As for who I am and what I'm after... Well, like you, I've broken into the Crimson Tower."

"Be more specific."

"That might take a bit of time."

"Give me the detailed version, but keep it brief."

"My, what a difficult request," I said with a shrug. "I am Beta of Shadow Garden. I’m just visiting the Crimson Tower for a bit of business."

"Heh. The rumored Shadow Garden? Why is a group like yours here?"

"Now, let's see... how much should I share? I have my secrets, after all. Let's just say we're researching Possession for certain reasons, and we're in the market for a Sample of the Progenitor's Blood."

"Possession...!?" Claire reacted to that.

"Why do you need the Progenitor's Blood...?" Milia reacted to that.

"We have a hypothesis that Possession and the Progenitor's blood were originally the same thing, and the symptoms simply mutated as the bloodline was passed down. We're currently in the middle of testing that theory."

"That is a profanation of the Progenitor..." Milia's eyes turned cold, her grip on her sword tightening.

"It's just a hypothesis. We have no intention of profaning your Progenitor; we just need a Sample of the Progenitor's Blood for verification. I do have one question, though: why are you the one getting angry, 'Oldest Vampire Hunter'-san?"

"—!? You know about me...?"

"I've heard the rumors."

"I see... As long as you don't get in our way, do as you please."

"Don't mind if I do."

Milia sheathed her sword while still glaring at me. I just shrugged and reopened the book I'd been reading.

"As expected of a library belonging to long-lived Vampires. This place is packed with rare materials. So, Claire-san, are you satisfied now?"

I asked while keeping my eyes on the page. Claire looked back and forth between Milia and me, her face scrunched up in thought.

"Tell me one thing."

She stared straight at me, her expression dead serious.

"If it's something I'm allowed to answer."

I looked up, meeting her gaze.

"Is there a way to cure Possession?"

I didn't answer immediately. I just stared at her, thinking things through for a moment.

"That... isn't something I can answer. However, I will say this: there is no need for you to worry, Claire-san."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Exactly what it sounds like."

I flipped the page, signaling that I was done talking. Claire clicked her tongue and turned on her heel.

"Let's go."

But as they headed for the exit, I decided to call out to them.

"Wait. Claire-san, do you mind if I ask why you've teamed up with the 'Oldest Vampire Hunter' to come here?"

"Why do you care?"

"Just a bit curious."

Claire frowned. "My brother, Cid, was kidnapped by the Queen of Blood. If I don't hurry, he's going to be turned into a sacrifice."

"Your brother...?" I tilted my head. Cid? Kidnapped? Master Shadow? By the Queen of Blood? That's the funniest thing I've heard all day.

"IS THAT TRUE!?"

A fourth voice suddenly echoed through the library. A woman appeared out of nowhere—another one of my subordinates in her black bodysuit and mask.

"Number 666, stand down."

"But...! My apologies..."

Number 666 lowered her head and stepped back, looking like she was about to explode with emotion.

"Are we done? Let's go." Claire put her hand on the door.

"One last thing. For her... is there really no way to aim for the Land of Rest again?"

"What are you talking about?" Claire looked back.

But I wasn't looking at Claire. I was staring straight at Milia.

"Ah, wait—"

Milia looked away and, without saying a word, opened the door and left. Claire hurriedly followed her out.

The library fell silent again, save for the sound of my turning pages.

"Number 666, that was quite a blunder," I said.

"I am deeply sorry..." Number 666 bowed.

"Lambda recognized your talent, and Alpha also has high expectations for you. This is a mark against your record. You two, make sure you're supporting her properly."

"We're sorry!"

"Our apologies!"

Two more girls appeared beside Number 666.

"This is Number 666’s first Field Training mission. Number 664, as Squad Leader, this is your responsibility too."

"Yes, ma'am..."

"Make sure it doesn't happen again. Just to confirm: our mission is to recover a Sample of the Progenitor's Blood for the Research Laboratory. However, Master Shadow mentioned he'll be handling the Queen of Blood himself, so we aren't to act on our own. Until he arrives, we're stuck with library research and document recovery. Now, back to work."

"Yes!"

The three of them moved out to resume their tasks. Number 666 took one last look back at me. I could tell what she was thinking. Somewhere in her memories, there was a certain author who looked an awful lot like me. Well, when you're a best-selling genius, it's hard to hide the star power.
Two Little Girls

Milia was right—the Crimson Tower was practically a ghost town. Or a vampire-less town, I guess. 

Not that we were completely alone. Every now and then, some bloodsucker would jump out of the shadows to try their luck. It never ended well for them. I swung my sword in a clean arc, lopping a vampire’s head right off its shoulders. The head bounced away, but the body didn’t seem to get the memo. It kept twitching, still trying to claw at me.

"Go for the heart!" Milia barked.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I lunged forward, burying my blade deep into the headless monster’s chest. Red light spiderwebbed out from the wound like glowing cracks in glass, and a second later, the whole thing disintegrated into a pile of laundry-ruining ash.

Behind me, Milia was busy finishing off the last one. 

Honestly, the only reason I’d made it this far without a scratch was because of her. Her Magic Power wasn’t quite on my level, but her sword skills? Beyond "proficient." She fought with the kind of practiced ease you only get from hunting these things for a long time. 

Vampires usually just rely on their raw physical stats, but if you try to fight them head-on, their inhuman speed and ridiculous regeneration will ruin your day pretty fast. Milia, though, seemed to know exactly what they were going to do before they did it. She moved with a terrifyingly efficient grace.

I need her if I’m going to save my brother, I reminded myself. I knew that. I really did. 

But still... I couldn't let it go.

"You’re hiding something, aren't you?" I asked.

Milia was staring listlessly at the pile of ash she’d just created. She turned to look at me, her face a perfect mask of nothingness.

"Hiding... what?"

"You were acting weird back in the library," I said, narrowing my eyes. "It sounded like you were actually taking their side. I thought the whole point of this was to subjugate the Queen of Blood?"

"I am going to subjugate her," she said flatly.

"Oh, really? Then explain how you know so much about them. I’ve watched you fight. You don't just 'know' vampires—you understand them. Deeper than anyone I've ever met."

"I have lived my entire life for the sole purpose of killing the Queen of Blood..."

"That’s not enough to explain it. What was that stuff you said in the library? About a 'Land of Rest'? About the 'path she aims for'?" My voice was getting louder, my patience wearing thin. 

Milia just stood there, silent as a grave.

"Keeping quiet isn't going to help me understand," I snapped.

"You’re one to talk, Claire."

"Excuse me?"

"You’ve got your own secrets. Why are you so obsessed with Possession?"

The question hit me like a physical blow. "That’s..."

"There is no cure for Possession," she said, her voice devoid of hope. "Everyone who gets it dies. Period."

"...I know that," I muttered, biting my lip. 

"Everyone has secrets," she said. "Right?"

I let out a long, frustrated breath. Fine. If that’s how it is. 

"Fine. I get it. We don't pry, I help you kill the Queen of Blood, and you help me rescue my brother. We’re just business partners. That’s it."

"That works for me..."

Neither of us looked at the other as we continued our trek up the tower. 

"Wait," Milia whispered a while later, coming to a dead stop. 

"What is it?"

"Someone’s fighting up ahead."

We killed our footsteps and crept toward a set of heavy doors. The sounds of a struggle were echoing from the other side. Since there weren't any other hallways, we were stuck. 

"Guess we have to go in..." I whispered.

"Let’s just peek through the gap first."

Milia nodded, and we both leaned in to squint through the crack in the door.

The room was a massive hall, dominated by a huge opening in the wall that framed the blood-red moon hanging in the sky. Standing in the center of the room was a BROWN-SKINNED GIANT. He was holding a vampire by the throat, a nasty sneer plastered across his face.

"So weak..." the man grunted.

He was holding a GREAT MACHETE that was absolutely drenched in blood. The floor around him was a disaster zone of minced Ghoul flesh and piles of ash.

"You were one of the executives, right? I know that face," the man growled, tightening his grip on the vampire’s neck. "Where’s Crimson?"

"L-like I'd tell... you..." the vampire wheezed.

"Figured you'd be difficult."

"There is... no need to tell you... anything!" 

The vampire’s body suddenly dissolved into a swirling crimson cloud. It was MISTIFICATION—a high-level trick only the top-tier vampires can pull off. 

"Huh?"

The giant’s hand snatched at empty air as the red mist swirled behind him, reforming into the vampire. A set of razor-sharp claws lunged for the big guy’s back.

The man didn't even bother turning around.

"I’ve got pretty good intuition, you see..."

He swung the Great Machete behind him with zero effort. The resulting wind pressure was so violent it slammed against the doors we were hiding behind, and we had to scramble to hold them shut.

When I looked back through the gap, the vampire was gone. In its place was a pile of literal ground meat scattered across the floor. A second later, the meat turned to ash.

"Who the hell is that guy?" I whispered, my heart hammering. He definitely wasn't a vampire, but he didn't exactly scream "friendly neighborhood hero" either.

"That’s Juggernaut," Milia whispered, her voice trembling. "He's the 'Tyrant,' one of the RULERS OF THE LAWLESS CITY. Whatever you do, don't pick a fight with him. That vampire he just slaughtered? That was a QUEEN OF BLOOD’S EXECUTIVE—the 3RD STRONGEST in their hierarchy."

"That was the third strongest?" Are you kidding me? The guy took him out like he was swatting a fly.

"Let's just stay hidden and wait for him to leave," Milia suggested. I nodded vigorously. Great plan. Fantastic plan.

Then, Juggernaut’s voice boomed from across the hall.

"Like I said, I’ve got pretty good intuition... You’re right there, aren't you?"

Crap!

The doors didn't just open; they exploded. 

The Great Machete came whistling through the air in a horizontal sweep. We both hit the floor just in time, the blade screaming through the space where our heads had been a fraction of a second ago. 

"Oh, look. A pair of brats," Juggernaut said, looming over us through the wreckage of the doorway. 

"This is the worst," I muttered.

"We have to fight," Milia said, drawing her sword. 

Juggernaut just laughed at us.

"You don't look like vampires... but whatever. Just die here."

And then, the Great Machete came crashing down.
Wha’ are You Dooing!?

We dove in opposite directions as that massive slab of metal—the GREAT MACHETE—came crashing down. It pulverized the floor where we’d been standing a microsecond ago, sending shards of stone flying like shrapnel. 

From the center of the dust cloud, the TYRANT fixed his predator gaze on me. Great. Why is it always me? He lunged, stepping into a massive arc and swinging those tree-trunk arms with enough force to level a house.

I saw it coming, though. The guy was the perfect package of strength and speed, but a weapon that size has massive tells. If I kept my head, I could read his motions like a book.

I parried.

Clang!

The impact was insane—way beyond anything I’d braced for. My expression twisted as my arms went numb, and for just a fraction of a second, my counterattack faltered. 

In a fight against a monster like him, a fraction of a second is an eternity.

"Swordsmen... every last one of you makes the same damn moves!"

Before I could blink, the TYRANT had shifted the GREAT MACHETE to a one-handed grip. His free hand was already a blur, flying straight toward my face.

"Claire!" Milia screamed.

The TYRANT didn't even turn around; he just checked her with a cold, murderous glare that kept her frozen. I took the hit full-on, tumbling across the floor in a heap of limbs. I scrambled back to my feet immediately, trying to act like it didn't hurt, but then I spat a glob of red onto the tiles.

"Ouch... you cut the inside of my mouth wide open, you jerk."

I glared at him. The TYRANT raised an eyebrow, looking almost impressed. He was grinning, but I noticed a shallow red line blooming across his abdomen.

"Most guys are finished after one of those," he chuckled. "You’re used to taking a beating, aren't you?"

"I have a GOOD-FOR-NOTHING LITTLE BROTHER, you see."

I flashed him a bloody, terrifying grin. While he’d been busy punching my lights out, I’d sacrificed my face to kill the momentum and carve a little souvenir into his gut. All those years of dealing with Cid’s nonsense finally paid off.

I took a practice swing to make sure my joints still worked and spat out some more blood-tainted spit. 

"You're just a man of nothing but violence," I taunted. "You have no technique."

I was bluffing, obviously. My head was spinning, and the metallic taste in my mouth was overwhelming. Trading hits with a guy whose "light tap" felt like a falling boulder was a tactical disaster. The weight of our blows wasn't even in the same league.

"Technique? Ha! I've never touched martial arts. Never needed 'em!"

He lunged again. The guy was a freak of nature—high PHYSICAL ABILITY, a massive MAGIC POWER AMOUNT, and a COMBAT SENSE that bordered on precognition. He didn't need "techniques." For a guy like him, forms and styles were just shackles.

I tried to parry the next brute-force slash, but my feet didn't listen. My brain was still rattled from the punch, and my balance was shot.

Crap!

He didn't miss the opening. He wound up, the GREAT MACHETE whistling as it rose high above his head.

"I told you," he sneered. "I've got good intuition."

He swung. 

The blade missed me by a mile, screaming past my side at a terrifying speed. But then, a warm, heavy spray of red splashed across my cheek.

"...Eh?"

I was fine. I didn't have a scratch on me. But when I looked to my side, I saw Milia. Her stomach had been sliced wide open.

Gurgle...

She spat blood and collapsed to her knees.

"Mi—Milia!!"

"Swordsmen, seriously, you're all the same," the TYRANT mocked, his villainous face twisted in a sneer. "She was waiting for the moment I dropped my guard to save you, and I was waiting for the moment she tried to kill me. Simple as that."

Tears blurred my vision as I rushed to her. "Milia... oh god, no..." 

The wound was deep—it had reached her vitals. It was a fatal blow. Even though I knew it was probably pointless, I pressed my hands to the wound and tried to force my MAGIC POWER into her to stop the bleeding.

Milia pushed my hand away.

"Cough! Blood... cough..." 

She stared at me, her eyes pleading through the crimson mess.

"Milia, don't move! I can fix this!"

She grabbed my hand with surprising strength, her gaze desperate. "Claire... I'm sorry... let me... suck your blood."

And then, she latched onto my lips.

"M-mmgh!?"

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. This wasn't exactly the "first kiss" scenario I’d ever imagined. She was drinking the blood flowing from my cut lip, her eyes bleeding into a predatory, glowing red.

"Wha’ are you dooing!?"

I managed to shove her off, but she wasn't there anymore. She had vanished.

"Eh?"
"Guh!?"

My confusion and the TYRANT’S roar of pain happened at the exact same time. I spun around to see his arm shredded and his eyes turned toward the ceiling.

"Up? Wait, Milia!?"

She was hovering in mid-air. Her eyes were burning red, and sharp CANINES protruded from her mouth. The massive hole in her stomach? Completely closed.

"So that's how it is... interesting," the TYRANT laughed like a predator who’d finally found a worthy meal. Milia just gave a sad, lonely smile.

Then, they collided. 

The GREAT MACHETE met her sword in a shower of sparks. They were equal—no, the TYRANT was still leaning into it with a slight edge in raw power.

"Not bad...!"
"..."

They were locked in a high-stakes struggle, sparks flying as they vied for dominance. It was a climax, a dramatic turning point in the battle.

"Yah!"

I threw my sword at his head.

"Wait, what—!?"

The TYRANT had to reflexively twist his body to avoid being impaled by my flying projectile. That tiny shift in his weight was all Milia needed. Without his full balance, he couldn't withstand her power. He was blown backward, smashing through the wall with the force of a cannonball.

And, because we were in a tower, "through the wall" meant "into the abyss."

"Nooooooooooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaa—"

His scream faded into the night as he entered a terminal freefall. 

Silence followed. I went over and picked up my sword, while Milia just stood there, looking at the floor. I sheathed the blade, the atmosphere between us turning incredibly awkward.

"Milia... you okay?" I asked timidly.

"I'm fine. Um... sorry about that, Claire."

"I mean, yeah, it's fine, but... was the thing you were hiding...?"

"Yes," she said softly. "I'm a VAMPIRE."

"Right. Figures."

"I'll tell you everything," she said, her eyes filled with a deep sadness. "Who I am, why I'm here... and the TRUTH OF THE QUEEN OF BLOOD."
Stay in Your Lane, Kid

So, it turns out Milia used to be a lackey for Elisabeth, the ‘Queen of Blood’ herself.

She started spinning this yarn about the good old days when vampires basically owned the night. Back then, Elisabeth was a total powerhouse, even compared to the other Progenitors. Vampires treated humans like an all-you-can-eat buffet, hunting them for sport and treating them like literal livestock. Some of them even set up their own Vampire Kingdoms where they ruled the roost. It was a total Golden Age for the bloodsuckers.

But Elisabeth was the odd one out. Even in a world like that, she hated killing more than she had to. She only took what she needed to survive and refused to take lives needlessly. Naturally, that made her about as popular as a vegan at a steakhouse. Despite being crazy strong, she didn't have many followers.

Then the tables turned, and the Dark Age hit. 

It was a total nightmare for the fangs—humans started hunting them for a change. It started with the Vampire Kingdom getting trashed, and before long, humans everywhere were rising up. The vampire population started nosediving.

During all that chaos, Elisabeth and her crew were acting as border lords for some tiny human kingdom. They were actually tilling fields and fighting monsters side-by-side with the locals. In her territory, vampires didn't look down on people, and people weren't terrified of vampires. The secret? They’d gone cold turkey on human blood.

Now, everyone knows a Vampire can’t survive without drinking blood. That’s just common sense. But Elisabeth decided to prove common sense wrong by sheer force of will. 

A Progenitor’s Vampiric Impulse is like, dozens of times stronger than a normal vampire's. The agony must have been off the charts—the kind of pain that makes you want to gnaw your own arms off—but she pulled it off. And her subordinates, being the loyal types, followed her lead.

Sure, the vampires who quit blood eventually lost their mojo and became about as tough as your average human, but they got a pretty sweet deal in exchange: they could walk in the sun. They got to live in a world of light just like everyone else. Plus, they actually found some inner peace. By ditching the blood and soaking up the sun, their urges faded until they were basically human in spirit.

Elisabeth was the only exception. Even without blood, she stayed terrifyingly strong. 

The sun still turned her skin into a blistery mess, so she couldn't go out without her Black Parasol. She didn't turn to ash, but then again, most Progenitors have a high tolerance for light anyway. And no matter how long she fasted, that maddening Vampiric Impulse never truly went away.

Even in that constant state of torture, she’d carry her Black Parasol and go about her day with everyone else. She’d gather her people and say stuff like, “Let us create a Land of Rest here. A place where vampires and humans can live happily together.”

She started taking in vampires who’d been chased by humans, adding them to her ranks—provided they quit the red stuff, of course. If any of them tried to act tough or look down on her, she’d exile them with this heartbreakingly sad look on her face. If they didn’t take the hint, she’d handle them personally.

Before long, vampires from all over the world were flocking to her. The population boomed, the locals and the fangs mixed, and the territory actually prospered. Between her strength and the country's protection, even vampire hunters steered clear.

For a while, that ‘Land of Rest’ she dreamed of actually existed. She really believed she could make everyone happy.

But the dream went up in smoke in a single night. A night when the ‘Red Moon’ hung in the sky.

Elisabeth had been cooped up in the castle, trying to suppress an impulse that was getting worse by the second. At the time, Milia was her Number 1 executive, and this guy Crimson was the Number 2. They took turns bringing her meals, and that’s when Crimson pulled his stunt.

He spiked Elisabeth’s food with human blood.

Normally, she probably would’ve smelled it. Heck, even if she’d eaten it, she might have been able to keep her cool. But it was the night of the Red Moon. She’d been fasting for way too long, and the blood pushed her over the edge into a total Frenzy. That’s when Crimson and his buddies staged their coup.

Apparently, some vampires just couldn’t wrap their heads around the idea of humans being anything other than snacks. The ‘Land of Rest’ was just a fairy tale to them.

It only took a few hours for the frenzied Elisabeth and Crimson’s crew to slaughter everyone in the territory. The peaceful vampires who’d given up their power were totally helpless; they were butchered like sheep. 

Milia was the only survivor. To get enough strength to stop her master, she’d had to do the unthinkable—she’d wept while drinking the blood of the dead.

She chased Elisabeth out of the territory, but she couldn't stop the momentum. Within a day, the tiny country Elisabeth had protected was gone, and the kindhearted King was torn to pieces. Milia didn't make it in time. She could only beg for forgiveness while crying over the bodies of the King and Queen.

The Frenzy lasted three days. Three more countries were basically wiped off the map. 

Milia finally caught up to her on a night when everything was already over. Elisabeth was standing there, staring at the ruins of the country she’d destroyed, crying her eyes out.

“Make sure I never make this mistake again... Make sure I never come back. Throw my ashes into the sea...”

With that, she drove a sword into her own heart and collapsed. She was supposed to turn to ash right then and there.

But she didn't. The sword had missed her vitals by a hair. 

She wasn't breathing, and her heart had stopped. She looked dead, but she was still technically alive. A single drop of human blood would bring her back to life in an instant. Conversely, one little shove of that sword would turn her to ash forever.

Milia couldn't do it. She couldn't kill her master, but she couldn't go against her master's final wish to stay dead either. So, she hid the ‘Sleeping Queen’ in a coffin and swore to guard her for eternity.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

MILIA

“It was a stupid choice,” Milia said, giving me this weak, miserable smile. “I didn't have the strength to protect her after giving up blood. Now Crimson’s snatched her, and he’s going to use her all over again. I have a thousand years of guilt to pay back, and if she goes into a Frenzy again... I don't even know how I’ll look her in the eye.”

“It’s fine. Seriously,” I told her. “I’m in the same boat. I think I have Possession.” 

I told her about the Black Bruise that used to be on my back and how it cleared up out of nowhere. If that really was the curse, I’m basically a ticking time bomb. “That’s why I was so bossy about getting my brother into the Knight Order. I wanted him to have a future before I... you know. But then I let him get kidnapped the second I looked away. If anything happens to Cid, I’m the one who won't be able to apologize.”

Milia went quiet for a second. “I didn’t know...”

CLAIRE

“Look... I don’t think your ‘Land of Rest’ was just a fantasy. Mistakes happen, but they don't have to repeat. Can’t you just try talking to Elisabeth again?”

Milia just shook her head. “I can’t go against my master’s will anymore.”

“Fine, then I’ll do it. We’ll grab Elisabeth, wait for the Red Moon to go away, and then she won't go into a Frenzy, right?”

“Probably...”

“Great. Then when it's over, I'll use my blood to wake her up. We’ll talk to her then. Things will be different this time, I’m sure of it. Besides, I’m doing this because I want to, so you’re off the hook, Milia.”

“But... I don’t want her to suffer anymore.” 

Milia looked down, clearly having a mini-existential crisis. 

“Let’s just try one more time,” I said, leaning in so I could see her eyes. I gave her my best confident smile. “Ending it like this is just too depressing. For you, for her, and for all those people who died.”

Milia’s eyes wavered. Deep down, she didn't want it to end this way either. She was just scared. Scared of messing up again, and scared of hurting her master.

“The ‘Land of Rest’ you guys were aiming for wasn't a lie. I really believe that. So let's just win this and end it with a smile, okay?”

Milia finally looked up and nodded. “I’m sorry... I’m such a burden.”

“Don’t worry about it. Like I said, I’m doing this for me.”

MILIA

“Also... sorry for being a downer earlier. About how Possession can't be cured. My old comrades actually have a Hidden Village of Vampires. They might know something, so I’ll ask around.”

CLAIRE

“Don't sweat it. And thanks. Now, let’s go kick Crimson’s ass and kidnap ourselves a Sleeping Queen.”

“Yeah. And I'll help you save your brother too.”

I felt a vein pop in my forehead. “Excuse me? I’m the one saving Cid. Stay in your lane, kid.”

“Oh... right...”

“Just focus on supporting my beautiful and brilliant rescue mission.”

“...Got it.”

With that settled, the two of us started our climb up the tower.
The Man Who Was Too Early

Just as I’d expect from a Progenitor Vampire’s Vault.

I’d never seen so much loot in my life. I was practically shaking with joy.

However, as I was busy sifting through the piles thinking this looks good and I’ll definitely take that, I remembered that I only had so much carrying capacity.

Basically, I had to pass on anything art-related. I didn’t have a reliable way to fence high-end pieces. Naturally, the place was packed with fine art more than anything else.

Next were the gemstones and precious metals. Small ones were fine, but the big ones were too bulky and hard to liquidate.

That narrowed down the target significantly.

To get the most bang for my buck with maximum efficiency, there was only one choice—gold coins.

Each one was about the size of a 500-yen coin and worth 100,000 Zeny. Plus, they were legal tender, so I could spend them without having to exchange them first.

They were overwhelmingly efficient and reliable.

It felt a little sad and hopeless to be standing in front of all this treasure and thinking about it in such pragmatic terms, though.

"Well, I guess that’s just reality for you..."

I muttered a farewell to the glittering piles of jewels and gathered up a massive haul of gold coins.

Of course, I’d already figured out a way to transport them.

Taking a page out of Epsilon’s book—she is the leading expert on the Slime Bodysuit, after all—I started embedding the coins directly into my suit. 

She uses slime to "enhance" her figure, so I’ll just use gold coins.

I pressed them into the bodysuit, the longcoat, and even the hood until there wasn't a single gap left.

Actually, that’s a lie. I left the joints clear so I could still move.

Even so, I managed to shove over a thousand coins into the suit.

A thousand gold coins. That was 100 million Zeny. My math was definitely right. 

I planned on living for at least three hundred years, so this was still nowhere near enough. But any more than this would be a risk. 

I could easily handle the weight of a thousand coins by reinforcing my body with Magic Power, but they were physically in the way. My movements were already getting a bit stiff; if I added any more, I’d be as rigid as a board.

Besides, a thousand coins didn't change my silhouette too much, but two thousand would probably start looking suspicious.

"I could carry them easily if I didn't have to worry about looking weird, though..."

I still had a boss battle with the "Queen of Blood" to get through, after all.

She was a Progenitor vampire. That meant she had to be strong. There was no doubt in my mind. Progenitors are always top-tier enemies; that’s just how the world works.

Because of that, I’d already decided on my battle plan.

Usually, I like to be the one who shows up at the very last second. But since I was up against a big name like a Progenitor, I figured I’d flip the script and be the first one on the scene.

I’d engage the Queen in a world-shaking death match, and then the protagonists would arrive right in the middle of it. They’d be struck with awe, saying things like: "What a terrifying battle! We can't even get close to them!"

Yeah, that’s the play.

So, I had to be the first one to find her. If I dawdled, someone else would beat me to the punch.

I hauled my stash of gold coins over to the door of the treasury.

"I'll come back for these later."

I wanted them in an easy spot to grab once the event was over or if things went sideways.

Praying for their safety, I sprinted up the tower at full throttle. There was no time to lose; I had to get there early.

CRIMSON

"Finally, the moment is at hand..."

Crimson muttered, a crazed smile spreading across his refined features.

The sacrifice was ready, and the moon had turned a deep, bloody crimson. It was time to resurrect the "Queen of Blood," Elisabeth.

He reached out to the massive coffin sitting in the center of the room and slowly pushed back the lid.

The contents were revealed.

But there was no sign of Elisabeth. There was only a shriveled, blackened lump.

Crimson picked up the mass with reverent care, cradling it in his palm.

"It has been a long time, my 'Queen of Blood'... The world is finally ready to be bathed in gore..."

On closer inspection, the lump was an organ. 

A shriveled heart.

After a thousand years, the Progenitor's Heart was all that remained. But for a Progenitor, a heart was all you needed to return to life.

Crimson shut the coffin and carried the heart over to the Black-haired Sacrifice lying on the floor. 

He had already gouged the boy's original heart out. He placed the Progenitor's Heart into the empty, gaping hole in the boy's chest.

Fresh blood and warm flesh. This would be enough to bring back the strongest Progenitor, the "Queen of Blood" who had once plunged the world into a nightmare of terror.

"Hehehehe..."

The resurrection would still take a little while. 

Crimson knew he had to leave. Immediately after waking, the Queen would be driven by an insatiable bloodlust, killing even her own kind indiscriminately. Until she regained her senses, not even Crimson could safely stand before her.

He hurried toward the door and stepped out into the hallway.

But after only a few paces, he froze.

"W-Who goes there...?"

He hadn't sensed a soul in the hallway. When he’d opened the door a second ago, the path had been empty.

But now, a man clad in a Jet-black Longcoat stood before him.

Wary of the mysterious intruder, Crimson extended his claws and dropped into a combat stance.

"Leave this place at once. Do so now, or I will ki—buhyuッ!?"

Crimson’s body was suddenly split in two.

He had been cleaved from head to crotch in a single vertical stroke. He hadn't even seen the Jet-black Blade move.

However, he was a High-ranking Vampire. He could regenerate from a puny bisection in an instant.

"Who the hell are you!? You dare strike me with such a pathetic—bihyaッ!?"

His head was sent flying mid-sentence.

Even though he was on guard, he hadn't seen the attack. Again.

"H-How dare you! You think you can actually defeat m—pugeroッ!?"

Both his arms were severed.

"Fool! A vampire empowered by the 'Red Moon' is the stron—pigyaッ!?"

Both his legs were cut off, and then his entire body was hacked into mincemeat. Finally, his torso was sliced into neat little rings.

"W-What?! I can't heal fast enou—bufoッ!?"

As soon as a limb regenerated, it was instantly sliced away and shredded.

"W-Wait! Just hold on a second!! Let's talk this ove—guhyaッ!?"

His neck was severed, and his head was reduced to confetti.

Finally, the man delivered a single, precise thrust through the only thing left: Crimson’s heart.

Crimson crumbled into ash.

The man in the Jet-black Longcoat stepped over the remains, entered the room, and stopped before the large coffin.

"My name is Shadow. I lurk in the shadows and hunt the shadows..."

He waited.

And waited.

And waited...

"Queen of Blood... I know you’re in there..."

He kept waiting.

He waited some more...!

"...You are in there, right? I don't feel anything, but you're just hiding your presence, right?"

Shadow finally reached out, flipped the lid of the coffin, and peered inside.

It was empty.

"Wait, seriously? Which trope is this?"

He scanned the room until he spotted the corpse of the Black-haired boy with the hole in his chest.

"Are you the Queen? No, you're a dude. And you're dead."

He tilted his head and looked back at the pile of ash by the door.

"Was that vampire from before the Queen? He had red hair... but no, he was definitely a guy. He had a real boss-like vibe, though... but he was also way too weak..."

He stood there, agonizing over the situation for a while.

"Is this one of those rare cases where the boss is a no-show? Like, the 'She Was Never Here' trope, or 'Already Been Assassinated,' or maybe 'Out on an Errand.' Well, for now, I’ll go grab my gold coins and then start a proper search..."

He turned on his heel and walked out.

"Sigh... was I too late? I even rushed... This sucks..."

Muttering to himself, he vanished.

The Red Moon shone into the empty room, casting an eerie, fantastical glow over the floor.

Suddenly, the sacrifice’s body twitched.

Thump. Thump.

The heart embedded inside the boy began to beat.
Do You Have Any Idea How Much This Hurts?! (Blood Pressure)

Milia and Claire finally burst through the doors to the top floor of the Crimson Tower.

"Cid!?"

Claire didn't even hesitate. She sprinted toward the body of a black-haired boy lying in a pool of blood.

She pulled him into her arms, completely ignoring everything else in the room. Tears started streaming from her red eyes. It was the kind of raw, tragic display you’d expect from a climax.

"No! Please, Cid, wake up! Cid!? Cid...? ...Wait, what?"

Suddenly, Claire’s face went stone-cold. She stared at the corpse with the clinical detachment of someone checking a grocery receipt for an overcharge.

The waterworks shut off instantly.

"This isn't Cid."

"Wait, it’s not?" I asked, blinking.

"Where is he? Is he okay?"

Claire started looking around frantically, her "dearly departed" brother already forgotten now that she knew it wasn't him. 

That was when I saw it. My heart nearly stopped.

"—Claire! Behind you!"

"...Huh?"

It happened in a heartbeat.

Before she could even turn around, the boy’s arm had already punched clean through her stomach.

A spray of blood erupted from Claire’s mouth.

"Gah... what... is... Cid...?"

"Claire!!"

She collapsed like a broken doll. 

Then, the black-haired boy—the one who was very much supposed to be a corpse—started to move. Red, slimy tentacles began erupting from his chest, wriggling like a nest of disturbed snakes as they wrapped around his body.

"No... it can't be..."

I recognized this Ki. My instincts were screaming at me to run, even as I stood frozen.

The red tentacles completely encased him before suddenly exploding outward.

And there she was.

A woman stood in the center of the gore, breathtakingly beautiful and completely naked. She had hair like liquid rubies and eyes to match, with skin so pale it was almost translucent. She was the perfect image of the Queen of Blood Elisabeth from my nightmares.

Elisabeth leaned down, scooped up the dying Claire, and sank her fangs into the girl's neck.

"Ugh... ah..."

Claire let out a weak moan. She was unconscious, but I could tell she was still clinging to life by a thread.

I couldn't move. I just stood there watching my friend get drained. It wasn't that I didn't want to help—it was that every cell in my body knew it was useless. This was the resurrected Queen of Blood. Resistance wasn't just futile; it was a joke.

"Claire... no..."

Elisabeth finished her snack and tossed Claire aside like a used juice box. Then, those beautiful, terrifying eyes locked onto me. She wasn't looking at a person; she was looking at a snack.

"A-Ah... Elisabeth-sama..."

I backed away, trembling. My master was back. There was no way to stop the Strongest Progenitor Elisabeth. Not then, and certainly not now. I was too late again. The Tragedy of a Thousand Years Ago was about to play on repeat.

I felt the tears of despair welling up. But then, the air shifted.

A black blur slammed into Elisabeth.

The sound of metal screaming against bone filled the room as a Jet-black Blade held back Elisabeth’s crimson claws.

It was Beta—the woman in the jet-black bodysuit I’d met in the archives.

"Secure the target, now!" she barked.

Three more shadows flickered into existence, snatching Claire away before the Queen could react. Beta parried a strike with her Jet-black Blade and leapt backward to create some breathing room.

"Number 665, status?"

"She's still breathing, but we need to stabilize her immediately."

"Right. Though... I don't think she's going to let us just leave."

Beta kept her eyes glued on the naked beauty walking toward us.

"Follow my lead. Give me backup."

"Understood!"

"Vampire Hunter, you're on babysitting duty. Watch over Claire-san."

"Ah... Claire..."

Number 665 shoved Claire into my arms. I clutched her tight, my voice shaking.

"Don't do it... stop..."

I had to tell her. She didn't understand the scale of the monster she was facing.

"It’s no use... you can't win against Elisabeth-sama..."

Beta glanced back at me, her cat-like eyes glinting behind her mask.

"Is that so? Well, we’ll just have to see about that."

She leveled her Jet-black Blade and prepared to face the Queen of Blood.



BETA

How in the world did things get this bad?

I stared down the Queen of Blood Elisabeth, my mind racing through a list of my own failures. My Master’s sister was on the brink of death. That's a "capital punishment" level screw-up.

Lord Shadow still hasn't graced us with his presence. Obviously, he has some world-shaking priority that demands his attention, which means he’s testing us. He’s left this mess in our hands to see if we’re worthy of his trust.

And I blew it. I was too slow to catch on, and now we’re in this nightmare scenario. If his sister actually dies here, I might as well just stab myself with my own sword. I won't be able to look him in the eye.

"Let's see just how 'legendary' you really are, Queen of Blood..." I muttered. 

Honestly? I was terrified, but that was overshadowed by the pure, unadulterated need to kill this woman for making me look bad. I channeled my Magic Power into my Jet-black Blade until it hummed and tapped the floor twice with my toe.

My three subordinates fanned out instantly. 

We were ready.

I watched Elisabeth, waiting for the perfect opening. She just kept walking toward us, completely unbothered by her own nakedness. The light of the Red Moon bathed her skin in a crimson glow. She looked... bored. Sleepy, even. 

Then, she stepped into my range.

"—Hah!!"

That was the signal. I unleashed a flash of black steel. Elisabeth caught my Jet-black Blade with her left claws—fast, but I expected that. Her right hand swept in for a counter.

Exactly where I wanted you.

Number 666 slammed into her from behind. Elisabeth was forced to pivot, parrying 666’s strike. But that opened the floodgates. Number 664 and Number 665 lunged from the flanks, and I redoubled my assault.

Elisabeth just watched the three incoming slashes with those heavy, drowsy eyes. She didn't even try to dodge. She just guarded her heart.

Our blades bit deep.

Blood sprayed across her skin, but she didn't even flinch.

"I—I can't pull it out!?" Number 664 cried.

The blades were stuck. She had hardened her muscles the moment we struck, clamping down on our weapons like a vice. 

"Damn it!"

I flooded my body with Physical Reinforcement and ripped my sword free by sheer force. But 664 and 665 didn't have my output. They were stuck.

"Shift the sword’s form, now!" I screamed.

Too slow. Elisabeth’s claws were already sweeping toward their throats.

I lunged to intercept, but Number 666 was faster. In a display of swordplay that was honestly disgusting for a rookie, she sliced clean through Elisabeth’s tendons.

The Queen’s arms went limp. It would only take a second for her to regenerate, but that second was all the girls needed to liquefy their Slime Swords and pull them back.

We didn't stop. I carved a line across Elisabeth’s face, 664 opened up her side, 665 shredded her leg tendons, and 666 finished the chain by nearly bisecting her back.

The Queen of Blood was sent flying, crashing into the stone wall.

"Nice work, 666."

The girl gave a small, humble bow. 

Elisabeth stayed buried under the rubble. We kept our distance, weapons ready. My heart was pounding. Just looking at her, I could tell she was on a completely different level of existence. One-on-one? I’d be dead in seconds. Even with the four of us, I thought this was going to be a suicide mission.

But we were actually... winning?

The rookies were coordinating perfectly. And Number 666? She was a monster. Between 664’s leadership, 665’s brains, and 666’s raw talent, they were the perfect unit. Lambda wasn't kidding about this team.

We might actually pull this off...

"It's no use..."

Milia’s voice cracked from behind us. She was still cradling Claire, her eyes brimming with hopeless tears.

"You're strong, I get it. But the power that drowned the world in blood under the Red Moon... it wasn't like this. Elisabeth-sama has only just woken up!"

"What are you talking about?" I asked, not taking my eyes off the rubble.

"Elisabeth-sama has always... always suffered from extremely low blood pressure in the morning!"

"...Huh?"

In that moment, the Queen's Magic Power didn't just increase—it exploded. The entire tower began to shake. 

Oh. She wasn't bored. She was just hitting the snooze button.
Her Mission

The Queen of Blood crawled out of the wreckage wearing a dress as red as... well, blood. 

Actually, let me rephrase that. She wasn't just wearing a red dress; she was wearing a dress made of blood. She was literally manipulating the liquid to cover her naked body, and it wriggled across her skin with an eerie, rhythmic pulse, like the thing was alive.

I felt the sheer, ridiculous pressure pouring off her and couldn't help but grimace under my mask. 

So this is the Queen of Blood...

She was a genuine, certified abomination.

BETA

Number 664 glanced at me, her eyes practically screaming for orders. I just shook my head. Running wasn't an option—I wasn't about to ditch my master’s sister, and honestly, I didn't think we could outrun this thing even if we tried. The only way out was through.

And then, right on cue, we got a guest.

"Well, well, what a ridiculous abomination we have here... allow me to join the party."

A nine-tailed fox Beastkin stepped into the light, her Silver Hair fluttering as she snapped open a pair of Iron Fans.

"You're the 'Spirit Fox' Yukime..." 

I’d never seen her in person, but I knew exactly who she was. You don't work in my line of business without knowing the Rulers of the Lawless City. Our eyes met for a split second, a silent "the enemy of my enemy is my temporary meat-shield" agreement passing between us.

"I appreciate the backup," I said.

"Then shall we dance?" she replied, turning to face the Queen.

But wait, there’s more! Another gatecrasher decided to break through the window. A Brown-skinned Giant landed with a thud, shouldering a Great Machete and snorting with pure arrogance.

"Don't go starting the climax without me," he grunted, glaring at the Queen of Blood. "So you're the big boss? You’ve been making a real mess of my city, lady."

"And where did you crawl out from?" Yukime asked, sounding bored.

"I go where I want, old hag. This woman is mine to kill."

"Do as you please."

The giant readied his Great Machete. I knew him, too—the "Tyrant" Juggernaut. So, at this very moment, we had all Three Rulers of the Lawless City in one room. Well, two of them were currently playing hero, but I wasn't about to complain about the luck. We actually had a shot at this.

"Hyaaah!!"

Juggernaut didn't do "tactics." He charged in with the grace of a wild animal and swung that massive slab of iron downward. The Queen of Blood didn't even twitch.

"What!?" Juggernaut yelled, but it wasn't a victory cry.

His Great Machete sliced right through her, but there was zero resistance. It was like he was swinging at a ghost.

"Mistification!?" 

It's a high-level Vampire trick where they turn their bodies into mist, but she did it without any warning. No telegraphing, no nothing. She had mistified only the exact path of the blade. Talk about precision.

"How annoying!" Juggernaut roared, swinging again.

The Queen just stood there. Her neck distorted for a fraction of a second, letting the blade pass through harmlessly, and then she started gathering a Blood Mass in her right hand. The Magic Power vibrating in the air was enough to make my skin crawl.

"Get back!"

"Move!!"

Yukime and I both screamed as we dove for cover. The Queen tossed the blood into the air, and it detonated. The droplets didn't just splatter; they hardened into a Rain of Arrowheads that saturated the entire room. There was nowhere to hide.

Dammit!

I gave up on dodging and threw myself in front of Claire. I pushed my Slime Bodysuit to its limit, reinforcing my vitals while my Jet-black Blade became a blur, desperately parrying what I could. I turned myself into a human shield. Lacerations sliced across my face, and I felt the sharp sting of arrowheads burying themselves in my arms and thighs.

Then, the rain stopped.

Claire and Milia were mostly fine, just some scratches. I, on the other hand, had seen better days.

"Y-You..." Milia stammered, looking at me with wide eyes.

My Jet-black Bodysuit was shredded. White skin and red meat were exposed where dozens of those Blood Arrowheads were still stuck in my limbs. 

"I'm fine," I said, calmly readjusting my stance. "The vitals are protected."

I looked around to check the damage. It wasn't great. Number 664 was bleeding out from her stomach, and 665’s legs were shredded. 666 looked okay, relatively speaking. Yukime was scratched up but still standing.

As for Juggernaut, who had taken the brunt of it...

"Ow..." 

He was a literal bloody mess. He looked like a human pincushion, but he was still standing, leaning on his notched Great Machete. 

"Shit... what kind of monster is this...?" He finally dropped to one knee.

"The Red Moon... I remember now," Yukime whispered, her face pale. "This isn't just some vampire. She's the Legendary Progenitor Vampire!"

"The what now?" Juggernaut growled.

"A long time ago... she's the Legendary Vampire who supposedly wiped out several nations in just three days."

"Three days...?"

Juggernaut looked up at the Queen, and for once, he looked like he believed the hype. Honestly, we all did.

"664, 665, fall back," I ordered. They were done. "666, you too."

"I can still fight!" 666 protested.

"You have a different job to do," I told her firmly.

"...Eh?"

I offered a small smile under my mask as I stepped forward. Look, let’s be real. I’d already given up on the idea of us winning this. The Queen of Blood was a level of "Abomination" that I wasn't equipped to handle. Even if we all dog-piled her, we were just providing more blood for her dress.

But I didn't actually need to win. 

I know my master. He has a flair for the dramatic, and he never misses an opportunity to show off. I have absolute, 100% faith that he's on his way. My job wasn't to slay the legend; it was to keep her busy until the real protagonist showed up.

That was the last mission I had left.
A Catastrophic Lack of Explanatory Power

I squared off against the ‘Queen of Blood,’ channeling my Magic Power into my Jet-black Blade.

"Wait, what!?"

At that exact moment, my mana went haywire. I tried to dial back the output to get a handle on it, but the energy had already entered a full-blown Frenzy. It refused to settle down.

"Ghh...!"

"Lady Beta!?"

A wave of pain—as nostalgic as it was loathsome—rippled through my entire body. 

Looking down at the wound where the Blood Arrowhead had pierced me, I watched as my skin began to rot into a sickly black.

This was it... the Symptoms of Possession.

The second I realized what was happening, I pivoted my control method. The turbulence smoothed out a little, but the mana was still acting like a bucking bronco. It was nearly impossible to manage.

Then, the ‘Queen of Blood’ made her move.

She conjured a massive Blood Mass above her head, packing it with so much Magic Power that the very air began to vibrate.

"You’ve got to be kidding me..."

My voice cracked. That thing was way more powerful than her last shot, and I was in no condition to dodge.

Suddenly, a scream rang out from behind me.

"Claire!? Stay with me!"

I glanced back. Claire was in Milia's arms, and her wounds were turning black too.

Great. Just perfect. Everything was officially the worst.

The compressed Blood Mass overhead looked like it was a split second away from detonating.

"Master... I’m so sorry..." I whimpered, tears stinging my eyes—and then, Claire’s eyelids flickered.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I was dreaming.

Specifically, I was floating in a void of endless White Space. Just me, myself, and I. There wasn't another soul—or object—in sight. 

The only thing I could hear was the steady thump-thump of my own heart.

"...Can you hear me?"

A voice drifted from somewhere. I looked up.

"Can you hear my voice...?"

Okay, I definitely wasn't imagining it that time.

I turned toward the sound and saw a Black-haired Woman standing there. Her Violet Eyes were fixed right on me.

"Who are you?" I asked.

"I’ve come to save you."

"Save me?"

"Yes. You."

The woman with the Violet Eyes shifted her gaze to my body.

"Wait, what is this!?"

My skin was turning black. I’d seen this before—a nightmare I thought I’d escaped.

"No way... is this Possession!?"

"Strictly speaking, not quite. The symptoms you call Possession were already treated by him."

"Fully cured? Wait, who’s 'him'?"

"You should know him quite well."

"I really don't. Who is he?"

The woman just gave me a mysterious, meaningful smile.

"Your body is going to rot away very soon. So, I’m going to lend you a bit of my strength."

"Hold on! I have no idea what’s happening!"

"Yeah, explanations aren't really my forte."

"Please! Just tell me what’s going on with my body!"

"Well, to put it simply... you unluckily adapted and then failed to control the output."

"I'm sorry, I still don't get it at all."

"This might take a while, and we’re running low on time. I'll keep it brief."

"Please do."

"So, do you know about evolution? A long time ago, a girl in my Research Laboratory was obsessed with it. Apparently, humans used to be monkeys. Her hypothesis was that monkeys adapted to their environment over eons and eventually became people. I thought it was a fun theory. Who knows if it’s actually true, though."

"Uh-huh... And this is relevant how?"

"Right, right. But then another researcher chimed in, saying that organisms don't actually 'adapt' to their environment at all. She didn't deny the monkey-to-human thing, though. Her take was that there were smart monkeys and dumb monkeys. In a brutal natural world, the smart ones survived, bred, and multiplied. Eventually, the world was nothing but smart monkeys, and after a few million years—poof—humans."

"Okay... so what's the difference? Why are we talking about monkeys?"

"It’s a huge difference! It means the monkeys who were already suited to the environment survived by chance; it’s not like the monkeys decided to change themselves."

"I’m totally lost."

"And so... wait, what was I talking about again?"

"Me? I think?"

"Oh, right! Adaptation!"

"Seriously?"

"Anyway, the kids who happened to adapt to the environment survived and changed. That’s the current form. Even the fact that the bloodline split into two was just a result of adaptation. The Original Blood was too much of a burden; the people carrying it couldn't leave descendants and died out. The Divided Blood clearly split into two distinct traits. And now, those two types of blood are trying to adapt inside you. Usually, Divided Blood doesn't adapt easily, but unfortunately, you've got the talent for it. And even more unfortunately, you have no idea how to control it. So, the blood is going into a Frenzy and wrecking your body—oh, looks like time's up."

"Wait, wait! You were just getting to the important part! Agh, ow!?"

A sharp pain shot through my hand. On the back of it, a complex Magic Circle began to glow.

"That Mark should teach you the trick to controlling it."

"Oh... it’s healing."

The Black Bruise on my skin began to fade away.

"Time’s up. Things are getting pretty dicey out there."

"Yeah, we probably could have skipped that whole monkey story, couldn't we?"

"I’m going to borrow your body for a bit. I can't use my full power, but..."

As she spoke, the woman began to fade into a mist.

"Wait! What's your name!?"

"I am Aurora..."

"Aurora... why are you helping me?"

"Because you are his—"

Her figure vanished before her voice could reach me.

"What is her deal? Seriously. And who is 'he'...? Is he the one who cured my Possession? I missed out on every single important detail!"

I stood there, grumbling to myself in the middle of the empty white void.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

My eyelids fluttered open in Milia’s arms.

My eyes were no longer their usual color. They were dyed a stunning, vibrant violet.
Queen of Blood

Claire suddenly stood up in my arms. I took one look at those Violet Eyes of hers and practically forgot how to breathe.

"Claire, your eyes... they’re different."

It wasn't just the color, though. Her whole vibe had shifted into something way more mature, and the quality of her Magic Power felt like it had been swapped out for a premium version.

But the real kicker? Her wounds were literally closing themselves.

The massive gash on her stomach was still stained red, but the blood started writhing, coalescing into a giant Blood Mass that hovered in mid-air.

It was a carbon copy of the Queen of Blood’s signature move.

"Now then, I wonder how much this body can actually take..."

Claire—or whoever this was—muttered to herself. Her voice was steady, calm, and her way of speaking was a total departure from the girl I knew.

"Are you even really Claire...?" I managed to ask.

Right then, the Queen of Blood’s Blood Mass exploded.

It shattered into a spray of Blood Arrowheads, screaming toward us with the kind of speed and density that basically spells "you're dead" for anyone in the way.

Everyone else was frozen, just waiting for the inevitable despair to hit.

Well... everyone except her.

"A pity. But I’m the original..."

Claire whispered it like a secret, then detonated her own Blood Mass.

Her blood scattered into tiny, microscopic droplets, turning the air into a thick Blood Mist.

That mist latched onto every single incoming Blood Arrowhead.

"Huh?"

I was the only one who let out a sound, but I’m pretty sure everyone else was busy rubbing their eyes in disbelief.

Those terrifying Blood Arrowheads suddenly lost all their momentum. They just went limp and fell to the floor, drip-drop, like leaky faucets.

"Taking control of blood once it’s left a body isn't exactly rocket science. I couldn't hijack them all, though..."

Claire gave a dangerously sexy smile. My eyes followed her gaze to find Elisabeth, the Queen of Blood, looking like a pincushion for a handful of her own Blood Arrowheads.

Claire had used that Blood Mist to flip the script on a few of them. The rest? She just shut them down.

It was the kind of power that made you realize "human" wasn't a word that applied here anymore.

It felt like watching two Queens of Blood go at it. Honestly, none of us could find the words.

"You won't beat me with projectiles. Which means you've only got one real option left."

Claire licked a stray drop of blood from her lip, staining them a vivid, bloody crimson.

Then, the Queen of Blood made her move.

She healed the arrowhead wounds in a heartbeat and reshaped her Blood Dress.

Massive Blood Tentacles erupted from the fabric.

They multiplied so fast it made my head spin.

"Yes, there we go. That’s the right answer..."

Claire gave a little nod and sprouted her own Blood Tentacles. It was like looking in a mirror.

The Red Tentacles fanned out, basically snarling at each other in mid-air.

And then, all hell broke loose.

The tips were as sharp as spearheads, lunging for the kill.

Tentacles burst from the floor and dropped from the ceiling, a swarm of red filling every square inch of the room as they closed in from all sides.

It was a meat grinder—the tentacles crushed and shredded each other, and only a lucky few even got close to their target.

As the swarm bore down on her, Claire summoned a Red Great Scythe, while the Queen of Blood extended her Red Claws.

They clashed, both of them cutting through the chaos in a single, devastating stroke.

It was a dance of gore—tentacles thrashing, crushing, and being sliced to ribbons until the whole room was painted in vivid red. Red Moonlight poured through the hole in the roof, acting like a spotlight for these two beautiful, terrifying women.

Their speed was insane. My eyes couldn't even track them. This was a battle between monsters.

I couldn't look away. None of us could.

"Incredible..."

"What a hell of a fight..."

I couldn't tell if they were evenly matched or not.

To a bystander like me, there was no way to judge who was winning.

The only thing I knew for sure was that neither had landed a finishing blow.

The storm of Red Tentacles raged on for a while until Claire finally let out a bored sigh.

"This is getting us nowhere... But I think I've done enough, don't you?"

She flashed a mischievous, almost cat-like grin.

"You've breathed in quite a lot of that Blood Mist by now, haven't you?"

A second later, the Queen of Blood dropped to her knees.

She started hacking up blood, and Blood Tears began streaming from her eyes. It was gruesome—blood was literally geysering out of every pore and opening in her body.

"Cough... urgh..."

For the first time, the Queen of Blood actually sounded like she was in pain.

"If you're going to inhale my power, you really should learn how to control it."

Claire didn't waste a second. Her tentacles swarmed the kneeling Elisabeth.

The Queen tried to fight back, but she was just overwhelmed by the sheer mass of the attack.

A wall of tentacles completely obscured the Queen of Blood—and then, a fountain of blood sprayed everywhere.

When the dust settled, only a pool of red remained.

"Not even close to full power, but I guess that’ll do."

Between the mature attitude, that cryptic smile, and the literal god-tier combat skills, not to mention the Violet Eyes... the girl standing there with her arms crossed wasn't the Claire I knew.

"Claire... who are you, really?"

She glanced at me and gave a slightly awkward, troubled smile. For a second, I saw a flash of the real Claire in that look.

But then, the vigilance returned to her Violet Eyes.

A thick Blood Mist started swirling around the room again. It began to pull itself together, molding into a human shape.

"Here we go again..."

"No way..."

"You've got to be kidding me. She's still alive...?"

While everyone else was panicking, I kind of expected it. If this was the Elisabeth I remembered, it wouldn't be that easy.

But the despair was gone.

Because she was here.

As long as this "not-quite-Claire" person was around, she could handle Elisabeth.

With her on our side, the Tragedy of a Thousand Years Ago wouldn't happen again.

I actually started to feel hopeful.

But then, as a perfectly unscarred Queen of Blood stepped out of the mist, Claire’s body hit a wall.

She literally swayed on her feet before dropping to her knees.

"Damn... I guess this body really is at its limit..."

She sounded pained, and blood started leaking from her mouth. It turns out a human body can't exactly handle "transcendent" power without breaking.

Suddenly, the tables were turned. Claire was on her knees, and the Queen of Blood was looking down at her.

"Oh, come on, give me a break..."

"This is bad..."

"No..."

My heart sank.

If Claire went down, there was nobody left to stop Elisabeth.

The Tragedy of a Thousand Years Ago would just repeat itself. Everything would end, and my master would be left alone in despair, crying again...

I didn't want to feel that ever again.

And I sure as hell wasn't losing another precious friend.

"Claire!"

I ran straight to her.

"I can still fight!"

I drew my sword and stood between her and the Queen of Blood.

"You..."

"Even if your eyes changed color, Claire is still Claire, right?"

"...I’m just borrowing the driver's seat for a bit. Claire is still Claire."

"Then you're my friend, and you're important to me."

A thousand years ago, I basically gave up. I knew how strong Elisabeth was, and I convinced myself I couldn't do anything to stop her.

But... maybe if I hadn't quit back then, things would have been different.

If I’d stood my ground like Claire did, maybe a miracle would have happened for me, too.

I wasn't going to make that mistake twice. I leveled my sword.

I had to believe something would happen.

And I wasn't the only one. Everyone there was praying for someone—anyone—to stop the Queen of Blood.

"You don't need to do this..."

Claire reached out and stopped me before I could charge.

"My job is done. I only had to buy enough time for him to get here..."

She gave me this beautiful, confident smile.

"Him...?"

"Yes. He’s here."

And then—a black shadow dropped from the sky.

"My name is Shadow. I lurk in the shadows and hunt the shadows..."

The moment she saw him, Claire looked like the weight of the world had been lifted. She closed her eyes and passed out cold.
Her Master

The shadow descended right in front of us, his long coat fluttering in the wind as he drew his Jet-black Blade. He looked so cool it should have been illegal.

"You—!" 

"You are—!"

"—Master Shadow!" I squealed, my heart doing backflips.

Master Shadow had crushed every single overpowered enemy that had ever dared to stand in his way. Ever since we were little, weak, and pathetic, he’d been out there on the front lines, fighting for us. I literally grew up watching that magnificent back of his.

He was my everything. My absolute constant. 

As long as he was there, I knew the plot wouldn't let us die. Maybe it was just the sheer relief of seeing him after so long, but he looked a good size or two larger than usual. He was radiating "Final Boss" energy.

Unfortunately, not everyone had my refined taste in legends.

"Back off, kid. Even you can't handle this," Juggernaut grunted, looking annoyed.

"Shadow-han, please be careful-nanshi," Yukime added, her voice dripping with worry.

How dare they! I shot them a glare that could kill. Just leave it to Master and shut up already!

While I was busy being offended on his behalf, the tension between Master Shadow and the Queen of Blood reached a breaking point. Master Shadow leveled his Jet-black Blade, and the Queen of Blood unfurled her Red Tentacles. 

Then it hit me. The pressure coming off the Queen of Blood was skyrocketing.

"Is there no end to this abomination?" Juggernaut muttered.

"She wasn't even at full power yet...?" Yukime whispered.

They weren't wrong. She was even stronger now than when she was bullying Claire. Her eyes were glowing like cursed rubies, and that Blood Dress of hers was writhing around like it had a mind of its own.

The air snapped, and the fight was on. The Jet-black Blade met the Blood Tentacles in a blur of violence. 

It was a total sensory overload. Countless tentacles lashed out, and Master Shadow sliced through them like he was pruning a hedge. Crimson and jet-black trails clashed so fast the sound waves couldn't even keep up. It was peak cinematic action.

But for those two? This was just the warm-up.

Suddenly, the Queen of Blood’s form flickered. She pulled a classic "nothing personal, kid" and reappeared right behind Master Shadow. Her red claws swiped for his head.

But then—flicker—Master Shadow was gone.

She swung at nothing but air, and his Jet-black Blade punched straight through her chest from behind.

Splash.

She burst apart like a water balloon, spraying Blood Arrowheads in every direction. Master Shadow batted them away with his blade like they were annoying flies, and the Queen of Blood reformed exactly where she’d started.

They were back to square one.

"No way..." 

"I can't believe he's this good..." 

The others were losing their minds over the high-speed combat, and I was basically in the front row of a concert. That’s my Master! I wanted to scream.

But then, I felt it. A weird, nagging sense of incongruity. Before I could put my finger on it, the Queen of Blood made her move. She ripped off two of her own tentacles and shaped them into blood clones.

"This is why Elisabeth-sama is called the Strongest Progenitor," some voice explained (probably someone who read the lore). "She can create clones from her own blood and control them at will."

Now it was three-on-one. 

The Jet-black Blade kept deflecting the tentacles. It looked like a replay of the first round, except for one thing: the three Queens were pulling off coordinated surprise attacks. They were blinking in and out of existence, coming at him from his blind spots, the ceiling, the floor—everywhere.

Master Shadow was dodging them all with moves that looked like they belonged in a choreographed dance. It looked like a perfect stalemate.

But that weird feeling in my gut was getting worse. 

Wait. Think, Beta. Would the Master I know—the guy who usually ends fights before the opening credits finish—really spend this much time trading blows?

No. Something was off.

This wasn't his usual "perfectly efficient" style. Sudden anxiety hit me like a truck. I narrowed my eyes, analyzing every frame of the fight.

Red Tentacles swarming. Three Queens diving in. 

And then it clicked. 

Master Shadow was defending perfectly, sure, but he wasn't counterattacking. He was just... stuck. No matter how good your defense is, you can’t win if you don't swing back. 

Why wasn't he moving? Why was he letting them dictate the pace?

It was his feet. His feet were planted. 

Usually, Master would dodge with the bare minimum of movement and immediately punish the opening. But right now, he was blocking with his blade. Every time he blocked, he was a split second late for a follow-up, which gave the clones enough time to cycle their attacks.

Why aren't you moving, Master?

He was being so stiff. He was standing his ground as if... as if he were guarding something precious.

"—!?"

My heart stopped. I looked behind him.

I was right there. 

And behind me were the injured Number 664 and Number 665. And Number 666, who was trying to protect them. And Master’s unconscious sister. 

"Ah... aah..." 

My voice cracked. He wasn't losing. He was tanking. He was staying in one spot so the shockwaves and the clones wouldn't get to us. He was sacrificing his legendary mobility for our sake. 

He was protecting his most precious things... us. 

And then, the "tragedy" happened. The balance broke.

The Queen of Blood finally got through. A Red Tentacle slammed into him, and the three clones followed up with a brutal combo that sent Master Shadow flying through a stone wall.

"MA-MASTER SHADOWAAAAAAA-!!"

I didn't care that my body felt like it was made of broken glass. I started crawling toward the rubble like a woman possessed.

"I told you... even he couldn't do it..." Juggernaut sighed.

"So even Shadow-han failed..." Yukime lamented.

Shut up! I wanted to howl. If we weren't here dragging him down, he would have ended this five minutes ago! We’re just dead weight!

"Master Shadow! Master Shadow!!" 

I reached the collapsed wall, tears stinging my eyes, when suddenly—

Bluish-purple Magic Power exploded from the ruins.

"What—!?"

"No way—!?"

The sheer pressure made the air vibrate. Rubble started floating in the air like gravity had given up. That beautiful Bluish-purple Magic Power actually dyed the red moonlight a different color.

Then, Master Shadow stepped out from the dust.

"Master Shadow!" I cried out, my soul ascending to heaven.

He was back. And he was... himself. He was covered in that signature Bluish-purple Magic Power, and for some reason, he looked a little smaller—more compact, more "serious mode." He was literally vibrating with power.

He funneled that gorgeous magic into his blade and faced the Queen of Blood again.

"I suppose I'll get a little serious..." he said, his voice sounding like it was echoing from the depths of a dark abyss.

I got goosebumps. The anxiety was gone. This was the Master I lived for.

"Hm?"

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something shiny. I peeked behind the broken wall.

For some reason, there was a massive pile of Gold Coins just lying there. 

I tilted my head. Why would there be a mountain of cash in the middle of a boss fight? ...Well, whatever. Life is full of mysteries.

"GOOOOO MASTER SHADOW! DO YOUR BESTEST!!" I screamed at the top of my lungs.

And with my cheer to kick things off, the real fight began.
Mission Complete

SHADOW

I shifted the vibe. 

Perfect. My Bluish-purple Magic Power began raging around me like a localized hurricane.

"Absurd..."

"What magic power this is..."

I started walking. Click. Click. I made sure my Jet-black Boots rang out with a nice, heavy rhythm as I casually approached the Queen of Blood.

Obviously, she wasn't going to let me just stroll up to her.

In an instant, a swarm of Blood Tentacles surrounded me, closing in for the kill. 

I parried them effortlessly with my blade.

Click.

I took one casual, deliberate step forward.

"Wha—!?"

"No way—!?"

I could feel the shock in the air. Yeah, that’s it. Bask in the sheer presence of that one step. Everyone there felt the weight of it.

Another step. Click.

I didn't even use my sword this time. The massive swarm of tentacles just whipped past me, almost like they were actively trying to avoid me.

To anyone watching, it must have looked like a magic trick. The Queen of Blood’s tentacles were slashing at nothing but thin air. I’d already seen through every single movement. I dodged with the bare minimum effort, closing the distance bit by bit.

I’m not even looking at the tentacles. They’re beneath my notice.

When she tried to pull a "teleport behind you" move, I sidestepped before she even finished appearing, acting like I’d predicted it from the start.

I didn't counter. Countering is a waste of energy. 

I just ignored everything and kept walking. My eyes were locked solely on the Queen of Blood's main body.

Click. Click. Click.

The sound of my boots echoed strangely loud through the silence.

Then, I stopped.

The tentacles stopped with me. We were finally within arm's reach.

The beautiful Queen of Blood and I stood there, staring each other down for a long moment. She had the Crimson Moon at her back; I was wreathed in Bluish-purple Magic Power.

The previous violence felt like a lie. A heavy silence took over. It was that classic "two legends conversing without words" trope.

"Do you desire death...?"

I let my voice drop into that deep, gravelly abyss-tone I’d been practicing.

"Very well..."

I began pooling an insane amount of Magic Power into my Jet-black Blade. The bluish-purple energy started spiraling inward.

The Queen of Blood extended her Red Claw. 

I don't know why, but those claws—the ultimate symbol of terror—looked so flimsy right now.

"Wait!!"

Suddenly, Milia jumped into the fray.

"Elisabeth-sama is a kind person!! We can still start over!!"

She went for the "heroine trying to save the boss" sprint. She’d promised to find a future where everyone ends up smiling, after all. 

"Please!!"

She reached out, desperate. I gave her a brief glance.

But a Blood Tentacle swatted her aside before I could do anything.

"I am..."

I let my voice ring out, cold and merciless.

Milia tumbled across the floor but looked up immediately. The Queen could have turned her into a pincushion if she’d wanted to, but Milia didn't have a single scratch on her.

"Elisabeth-sama!!"

I think the Queen looked at her for a split second. Her red eyes looked just as kind as they had in the past.

"...I Am Recovery Atomic."

Red claws met my jet-black blade, and the world was painted in Bluish-purple Light.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

BETA

"Ugh..."

I must have passed out. 

When I finally opened my eyes, the night was quiet, bathed in the soft glow of the Red Moonlight. Everyone around me was still unconscious. Looks like I was the first one up.

My master was nowhere to be found. 

He probably already rushed off to the next battlefield. He really is such a busy... yet kind person.

"Thank you, Master Shadow..."

I noticed my injuries were gone and couldn't help but smile. Number 664, 665, and 666 were all completely healed too. Naturally, his sister and Milia didn't have a scratch on them either. 

He’d even gone through the trouble of healing Juggernaut and Yukime.

"I guess Eta's hypothesis was right..."

I pulled out a small vial to collect the Queen of Blood's blood. Then, focusing my mind, I took the blood stains on my bodysuit and... made them float.

If I train this, will it actually be useful? Sigh... I have a feeling I’m just going to end up as an experimental sample for this. Eek!

I flicked the blood at my subordinates to wake them up.

"Ow!"

"What!?"

"Where are we...?"

"Stop napping," I told the three of them. "We’re leaving."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

They scrambled up in a panic. 

"Damn... what happened?" Juggernaut groaned.

"How did it end...?" Yukime added.

The two powerhouses of the Lawless City were finally awake. They looked around, completely dazed.

"Wait... did he do this!?"

"Shadow-han... just what the hell are you...?"

The Crimson Tower had vanished. 

The two of them stared up at the empty sky where it used to be, trying to burn his power into their memories.

"Well then, let's go," I said, turning on my heel.

"Nngh..."

"Elisabeth-sama!?"

Behind me, Claire and Milia were finally waking up. I glanced back to see Milia pulling someone out from under the debris.

"Elisabeth-sama! Oh, thank God... never again..."

With the sound of her crying at my back, I whispered to myself.

"I hope you find it this time... your 'Land of Rest'..."

I melted away into the darkness.

"Mission complete," I chuckled softly before vanishing completely.
My Right Hand Was Throbbing, So It Couldn’t Be Helped

I let out a long yawn as I watched the morning sun glint off the black lacquer of the luxury carriage. The windows were obscured by thick curtains, so I couldn’t see inside, but I assumed my sister and her vampire friend were having some sort of private farewell party.

The crisp autumn air felt incredible.

A lot had happened, but the "True Progenitor Vampire Event" was finally over. I’d run into some unexpected trouble along the way that made things difficult, but I’d managed to pull off a recovery in the end. All’s well that ends well, right?

The only problem was that I hadn’t recovered all of my gold coins. At the peak of the haul, I’d been riding high on three thousand gold coins, but after everything that went down, I only managed to walk away with five hundred. 

Five hundred gold coins—fifty million Zeny. It wasn't nearly enough to retire on.

Then again, I realized that this was actually plenty for now. The Lawless City wasn't going anywhere, and two of the towers were still standing. If I ever ran low on cash, I could just swing by again. 

After all, the Lawless City is basically my personal piggy bank.

A few moments later, the carriage door opened and my sister stepped out. 

Now, regarding my sister... things have taken a bit of a turn. To be honest, it’s getting serious. The incident occurred last night at the inn where we were staying. 

Apparently, my sister got dragged into the whole vampire event because she was busy looking for me. I figured I should probably apologize just in case, so I went to her room. When I opened the door, I witnessed something I wasn't supposed to see.

I saw a cool-looking magic circle drawn on her right hand, and I caught her right as she was trying to hide it under a layer of bandages. 

Then, she’d muttered the words: "My right hand... it throbs... I have a special power..."

I’d quietly closed the door without saying a word.

The magic circle, the bandages, the "special power" monologue—it was the ultimate triple combo. 

Yeah, my sister has finally reached that age...

Walking away from the black carriage, she approached me with a somewhat melancholic smile. I did my best to sound like my usual, casual self.

"You all done?"

"Yes. Let's go."

We started walking, side-by-side. Then, out of nowhere...

"Cid..."

She suddenly hugged me from behind.

"...What is it?" I asked.

"It’s nothing... No, it’s not nothing. Actually... the truth is..."

Here it comes!

"There is a special power sleeping within me..."

It was a "Coming-Out Event." I knew I couldn't deny it. If you shut kids down too harshly when they're in this phase, they end up rebelling and turning to a life of crime. 

"I know," I said. "I always knew you were special, Sister."

"I knew you'd believe me, Cid..." 

She squeezed me a little tighter.

"I have to solve the mystery of this power. I have to find out who he is, and what I’m supposed to accomplish with this strength..."

"Yeah, I’m sure you’ll be fine. No matter what path you choose, I’ll be right there to support you."

"Cid..."

I’m sure she’ll have plenty of hardships to face in the future. She’ll worry, she’ll suffer, and eventually, she’ll have to face reality. But her right hand was throbbing, so there was really no other way. This is just part of growing up.

Whatever path she eventually takes, I intend to respect her choice. After all, the road she’s walking is a road I’ve traveled before.

I felt someone watching us and glanced back. A woman was standing in front of the black carriage, holding a large black parasol. The shade hid her face, but her beautiful crimson hair swayed in the autumn wind.

She gave me a single, graceful bow.



THE SPIRIT FOX, YUKIME

Yukime, the Spirit Fox, was waiting on the top floor of the White Tower. White moonlight poured in from the windows, and candlelight danced across a lavish spread of food laid out on the table.

Then, a dark shadow manifested within the dim light.

"So, you have come..."

Before anyone could register his presence, Shadow was standing before the sliding doors, draped in his jet-black longcoat. 

"Lord Shadow, I have been expecting you."

Two beautiful women in revealing kimonos stepped forward to escort him. Shadow took a seat across from Yukime.

"Your business...?" 

His voice sounded as if it were echoing from the depths of the abyss.

"I am truly in your debt for the other day. I only keep my life thanks to you, Lord Shadow."

Yukime bowed deeply. As she did, her ample chest—exposed by the daring cut of her kimono—swayed. 

"Would you care for a reward? Natsu, Kana."

She gave an enchanting smile. The two beauties, Natsu and Kana, pulled open their kimonos and began to approach him.

"I believe I told you," Shadow said. "I had no intention of saving you."

"Do you dislike this sort of thing? How disappointing. Perhaps we should wait until we have become... closer."

At a signal from Yukime, the two girls left the room. Yukime snuggled up right next to Shadow and poured him a drink.

"This is the highest-grade Japanese sake."

Shadow didn't move a muscle. 

"I told you to state your business."

"I simply wish to become intimate with you, Lord Shadow..." she whispered into his ear with a small giggle. "But I suppose intimacy takes time. In the meantime, I have brought you a tasty bit of information by way of a thank you."

Yukime pressed her chest against him as she continued.

"Are you familiar with the Mitsugoshi Company Encirclement? Several companies have panicked over Mitsugoshi’s rapid growth and joined hands to crush them. On the surface, I run a perfectly legitimate company of my own. It’s quite... large."

She let the double meaning linger with a sultry smile.

"Whether the Mitsugoshi Company or the Commerce Alliance wins, it will be the decisive battle for the future of trade in this land. For now, I have sided with the Alliance, but I don't intend for either of them to be the victor."

Yukime leaned in until her lips were practically brushing Shadow’s ear.

"The winners will be you and I, Lord Shadow. Let’s join forces and snatch the prize for ourselves."

She let out a soft breath and rested her head on his shoulder.

"Lord Shadow... why don’t you and I create a great organization in the shadows to rule the world of commerce?"

Shadow, who hadn't moved an inch throughout all of Yukime’s seduction, felt his ear twitch at that very moment.
No! Please, Not the Violence!

It was a pitch-black night, about two days out from the Royal Capital of Midgar by carriage.

A caravan was camped out, the area fitfully illuminated by the flicker of torchlight. A logo resembling a mask was carved into the side of each wagon. While the meaning behind the design remained a mystery to the public, it served as the unmistakable hallmark of the Mitsugoshi Company.

The line of carriages sat in a heavy, sleeping silence, laden with a fortune in goods. It was said that the cargo of a single Mitsugoshi wagon was worth upwards of a hundred million Zeny. Seeing dozens of them lined up like this was, in a word, overwhelming.

Once this haul reached the Royal Capital and hit the shelves, people would trample each other to buy it all up, further lining the company’s pockets. That was the engine behind the Mitsugoshi Company’s phenomenal, breakneck rise to power.

In just a few short years, they had completely redrawn the map of the merchant world.

Plenty of merchants had tried to sabotage them, but the demand for Mitsugoshi products was absolute. Backed by a level of capital that individual traders couldn't match even if they banded together, the company was an unstoppable juggernaut.

One by one, the merchants had yielded.

Mitsugoshi began wholesaling to them at a discount, and the merchants were more than happy to stock up and peddle the wares across the land. The company's mass-produced goods for the common folk had earned them massive support in the rural provinces.

Before this, peddlers had been forced to buy from the major guilds at exorbitant prices, leaving them with next to no profit. Mitsugoshi’s ascent had dramatically improved their quality of life.

The company dominated the urban centers while the peddlers covered the countryside, forming a massive sales network at a terrifying pace. Individual merchants and run-of-the-mill guilds simply couldn't compete anymore.

The Mitsugoshi Company’s foundation seemed rock-solid.

However, even if individuals couldn't win by banding together… the major guilds certainly could if they joined forces.

Finally, the big players had been prodded into action. They had teamed up.

And so—

In the darkness, several shadows looked down upon the Mitsugoshi camp.

They wore masks and carried swords at their waists. They looked exactly like bandits, but there was one detail that didn't fit.

Every single one of them was a spellsword.

It wasn't rare for a disgraced spellsword to turn to a life of crime, but a bandit group composed entirely of them was unheard of.

They exchanged hand signals and crept toward the camp.

Then, they struck all at once.

"Kyaaaaaaaaaaa!"

A woman’s scream ripped through the air.

The silver-haired elf on lookout was cut down, and the invaders began slaughtering the rest of the company staff in quick succession. The sounds of carnage echoed through the night. 

Even for the Mitsugoshi Company, there was no defense against an onslaught of this many spellswords.

In the end, only a single, beautiful platinum-haired elf remained.

She was dragged from her carriage, her blue eyes brimming with tears.

"Please… I beg you, just spare my life…"

Looking at the breathtaking elf, the men let out depraved chuckles beneath their masks.

"Should we make an example out of this one?"

"Heh, sounds like a plan."

They restrained her roughly.

"An example…?! What do you mean by that?!"

"Curious, are you? Tell you what, I'll let you know as a parting gift for the afterlife."

"N-no! Please, don't be so violent…!"

The man drew his blade and slowly began to shred the woman's dress, starting from the hem. Her pale, beautiful skin was gradually exposed.

"Your luck ran out the moment you angered the Garter Company. With one word from our president, all the major guilds that used to be at each other's throats joined forces. The Mitsugoshi Company is finished."

"Ah… no way… Then you people are…"

"Exactly what you’re thinking. We’re the Garter Company’s Private Corps. They say our military might rivals that of a small nation."

Despair clouded the woman’s eyes.

The man flashed a sadistic grin and sliced through the fabric covering her chest.

Two white mounds should have been revealed—at least, that was the idea.

Instead, he found a black garment clinging tight to her skin.

In an instant, the material surged, covering her entire body and hiding her skin from view.

"W-what the—?!"

"I appreciate the intel."

The despair was gone from her blue eyes. In its place was the cold, piercing gaze of an absolute predator.

"You bitch!"

The man swung his sword.

The woman didn't even flinch.

The blade slammed into her neck and stopped dead. The black garment had protected her perfectly.

"A pathetic sword."

Then, a single thrust.

A jet-black blade protruded from the man’s chest, right through his heart.

As he collapsed, coughing up a spray of blood, the woman raised her jet-black blade high.

"Commence the Blade of Sanction—"

At her command, the silver-haired elf who had been "killed" first sprang to her feet and cut down a nearby assassin.

That was the signal. The company staff who were supposed to have been slaughtered rose one after another, wiping out the confused invaders. Every single one of them was wearing a black garment beneath their clothes.

The tables hadn't just turned; they’d been flipped.

The woman moved through the fleeing assassins, cutting them down like wheat.

The night was filled with pleas for mercy and death rattles until, after a short while, the silence returned.

"Beta, report."

The platinum-haired elf turned to the silver-haired elf.

"Alpha-sama, the annihilation of the assassins is complete. We suffered zero casualties and no injuries. We’ve taken three of them alive for interrogation."

Alpha, the beautiful elf, gave a sharp nod.

"I’ll leave the rest to the others."

"Understood."

Leaving the cleanup to their subordinates, Alpha and Beta vanished into the darkness.

As the sun began to peek over the horizon at dawn, the two came to a halt.

An overturned carriage lay by the side of the road, and the corpse of a peddler had been crucified nearby. At his feet, the crushed remains of Mitsugoshi products were scattered in the dirt.

It was an "example."

"How horrible…" Beta whispered, covering her mouth with her hand. "Alpha-sama, we should—"

"There are over a thousand peddlers handling our goods in this country alone. We can’t protect them all."

Alpha walked up to the crucifix and gently cradled the mangled corpse.

"See that his family receives a pension."

"Yes, ma'am…"

"It's starting. The war…"

Alpha’s blue eyes were fixed on the rising sun, her gaze cold and hard.
The Name of the Super-Elite Agent Is...

Autumn was drawing to a close, and the night air had taken on a distinct chill. 

I listened to the chorus of insects while I changed into a suit in my room at the Dormitory. Suits didn’t exist in this world originally, but thanks to the Mitsugoshi Company’s aggressive marketing, they’d become all the rage among the nobility lately.

However, the suit I was currently pulling on wasn’t a Mitsugoshi original. It was a knockoff produced by the Snow Fox Company—or rather, an "homage" suit—gifted to me by Yukime.

I paired the black suit with a crisp white shirt and a slim black tie. For footwear, I went with black straight-tip oxfords. I slicked my hair back into a sharp all-back style, and for the finishing touch, I donned a white mask that concealed the upper half of my face.

I totally feel like an FBI Agent.

The slime bodysuit was admittedly more comfortable and vastly superior in terms of sheer functionality, but I couldn't risk the girls catching on to me just yet. 

After all, I am a super-elite agent operating in the secret depths of the world.

While I was busy getting into character, the time for my meeting with Yukime arrived. I extinguished the lamp in my room, leaped out the window, and sprinted through the darkness. 

I suppressed my Ki and erased my presence completely. No one was following me.

After running through the woods beyond the academy grounds for about twenty minutes, the roar of a waterfall reached my ears and the landscape opened up. There, nestled right against a mountain stream, stood a grand villa. It was a magnificent structure built in perfect harmony with the surrounding forest and the rushing water. They called it the Falling Water House.

Apparently designed by a world-famous architect, this place served as Yukime’s hideout.

Keeping my presence masked, I slipped silently through a window where a warm glow was leaking out into the night. Yukime was sitting on a sofa in front of the fireplace, her Silver Hair shimmering in the dancing flames.

I let my shoes click rhythmically against the floor as I approached. Yukime turned around and offered me a smile.

"You're as impossible to sense as ever, Shadow-han."

"…I have cast aside that name," I replied quietly.

I took a seat on the sofa directly across from her and crossed my legs with purposeful cool.

"That’s right. You’re John Smith-han now, aren't you?"

"Yeah. That is my name."

I have been reborn as the super-elite agent, John Smith. I even switched my first-person pronoun to 'ore' to sound more like a fearless, gritty agent.

"It’s truly heartening to have you as an ally, John-han. Would you care for a drink?"

"I’ll take one."

Yukime poured wine into a glass, making sure to emphasize her deep cleavage as she leaned forward. 

Mm-hmm. Now this is the life. She’s exactly like the sexy partner in a criminal syndicate.

I made a show of enjoying the bouquet before taking a sip. For the record, I couldn't actually tell the difference in aroma or taste, but it’s the vibe that counts.

"I saw a profit in this for myself. That is all."

"My, don't you think a relationship built solely on profit is a bit lonely?"

"The feeling is mutual, I assume."

"Now, I wonder… shall we put that to the test?" Yukime licked her plump lips and gave me a sultry smile.

"A waste of time."

"That is a shame. Perhaps another time, then…" Yukime adjusted her kimono slightly and brought the glass to her lips, leaving a vivid red lipstick mark on the rim. 

"The Great Commerce Alliance held a meeting the other day. It was mostly just introductions and policy confirmations—the concrete details come later—but they’re already applying some nasty pressure. The Mitsugoshi Company might collapse even sooner than expected."

"There is no need to worry about that. Mitsugoshi will hold their ground a while longer."

Yukime tilted her head curiously. "Oh? So your prediction differs from mine? Well, I’d actually prefer it if Mitsugoshi held out, so I’ll put my faith in your intuition, John-han. Our plan remains unchanged. We’ll let the Mitsugoshi Company and the Great Commerce Alliance tear each other apart. In the meantime, we’ll make our preparations, and when the moment is right—"

"—We take everything. Is that not the plan?"

Ultimately, the girls at Mitsugoshi just went too far. There’s no way a group of girls who only started a business a few years ago can win a war against a bunch of battle-hardened major guilds. Relying on my 'cheat' knowledge can only take them so far; they’ve hit their limit.

And that’s where I come in.

Sure, I’m being left out of the loop by the Mitsugoshi Company right now, but they’re still my friends and they’ve helped me out plenty. I mean, all their success came from my knowledge anyway. So, me seizing everything is actually the only way to save them. Eventually, they’ll just have to come under the umbrella of our new J&Y Company.

Heh heh heh. See? This isn't a betrayal at all. I’m definitely not doing this just because I want to be the 'Shadow Boss who controls the world’s economy.' Nope. I’m doing this as a friend. For their sake.

"I’ll be expecting you to pull your weight as well, John-han. However… do be careful."

"Be careful of what?"

Yukime stood up, her expression suddenly clouded with an inner darkness. She turned her back to me and began to untie her kimono sash.

The fabric slid down and hit the floor with a soft thud. I expected her stunning naked form to be illuminated by the firelight… but instead, I saw a back covered in hideous, festering scars.

"Within the Great Commerce Alliance is the man who did this to me. The 'Sword Devil' Gettan..."

Yukime looked back at me over her shoulder, her eyes burning with pure, unadulterated resentment.

"I will be the one to kill Gettan. I will take his life, no matter what…"

Her dark voice echoed through the room, punctuated only by the crackling of the fire. Then, she suddenly broke into a laugh.

"Fufu. Well, for those reasons, shall we continue our work in the shadows? I'm counting on you, John-han."

As Yukime pulled her kimono back up, her aides Natsu and Kana appeared from the shadows to help her tie the sash. I finished my wine and silently stood up to leave.
The World is Whispering to Me

It was a day off.

For the first time in a while, the three of us—Hyoro, Jaga, and myself—headed out for some Mob Shopping.

That being said, I didn't actually have anything in particular I wanted to buy. I just tossed some random daily necessities into a basket and hauled them over to the register.

"That will be five thousand Zeny. Is it alright if I give you your change in banknotes?"

"Ah, yes."

Standard Mob Point: always lead your response with a non-committal ‘Ah.’

Still, paper money had really started to circulate lately, hadn't it? This world used to be a strictly coin-based economy, but banknotes had become pretty widespread throughout the Royal Capital.

They weren't bulky, which was convenient, but some shops still didn't take them and certain people still turned their noses up at the things. Asking for permission before handing them over was basically common courtesy at this point.

After pocketing my change and finishing the transaction, I stepped out of the shop and took a casual glance at the bills.

Wait a second...

Looking at the 1000 Zeny Note, I noticed something. Is it just me, or does this design look different?

"What’s wrong, Cid-kun?" Jaga asked, noticing that I’d come to a sudden halt.

"Was the 1000 Zeny Note always designed like this?"

"What are you talking about? That’s the Great Commerce Alliance New Note they just issued. Wait, did you seriously not even know why we came out shopping today?"

"What do you mean?"

"Today is the Great Commerce Alliance New Banknote Issuance Bargain, obviously!"

"Ah, right. Yeah, that’s right. I totally knew that."

Did I?

"Pull yourself together, Cid-kun."

I see. They were using the bargain sale as bait to get their new bills into circulation.

Wait.

If this was the Great Commerce Alliance New Note, then what the heck were the bills I'd been using until now?

Driven by a sudden itch of curiosity, I fished an old bill out of my wallet and gave it a close look. That was when I discovered a shocking truth.

"What the hell is this?!" I shouted before I could stop myself.

"Whoa, what’s the matter, Cid-kun?!"

"Hey, hey, what’s gotten into you, Cid?"

"Why the hell does this say 'Mitsugoshi Bank' on it?!"

There it was, printed clearly on the edge of the 1000 Zeny Note: Mitsugoshi Bank. What even is a Mitsugoshi Bank?! Are they seriously running a bank now, too?!

"Uh, because it's a Mitsugoshi Bank note?"

"The Mitsugoshi Bank was the first one to start the whole banknote thing, remember? You got discounts and bonuses if you used them within the Mitsugoshi Company Group."

"Ah... come to think of it..."

Now that he mentioned it, the bills really could only be used at the Mitsugoshi Company Group at first. I’d thought it was weird that you got a discount for using them, but I guess that explains it.

They were running a bank behind my back?

Wait, 'behind my back'? Actually, I feel like we might have talked about this once upon a time...

It was a few years ago. Back then, whenever I’d spout random bits of knowledge from my previous life, everyone would suck up to me with "As expected of Master Shadow!" I’d gotten a bit carried away and rambled about all sorts of things. I'm pretty sure that was when I brought up banks and Credit Creation.

As for the Credit Creation part, I’d spewed out every half-remembered detail I could recall from an MHK 2-hour Documentary I saw in my previous life.

Eventually, everyone’s eyes started getting that "scary-serious" look and my own memories of the facts were getting hazy, so I’d wrapped it up by telling them to "think of the rest yourselves." I definitely remember them all discussing how they absolutely had to start a bank after that.

They were actually serious about that?

No, no, they'd gone way too far. Did those girls not have the word "restraint" in their vocabulary?

It was no wonder the major guilds were pissed. In fact, that was definitely the reason the Mitsugoshi Company Encirclement was happening in the first place.

"So that’s why the Great Commerce Alliance issued their own notes..."

If they didn't, it would be a total shutout victory for the Mitsugoshi Bank. Heh heh heh... I see how it is.

The real question was how much the Great Commerce Alliance actually understood the dangers of Credit Creation.

My brilliant brain had finally mapped out the entire conflict between the Great Commerce Alliance and the Mitsugoshi Company.

I compared the two bills. The Mitsugoshi Bank note was simple, yet sophisticated and detailed. The Great Commerce Alliance note was flashy and gaudy, but the design was sloppy. That was when it hit me.

Wait, this is...

The Mitsugoshi Bank notes had serial numbers and watermarks.

The Great Commerce Alliance notes had serial numbers, but no watermarks. On top of that, the design wasn't even that intricate.

Holy crap, I could totally forge these.

I couldn't do it alone, obviously. But I just happened to have a reliable partner who was a big deal in the underworld.

"Heh... heh heh..."

"He’s started laughing for no reason..."

"He’s finally snapped..."

Oh, I see it. I can see it now!

The winning road to becoming the "Boss of the Great Secret Organization that Rules the World's Commerce" was opening up right before my eyes!

Alright, step one: it was time to show off my "incredible" knowledge for the first time in a while.

I’d drop some knowledge about Credit Creation on Yukime with a smug look on my face, and then transition right into the Counterfeiting Plan.

"Hyoro, Jaga... I'm about to take over the 'world'..."

"Poor Cid-kun..."

"Yeah, he's a goner..."

Now, don't fail me now, brain! I'm counting on you, MHK 2-hour Documentary!!

The world is whispering to me. It's telling me to become the Boss of the Great Secret Organization that Rules the World's Commerce!!
**DO YOU REALLY THINK SO?**

YUKIME

I was enjoying a quiet evening drink by the fireplace when I felt a sudden draft.

I glanced back to find the window standing wide open. Then, the sharp clink of a fingernail flicking metal echoed through the room.

“Is that you, John-han...?”

A man in a suit stepped out of the shadows. He had a perfectly toned build, a white mask, and a smirk that screamed ‘I know something you don’t.’

He took the seat across from me, idly toyed with a single gold coin, and سپس flipped it into the air.

“This single gold coin is about to swell many times over. What we see now is nothing more than a fleeting illusion of credit...” 

His voice was low, resonant, and practiced. I realized immediately he was talking about those banknotes that have been everywhere lately.

“The scraps of paper the masses call money aren't actually money. Technically, they’re just deposit receipts—vouchers for cash. Mitsugoshi Bank turned these receipts into a currency by giving them a settlement function. At first, you could only use them within the Mitsugoshi Company Group, but now that ‘credit’ has spread, every shop in the Royal Capital accepts them. The commoners actually believe these slips of paper are worth as much as real gold...”

He laid two notes on the table: a Mitsugoshi Company Note and a Great Commerce Alliance Note.

I had to hand it to Mitsugoshi. Their greatest achievement wasn't the bank itself—it was the psychological warfare required to make people believe a receipt was as good as a gold coin. Because of that trick, they could turn one coin into a mountain of digital wealth.

“Mitsugoshi Bank hands out banknotes as deposit receipts, then uses those same deposits as collateral to lend more banknotes. They loop this process over and over until the currency in circulation is many times the amount of actual gold in their vaults. A single coin in a safe is ‘lent’ to dozens of people, and Mitsugoshi Bank rakes in the interest on all of them...”

The person running Mitsugoshi is the ultimate swindler, I thought. I’d love to meet the person who came up with this ruthless, brilliant scheme just to see what kind of monster they are.

I took a sip of my washu.

“But does this scrap of paper actually have the value the masses think it does...?” John asked.

Now, if a commoner heard this, they’d be losing their minds. But to a Great Commerce Alliance Executive, this was common knowledge. They’d already sniffed out the Mitsugoshi Company’s play and were moving to copy it. 

I couldn't figure out why John was telling me this. Surely he knew that I already knew?

“Look at these two notes,” he said. “One from Mitsugoshi, one from the Great Commerce Alliance. See anything interesting?”

“Anything... interesting?”

I stared at them with my usual sharp gaze. The designs were different, obviously, but he wasn't looking for a critique of the art.

Wait. Could it be...?

“The presence of a watermark?”

“Exactly. And the Great Commerce Alliance’s design is much cruder. Do you see the implications...?”

I mean, I saw that they were easy to forge, but that didn't change the big picture. Or so I thought.

“They’re easy to fake. Yukime, let’s make a killing on counterfeit notes.”

“...H-Huh?”

I blinked. Even the Great Commerce Alliance knew their notes were easy to forge. They’d issued them anyway. Did John really not get the strategy here?

“John-han, are you being serious? The Great Commerce Alliance Note is only used in the Royal Capital right now. If we flooded the market with fakes, they’d trace the source in a heartbeat.”

John froze. Like, completely static.

“If we do this on a small scale, we might get away with it, but that’s just pocket change. If we go big, we’re caught, and it’s game over.”

The Alliance had traded security for speed. They wanted to crush Mitsugoshi now, and they could easily monitor the narrow circulation area for forgeries. They figured they’d fix the security issues before the notes went international. They were choosing to monopolize the banking industry and steal the watermark tech later. Nobody was dumb enough to pick a fight with the Great Commerce Alliance anyway.

“Um... John-han...?”

His shoulders slumped. He looked like a kid who’d just asked his friend to go on a magical treasure hunt, only to be hit with a lecture on property law and geology. He looked... depressed.

Wait, was he actually serious about the counterfeiting? I almost wanted to smile. He was actually kind of cute when he was sulking.

Then the air turned heavy.

A staggering, suffocating pressure began radiating from his slumped form.

“Wh—!?”

“Do you really think so...?” 

His voice sounded like it was being dragged up from the bottom of an abyss. 

This wasn't just Magic Power. It was a physical manifestation of his will. It felt like he was telling me my entire reality was wrong. He was testing me—seeing if I actually had the brains to be his partner.

Think, Yukime! What did I miss?!

I replayed everything in my head. Mitsugoshi vs. the Alliance. 

Then it hit me. The difference in their foundations. 

Mitsugoshi issued notes based on actual deposits. But the Alliance? They were just printing paper backed by their brand name and the trust Mitsugoshi had already built. They didn't have the deposits yet. Most of the cash backing their notes was their own capital.

They were lending notes at lower rates than Mitsugoshi to steal the market, but while everyone wanted to borrow money to join the Royal Capital’s investment boom, nobody was depositing with the Alliance. Everyone’s gold was already sitting in Mitsugoshi’s vaults.

Which meant...

“They’ve issued notes worth dozens of times their actual capital, and the circulation is growing faster than they expected. But those notes are just vouchers for gold. If even ten percent of the people tried to cash out at once, the Great Commerce Alliance would...”

It would be a disaster. They were over-leveraged and desperate to crush Mitsugoshi. The gap between their gold and their paper was a ticking time bomb.

Wait... is he suggesting—?!

“You’re going to flood the market with counterfeit notes to destroy their credit and force a bank run on purpose?!”

The Alliance was already on the edge. If we dropped a mountain of fakes, people would panic and demand their gold. We could cash out our own fakes for real gold, securing a fortune while simultaneously choosing exactly when to pull the plug on their entire organization. 

Setting up a massive forgery operation is hard, but I have the Lawless City to hide in. By the time the Alliance realizes what’s happening, they’ll be bankrupt and we’ll be sitting on all their gold.

I realized why John had slumped his shoulders. He wasn't depressed; he was disappointed in me. He was testing my vision, and I had failed to see the grand design. 

I felt a chill run down my spine.

“B-But even if that destroys the Alliance, it doesn't kill Mitsugoshi Bank.”

If anything, it would just leave Mitsugoshi as the only player left.

The pressure stopped. Total silence for three seconds.

“Do you really think so?”

“Ack—!”

The pressure returned, ten times stronger than before. 

I missed something else?! I scrambled for the answer. Think! Think!

“...I see! The Alliance fails because they can’t cover the exchanges. But that panic will spread. The people will start doubting Mitsugoshi’s notes, too! Mitsugoshi is also playing the credit creation game. They won't be able to handle a total market panic either. They’ll collapse right alongside the Alliance, and we’ll be the only ones left with a mountain of actual gold!”

Once they were both dead, we could use that gold to buy up their technology, their buildings—everything. 

He hadn't just suggested making fakes for the hell of it. This was a perfectly calculated, total-war strategy to decapitate the entire global economy.

When he’d asked if the paper had the value people believed it did, he was predicting the death of credit itself. When he explained Mitsugoshi’s methods, he was pointing out the structural weakness of the entire system.

Every single word he said was a setup for this reveal—?!

I broke into a cold sweat. This man’s intellect was terrifying. 

But he wasn't done.

“Do you really think so—?”

“Wh—!!”

The pressure increased again. It was crushing me into the sofa.

There’s more?! What else could there possibly be?! 

I racked my brain until it hurt, but I had nothing. John’s eyes watched me from behind that mask, peering into my soul. 

This is bad. If I stay silent, he’ll discard me...

“...I... I think so,” I whispered, looking down. I couldn't find a single flaw. I didn't have another answer.

I waited for the judgment. I waited for him to tell me I was too stupid to stand by his side.

But the pressure vanished instantly.

“...Correct.”

“Eh...?”

It was a trick?! 

If I had panicked and made up some nonsense just to satisfy him, he probably would have killed me on the spot. He was testing my honesty. My sincerity. 

I had barely survived the interview. My legs felt like jelly as I sank into the cushions. 

I had to prove my worth now to make up for my slow start.

“Let’s do it. Leave the manufacturing and distribution to me. Speed is everything here. We circulate the fakes, grab the gold, and burn the house down before they can track us. The investigation will be intense, so we’ll handle the cleanup on our end, but I’ll need your help if things get messy.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll have the details for you soon.”

“...Fine.”

John flicked a gold coin into the air. It spun, catching the firelight, and hit the table with a sharp ping. 

By the time the sound faded, he was gone.

The coin rolled to a stop at my feet. I picked it up and flicked it, just like he had.

“So that is John... the man who was once Shadow...”

What a mind. 

What a presence. 

What a monster.

“He really is in a league of his own...” 

I let out a long, shaky breath. 

I had originally teamed up with him because I needed his muscle. But he wasn't just a blunt instrument. He had a god-tier intellect and the sheer balls to gamble with the fate of the world.

Maybe he already knows... if he finds out my true goal, will he be angry?

I couldn't help but offer a small, lonely smile.
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The air smelled of wood.

Sunlight filtered through the trees and into the window. I paused, looking up from the mountain of paperwork I’d been organizing. 

I stood up and walked to the window. Outside, a massive tree towered over the street, and beyond its branches, the cityscape of the Royal Capital stretched out toward the horizon.

It was late autumn. The leaves had turned a brilliant, fiery red, and the wind carried that unmistakable woody scent right to me. 

Back then, I was always wrapped in that warm aroma.

I closed my eyes, letting the memories wash over me. Those days when we all lived together. That nostalgic, earthy scent…



ALPHA

Back when Shadow Garden was just the two of us—Shadow and me—I lived deep in the forest. 

During the day, I was usually alone in the hut he’d built. 

The place was always thick with the smell of fresh timber. He had built it from scratch, starting with nothing but a pile of logs. That was when he taught me the "Two-by-four" construction method. 

At first, I just stood there watching him work, but eventually, I started helping out. By the time we were finishing the place, I was doing most of the heavy lifting myself. 

It was our hut. A memory we built together. 

It was simple, and honestly, our craftsmanship was a little rough around the edges, but I loved that place. I loved how it smelled of wood.

He could only visit in the middle of the night, so I spent every day counting down the hours until the sun went down. 

While he was gone, I spent my time training my Magic Power and practicing my swordplay, or maybe hunting small game with traps and gathering wild greens. 

At night, he’d show up with bread and meat, and I’d cook for us. As we ate, just the two of us, he would tell me all sorts of incredible stories.

"You know, steam actually has enough power to move giant masses of iron," he said one day.

I was busy making stew, and I just stared at the steam rising from the pot for a while. There’s no way this flimsy little vapor hides that kind of strength, I thought.

But everything he’d told me up to that point had turned out to be true, no matter how ridiculous it sounded. Whether it was the fact that the world is a sphere rather than a flat plane, or that the world revolves around the sun instead of the other way around—I’d denied it all at first. I told him it was impossible. But in the end, he was right. He was always right.

So, if he said steam had some secret, massive power, then it definitely did.

"How do you even extract that kind of power from water vapor?" I asked.

He went quiet for a bit, happily eating my stew. He’s always calculating, I realized. He’s deciding exactly how much knowledge I’m ready for.

"When you heat water, it becomes steam. That’s what generates the force. The hints are... let’s see... piston movement and turbines, I think?"

He gave me one of those meaningful, enigmatic smiles. 

He never just gave me the answers. He’d drop a few breadcrumbs and leave it to me to figure out the rest.

"I can’t work it out with just that," I complained. 

This was way harder than his usual lessons. I had planned to start my steam research the next morning, but with only those two words to go on, it was going to take forever to find the answer.

"If you master the power of steam, you can make giant iron carriages move. You can even make iron ships sail."

He wasn't giving me hints anymore; he was describing the "Steam Engine" and its possibilities. 

The idea of a ship made of iron actually floating and moving was insane. But if he said it was possible, it was as good as done. 

"So, the Steam Engine is worth that much of my time..."

He just kept smiling that mysterious smile. He was always pushing me to think, always training my intellect and my problem-solving skills. Thanks to him, my abilities were growing at a terrifying rate. I was learning more from him than I ever would have from the "elite education" back in my home country. 

Might is a great power, sure. But intellect? Intellect is the real game-changer.

I’d always thought of myself as a smart kid. Back home, nobody could keep up with me. 

But him? Even though we were the same age, he was standing on a peak so high I could barely see him.

There’s always a bigger fish, I thought, gazing at his profile. He looked dazzling.

"Hm? Something on my face?" 

"Nothing."

We finished our stew, he gave me some pointers on my sword and magic, and then I saw him off before the sun came up. 

I stood there waving until he disappeared from sight. 

I was happy.



As the seasons changed, our "just the two of us" era came to an end.

A silver-haired girl with a beauty mark under her eye joined us. That was Beta.

She was incredibly shy back then. She was terrified of him and spent most of her time hiding behind my back. I’d known her back in our home country, and she knew me, too. We hadn't really been friends—just acquaintances who’d swapped pleasantries at parties—but since we were in the same boat now, we bonded instantly.

Gamma and Delta joined shortly after that, and our lonely little hut suddenly got very loud. 

We used the techniques he taught us to expand the place, eventually turning it into a proper house. It was a warm home, always smelling of wood.

One day, he cut Delta and Gamma’s training short and called a meeting.

Delta was busy looking down her nose at Gamma, while Gamma was glaring back with tears in her eyes. It was the usual routine.

"Delta is the strongest! Facts!"

"I-I’m older than you! And I was here first! Sniff..."

"You’re just Gamma. Know your place."

"Stop it! Let go!"

Delta tackled Gamma and climbed on top of her. Apparently, dogs do that to establish a hierarchy. 

"Alright, that’s enough, you two."

I pulled them apart. Delta actually listened to me—she was loyal to the pecking order, for better or worse. 

That was exactly why she hated the fact that Gamma, who was weaker, was technically her superior. And Gamma, for her part, couldn't stand "muscle-brains" like Delta. They were like cat and dog. Or, well, dog and... whatever Gamma was.

"Power isn't just about physical force," he told the group. "In the world of men, intellect is what truly rules."

"Boss...?" Delta muttered, looking confused.

"Master Shadow..." Gamma looked up at him like he was her personal savior.

The wind blew, carrying that scent of wood.

"I shall teach you the power of knowledge—how a single Gold Coin can be made to swell many times over. I will show you how to manipulate money and dominate the global economy..."

Then, he laid it all out. He told us about his grand vision for banks and something called "Credit Creation."

"Incredible..."

The word slipped out of my mouth. I felt like a little kid again. The sheer scale of it, the terrifying depth of his wisdom... it made me shiver.

Behind me, Beta was shivering too, though mostly because she was still scared of Shadow. 

Delta was shivering because she’d fallen asleep in the cold night air.

But Gamma... Gamma was shivering with pure emotion. 

The light came back to her eyes—stronger and brighter than I’d ever seen it.

"Master Shadow... I have found my purpose. I know the path I must take."

He just nodded.

Gamma changed that day. She became obsessed with his knowledge, studying until she forgot to sleep. 

I started talking with her more, and Beta joined in too. Together, we began to sketch out what our future organization would look like. 

Eventually, Epsilon joined, then Zeta, and finally Eta. 

In that house filled with the scent of wood, we were happy.



I’ve been running ever since that day. 

I’ve lived so intensely, so recklessly, that I stopped even noticing the smell of the trees. 

The sunset stained the room in a beautiful, deep red.

"Alpha-sama, it’s time."

There was a knock, and Gamma walked in.

"Do you remember?" I asked her. "Back when we used to talk in that hut, surrounded by the scent of wood..."

"The scent of wood?"

Gamma stood beside me, looking up at the large tree outside. She took a deep breath of the wind and narrowed her eyes. 

"It does bring back memories, doesn't it?"

"The dream we had back then is finally taking shape... but we're still only halfway there."

"I suppose we are."

"We’ll keep running," I said. "We’ll follow the path we believe in, and we won't show mercy to anyone who stands in our way. Shall we?"

"Yes!"

We left the room together. 

The scent of wood from those early days is something I’ll carry in my heart forever.
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Golden Retriever

Man, I didn’t really get the specifics, but apparently Operation Counterfeit Note was going swimmingly. I thought it was a bust when she initially rejected the idea, but it just went to show that persistence paid off. Now that I’d gotten Yukime’s seal of approval, all I had to do was wait for the bills to be printed.

I’d be relatively free until then, but once the counterfeit notes were finished, I’d have my hands full.

My job would primarily consist of disposing of anyone trying to sniff out the source of the bills.

Eliminating enemy agents from the shadows in a stylish fashion—it was a job perfectly suited for a SUPER ELITE AGENT. I was vibrating with excitement.

Heh heh heh... I wonder how I should finish them off?

I couldn't use my katana if I wanted to prevent Shadow Exposure. Then again, that just meant I wasn't tied down to one specific weapon anymore. This felt like a great opportunity for some fresh, creative combat.

I was wandering through the Royal Capital at midnight, mulling over these possibilities, when I spotted a pair of familiar dog ears in the distance.

“Delta...?”

The moment I muttered her name, those ears twitched.

The girl who turned around was, unmistakably, Delta.

“...Boss,” her lips moved to say.

An instant later, she lunged toward me using her Four-legged Dash.

Man, she was needlessly fast. An ordinary person wouldn’t have even been able to track her with their eyes.

“Bo—!”

“I’m not 'Boss' right now.”

“Au... Cid! I missed you!”

She wagged her tail with enough force to generate a breeze. 

The huge grin on her face suddenly froze.

“Cid... you smell like a fox...”

Damn. I forgot Delta’s nose is needlessly sharp.

“I-I was just on a Fox Hunt.”

“Fox Hunt? Delta wants to do that too!” her face brightened instantly.

“Too bad. I already hunted the fox.”

“Au... then Fox Hunt next time.”

“Yeah, next time. Hey, stop trying to mark me.”

I used my arm to shove Delta back as she tried to rub her scent all over me.

“But Cid, you smell like fox.”

“It’s fine.”

“No it's not.”

I used pure muscle to push back against the persistent beast-kin and changed the subject.

“Delta, why are you even in the Royal Capital?”

“Au... Cid, you’re so strong after all.”

“Why are you in the capital, Delta?”

“Hmm? Why?”

“Delta. Why are you in the capital?”

“Delta, um, woke up early today, ate lots of meat, and came to the Royal Capital for the first time in a while.”

“Delta. Why are you here?”

“Um, Delta was... hunting.”

“In the capital?”

“Outside! It was fun! I hunted lots and lots! Does Cid want to hunt with me?”

“Why were you hunting?”

“Let’s hunt together, Cid!”

“Why were you hunting?”

“Alpha-sama told me to! Let’s hunt together, Cid!”

I see. So Alpha’s the one who sent her.

“Right, Alpha told you to do it.”

“Yeah! Let’s hunt together, Cid!”

“And what exactly were you hunting?”

“Bandits! Let’s go hunt together!”

“A Bandit Hunt, huh?”

“Cid likes Bandit Hunt too!”

“Yeah, you got me there. I do love a good Bandit Hunt.”

“Then let’s go!”

“Well, I’ve got some free time for a bit. Guess we can go on a hunt.”

“Yay!!”

Delta grabbed my hand and tried to drag me off into the night.

“Wait, wait! Not right this second! I have to go back to the Dormitory first.”

“No!”

“You’ve got things to do in the capital too, don’t you?”

“Things to do?”

“Aren't you supposed to be meeting Alpha?”

“Alpha-sama?!”

“Did you forget?”

“I forgot! Am I gonna get yelled at?”

“Probably. You’d better get a move on.”

“But the Bandit Hunt...” She looked at me dejectedly.

“I’m free for a while, so let’s do it tomorrow. Go finish your business first.”

“Okay! Cid, wait for me!!”

“I’ll be waiting at the Dormitory. Make sure you sneak in.”

“I’ll sneak in!”

Delta vanished into the cityscape of the Royal Capital, moving at the terrifying speed of her Four-legged Dash.

She’d definitely stand out if anyone saw her, but then again, she moved so fast that a normal person wouldn't see anything but a blur. It was probably fine.

I let out a quiet sigh. She reminded me so much of the golden retriever I’d owned in my previous life.
IT’S ME! IT’S ME, I’M TELLING YOU!

It was midnight in the forest.

I was currently sprinting after Delta. I’d been a little worried about whether she could actually pull off a stealthy approach, but she’d shown up at the dormitory exactly as instructed—without being seen.

Then again, I’d never really been worried about her physical capabilities. Delta was a natural-born hunter. Despite her usual rowdy personality, she was terrifyingly good at masking her presence when she got serious. In fact, she was probably the best at it among the Seven Shadows.

Her ability to detect prey was also in a league of its own. Honestly, I didn't think I could even compete with her in terms of smell or hearing. No matter how much I experimented with body modification or magic reinforcement, I just couldn't beat the innate, primal instincts of her race.

Basically, Delta was an ultra-high-spec specimen in every category except her brain.

That was why I was currently letting her take the lead, essentially using her as a living Bandit Radar.

To be honest, the hardest and most time-consuming part of a Bandit Hunt was the initial search. Having Delta run ahead made the whole process incredibly easy; all I had to do was follow her lead and she’d deliver me right to the target.

Up ahead, Delta’s ears twitched and her tail began to wag vigorously.

Found 'em.

Delta’s speed surged as she dropped from two legs to four. She tore through the forest at a blistering pace and charged straight toward a flickering light in the distance.

Then came the screams.

By the time I arrived a split second later, several bandits had already been ripped apart. They were dead before they hit the ground, their limbs scattered around the bonfire.

Yeah, I figured it would go like this.

Bandit hunting with Delta wasn't all upside. Naturally, there were some drawbacks. Specifically, Delta didn't know the meaning of the word "stay" when there was prey right in front of her.

Her version of a "hunt" was really just a one-sided massacre. It sucked all the fun out of the experience. Honestly, if she could just fix that one personality quirk, she’d be the perfect partner.

Well, to be fair, it wasn't that she couldn't wait. If I gave her a direct order, she’d obey. But being forced to wait in front of live prey caused her an immense amount of stress. 

She’d be on her best behavior while I was watching, but the moment I turned my back, she’d find some way to vent that pent-up frustration. Usually, that meant trouble for someone else. She’d try to assert dominance by mounting Gamma, or I’d find the trees behind the shack leveled to the ground, or she’d eat every single vegetable in the garden…

Back when we were kids, it was manageable. I had no idea how she vented her stress now that she was all grown up, and frankly, I had no desire to find out.

While I was lost in thought, Delta finished off the rest of the group. There was almost nothing left for me to do.

"W-Wait! Stop!"

One surviving bandit had begun to beg for his life. It was a common sight, but Delta wasn't the type to be moved by a pathetic plea. Wearing a predatory, carnivorous grin, she swung her Jet-black Blade with nothing but raw, brute force.

It was a clumsy strike—totally devoid of technique—yet it possessed incredible speed, flexibility, and reach. 

I guess that’s what you call natural talent.

Her blade whistled toward the man’s throat, but it stopped just short, barely nicking the skin.

"Huh?"

Delta actually stopped? Impossible. Was I dreaming?

Delta began sniffing the air, her nose twitching as she took in the bandit’s scent.

"I-I knew it was you, Sara! It’s me! It’s me!"

Repeating the phrase like a suspicious con artist, the bandit pulled off his mask. Underneath was a man with sharp, rugged features. More notably, he had dog ears that were the exact same color and shape as Delta’s.

"Sara, it really is you, isn't it? It’s me! I’m your big brother!"

Delta let out a confused whine and tilted her head, looking back at me. This was her "asking for permission" look. I gave her a small nod, giving her the green light to handle it how she wanted.

"You smell like Father... but I don't remember you."

Delta pulled off her own mask, revealing her face and her wagging tail.

"There’s no mistake, it’s you, Sara! I heard you’d come down with Possession and been 'hunted' by Father... You did well to survive him."

"Delta is the best at hide-and-seek."

"Delta? Is that what you’re calling yourself now? Listen, you gotta help me out. I’m your brother, after all!"

The man looked at her with a desperate, pandering expression. In response, Delta’s tail began to sway slowly—an intimidating, rhythmic thumping. 

Uh oh. That’s the "bad mood" pattern.

"Don't call yourself my brother. You’re weak."

"W-Wait, wait! You were always the strong one! I always admitted I couldn't beat you! Father even said that if you hadn't been a girl, he would’ve made you the next chief! And look, your Possession is cured, right? I’ll talk to Father! I’ll tell him to take you back into the tribe!"

"I don't get it. If I wanted to go back, I’d just go back."

"E-Exactly! That’s my sister! In that case, let me introduce you to a master worthy of your strength! You’re gonna be shocked when you hear this—I’m currently working for the legendary 'Great Wolf' himself, Master Gettan!"

The rhythm of her tail changed. This was the ultimate bad mood pattern.

"Gettan... Do you know him?" I asked, just to be sure.

"Never heard of him," Delta replied with a stern shake of her head. 

Figures.

"You’re kidding! He’s the legendary Great Wolf that even our father couldn't defeat! The strongest warrior of the Wolf-kin! With your strength, you might even be chosen as Master Gettan’s concubine—"

"I don't know him, you’re annoying, and weaklings shouldn't bark."

With a casual flick of her wrist, Delta took the man’s head off mid-sentence.

"Whoa... Wasn't that your brother?"

Delta looked down at the rolling head with an expression of pure disgust, then turned to me. Her face instantly shifted into a bright, sunny smile as her tail began wagging at Mach speed.

"Weaklings are a disgrace to the clan. I’m glad I could clean that up!"

"Right... Sure."

There wasn't much else I could say. At the end of the day, my common sense was fundamentally different from a Beastkin’s.

There were all kinds of Beastkin out there, but about eighty percent of them lived by the "might is power" philosophy. The strong were the bosses, and the best hunters were the elite. That was pretty much the whole system. Delta was the ultimate textbook example; I sometimes wondered if there was anyone left in the world who was this much of a stereotypical Beastkin.

Still, even if they weren't all as extreme as Delta, that mindset was the norm for her people. Honestly, Beastkin were a "cheat" race. They had insane physical abilities, sharp senses, incredible reflexes, high magic capacity, long lifespans, and they reproduced like crazy. If they weren't so lacking in the brain department, they probably would have conquered the entire world by now.

The problem was that "might is power" logic. Whenever their population got too high, they’d just start a tribal war and thin themselves out. On the rare occasion that a Great Hero appeared to unify them, they’d immediately pick a fight with the Humans or Elves and end up tucking tail and running home. They always started off with overwhelming victories, but then their supply lines would get too long, they’d start starving, and they’d have to retreat. It was the same pattern every single time.

To be fair, there were some intelligent Beastkin species. Like I said, they were a diverse bunch. Yukime was a good example; the Fox-kin were famous for being smart. 

You’d think the other Beastkin would just listen to the smart ones, and apparently, they actually did... at first. But the moment the supply lines stretched thin and the smart ones suggested "restraint," the "might is power" types would call them cowards and charge to their dooms anyway.

Their instinct for violence was just built-in. 

They were technically a constitutional state now and were trying to develop their industries, but they were hitting a wall because, at their core, they still believed might was the only thing that mattered.

"You probably should have tried to remember him, though," I said. "He was your brother."

"Brother? Why?"

"Well, you don't have many siblings. Generally speaking, it’s better to treasure your family."

"Um, Delta’s father has about twenty concubines. I have more than a hundred brothers!"

"Oh. Well, I guess it’s fine if one of them goes missing then."

Trust a Beastkin to have that kind of scale. Still, a country where might was everything... I was actually a little curious.

"Maybe I’ll visit the Beastkin lands one of these days."

Delta’s ears did a little twitch.

"I have a great idea! Boss should just become the Chief!"

"Huh?"

"If Boss kills the Chief, Boss becomes the new pack leader!"

"Wait, what?"

"Then you can have lots of babies and we’ll be the strongest clan ever!"

"No. Absolutely not."

"Yes! I’ll get you a hundred concubines! We’ll have so many kids and be the strongest in the world! Let's go! Boss will be a Great Hero and rule everything!"

"No way. Forget it. We’re going back to the capital."

"Noooo!"

"Yes, we are."

"Whine...!"

I ended up dragging a pouting Delta all the way back to the Royal Capital. Man, I was exhausted.
The Blind Great Wolf

Inside a room that was way too fancy for its own good, two men were having a little heart-to-heart. 

One was a merchant who looked like a bloated frog. The other was a blind beastkin. 

“So, you’re telling me one of my FOUR LEAVES got whacked?” 

The blind guy’s voice was a low, menacing growl. He was a Wolf-kin with sleek black fur and a face that meant business, though his eyes had been turned into useless souvenirs by a deep, horizontal sword wound. 

“He was one of the four you personally favored, Master Gettan. Apparently, someone jumped him while he was playing bandit and trying to raid a Mitsugoshi Company carriage,” the frog-merchant said, practically vibrating as he tried to read Gettan’s expression. 

Now, the FOUR LEAVES were supposed to be the cream of the crop—the four elite fighters Gettan had hand-picked from the Garter Company’s Private Corps. 

“So he’s dead... Garter, who did it?” 

“We don’t know. The body was clean-cut—one strike to the neck. Total pro work. Given the circumstances, it was probably a spellsword hired by the Mitsugoshi Company...” 

The frog in the expensive suit was Garter himself, the head of the Garter Company. On paper, he was the boss and Gettan was the hired muscle, but looking at them, you’d think it was the other way around. 

“The Mitsugoshi Company... they just don’t know when to quit.” 

Gettan’s murmur sounded more like a wolf’s snarl. 

The plan to crush the Mitsugoshi Company was supposed to be a slam dunk. His private corps, playing dress-up as bandits, had scared the local peddlers into ditching Mitsugoshi products. Their stock was rotting on the shelves, and suddenly, nobody wanted to touch a Mitsugoshi Company Note with a ten-foot pole. Instead, everyone was flocking to the Great Commerce Alliance’s goods and using the Great Commerce Alliance Note.

It was all going exactly according to the "How to Build a Monopoly" playbook. 

But for some reason, the Mitsugoshi Company wasn’t flinching. 

The Garter Company had tried hitting their transport carriages too, but the guards Mitsugoshi hired were actual monsters. None of the raiding parties ever made it back to complain. 

Because of that, the urban shops were still doing business like nothing had happened. The only people feeling the heat were the poor peddlers hauling junk to the middle of nowhere for the commoners. 

And let’s be real, there’s a massive gap between the city and the sticks. 

The city is where the nobles and the rich folks hang out, throwing money at everything from daily bread to the latest shiny toys. Meanwhile, out in the country, everyone’s a farmer. They grow their own food, fix their own clothes, and only spend money when they absolutely have to. They might see a peddler once a month, but they don't exactly have a "shopping habit." 

Mitsugoshi was trying to change that by flooding the countryside with cheap, high-quality stuff, but they were only halfway through that project. 

As it stood, losing their rural sales didn't even put a dent in Mitsugoshi’s bottom line. They’d already built a fortress of a foundation in the city. 

The Alliance figured that if they just printed their own paper money and sold knock-offs, the customers would jump ship immediately. That was the plan. 

But the customers stayed put. Why? Because the Mitsugoshi Company’s stuff was actually good. You can’t just copy-paste that kind of quality. 

Plus, Mitsugoshi had all these "miracle products" with secret manufacturing methods that the Alliance couldn't wrap their heads around. They were supposed to steal those secrets by raiding the carriages, but well... we see how that turned out. 

“Tch...” 

Gettan clicked his tongue, and Garter’s shoulders did a little dance of pure terror. 

They’d underestimated Mitsugoshi. They thought they were just a bunch of upstarts who were good at math but couldn't handle a punch to the gut. 

Turns out, Mitsugoshi’s guards were terrifyingly strong. 

If this kept up, the company wasn't going to break. And the longer this dragged on, the higher the risk that people would start panicking and try to cash in their Great Commerce Alliance Notes all at once. 

Gettan realized he had to get his hands dirty. 

“Take the rest of the FOUR LEAVES and raid the Mitsugoshi Company directly.” 

“Yes, sir!” 

“I want their cash and their manufacturing secrets. Don't screw this up.” 

Garter bowed his head without a word and scrambled out of the room like his life depended on it. 

Gettan stared after him with those ruined eyes, looking for all the world like he could see right through the guy. 

“Useless trash...” 

Left alone, Gettan bared his fangs and growled. 

This guy had spent his whole life taking whatever he wanted with overwhelming force. That was his brand. That was his whole deal. Usually, everything went exactly the way he wanted. 

...And yet! 

The scar on his eye started acting up. It was an old wound from a lifetime ago, a permanent reminder of the one time he’d messed up. 

“...!” 

He whispered a name—a name that represented the very first stain on his perfect record. 

And now, the Mitsugoshi Company was standing in his way. 

This was officially the second stain on his life of glorious thievery. 

He ground his teeth together so hard they creaked. The old rage was bubbling back up. 

It was unforgivable. 

A sin that demanded a heavy price. 

If they failed again— 

“I’ll take everything they have and grind them into the dirt.” 

The time for playing by the rules was over. 

The legend once feared as the GREAT WOLF was about to remind everyone why they were afraid of the dark.
Whoosh-Whoosh-Whoosh-Whoosh-Whoosh!!

ALPHA

It was a rainy night. The moon was doing its best to stay hidden behind the clouds, and all I could hear was the constant drone of the rain hitting the windows. 

I was sitting in one of our private rooms at the Mitsugoshi Company, watching Gamma shuffle some papers.

"Alpha-sama, here’s the breakdown on the Great Commerce Alliance Notes currently in circulation. They’ve been flooding the market since day one, and it's already starting to wreck the Royal Capital’s economy," Gamma said, showing me a graph. Her indigo hair caught the light as she leaned forward, her deep blue eyes fixed on the data.

"This looks dangerous..." I muttered. 

I could feel the heat from the fireplace reflecting off my own hair. Honestly, the situation was grim. 

"I’m predicting they won’t last six months at this rate," Gamma added.

"I figured as much. They’re a real pain. Technically, they're enemies of the Mitsugoshi Company, not Shadow Garden, but the distinction is getting blurry."

"True," Gamma agreed. "We can’t exactly let the world know that Mitsugoshi and Shadow Garden are one and the same."

"Which means we can't do anything too flashy. I can’t just go in and crush them, even if it would be the easiest solution. Not that Delta would ever understand the nuance of economic warfare..."

"That dog? Just keep her occupied with some bandits. That’s about all she’s good for."

"I really wish she’d learn to use her head for something other than biting things."

"Not gonna happen. You’re better off just putting a collar on her and pulling."

I sighed and crossed my legs. "Half a year until the Alliance implodes. They have to know how much trouble they're in, which means they’re going to get desperate. They'll make a move soon."

"Yes. Regarding our response—"

A knock at the door cut her off. 

"Enter," I said.

Nu stepped in, her dark brown hair perfectly in place. "Pardon the interruption, but we have company. Intruders."

I leaned back. "Well, that was fast. They’ve made their move."

"A greeting, I assume," Gamma said, standing up with a look of pure confidence. "Please, leave this to me."

"Wait, you? Are you sure?" I asked. I mean, I love Gamma, but combat isn't exactly her... forte.

"Yes. I’ll show them exactly what we’re made of. Nu, let’s go."

"Understood," Nu replied.

They both bowed and left. I watched them go, feeling a pit of anxiety in my stomach. Nu is with her... surely it’ll be fine. Right? I nodded to myself, trying to believe my own lie.



FIRST LEAF

I moved through the dark corridor like a ghost. The rain outside was a godsend; it drowned out my footsteps perfectly.

I’m the leader of the Four Leaves—the man they call First Leaf. I’m a Master-class Spellsword, and tonight, I was here to do a job. My partners, Second and Third Leaf, were busy with sabotage and kidnapping, while I was tasked with the solo recovery of confidential documents.

I was heading deeper into the building when I saw a figure walking toward me. 

It was the President of the Mitsugoshi Company herself—the indigo-haired elf. 

Third Leaf was supposed to handle the kidnappings, but whatever, I thought. I decided to take her out myself. 

I was fast. Like, "blink-and-you-miss-it" fast. I closed the gap in total silence and delivered a precise knife-hand strike to the back of her neck. 

"Ouch!" 

"Wait, what?"

She didn't go down. Instead, she spun around and glared at me.

I scrambled backward, heart racing. I hit her perfectly. That strike should have reaped her consciousness instantly. How is she still standing?

"That actually hurt. You’ve got some nerve catching me off guard like that," she said, rubbing her neck with a fearless smirk. Despite her complaint, she looked like she’d taken zero damage.

"Since you’ve gone through all the trouble of breaking in, I’ll give you the welcome you deserve. I am Gamma. The one who will reap your life!!"

She summoned a Jet-black Blade out of thin air. Then, she flared her Magic Power and used Physical Reinforcement to bridge the gap between us.

She’s fast!!

Seriously, her raw speed was incredible. But as she got closer, I saw the truth.

This woman is a total amateur! She’s just fast!

Her movements were a disaster—clumsy, loud, and completely unrefined. 

"Whoosh!" 

She let out a weird little shout as she swung her sword. It was a terrible swing, full of wasted energy and telegraphing everything. 

But then I felt the pressure. What is this insane amount of Magic Power!?

Even if the swing was sloppy, it was packed with enough energy to vaporize a dozen Spellswords. If that blade so much as grazed me, I was dead. It was the ultimate amateur "swing and pray," but because it was so uncoordinated, it was actually hard to predict.

I dodged with a desperate, exaggerated leap.

"Dodging my blade? Impressive," Gamma said. "That fluid movement... you’re a practitioner of the Western Swordsmanship 'Lichtenlauer Style,' aren't you?"

"Wh-!?" 

She saw through my style in one glance? This woman had the observation skills of a god. Was she really an amateur, or was this some kind of high-level act?

"Now that I know your style, this is over. Here I come."

I braced myself, my skin crawling.

"Whoosh!!" 

She lunged again. It was blindingly fast, yet she was practically tripping over her own feet. The blow she unleashed was heavy enough to crack the world.

Wait... 

If I had to describe that attack, I'd say—it’s like she hasn't improved at all! She claimed to have seen through my style, but she was doing the exact same thing! 

I let my reflexes take over. My body moved on its own, and I drove my blade straight across her throat.

But.

"Ouch!"

"Are you kidding me!?"

There wasn't even a scratch. I knew for a fact I’d sliced her neck. Is she made of steel? What is wrong with this woman!?

"You... what are you...?" My voice was actually shaking.

"To think you could actually land a hit on me... you really are a master," Gamma said. "Fine. I’ll stop holding back."

She began pouring a ridiculous, wasteful amount of Magic Power into her sword. 

"Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!"

She launched into a flurry of attacks. She was moving at light speed, but her swings were so wide you could drive a carriage through them. I stayed back, barely dodging the onslaught.

"Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!!"

She kept coming, stumbling and flailing with terrifying speed. 

"What is with that Magic Power!? And that stupid shouting!?" I screamed, losing my cool.

"This is the teaching of my Great Master!! He told me to 'pour in tons of Magic Power and bash them!' Also, he said that saying 'Whoosh!' when I swing makes me look strong!! Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!!"

I’m going to die. I’m actually going to die to a lunatic. 

My legs got tangled as I tried to back away from the sheer pressure she was emitting. I tripped. A fatal opening.

I got him! I saw it in her eyes.
I'm dead! I knew it in my soul.

But reality had other plans.

"Pegya!?" 

Gamma tripped on absolutely nothing. She lost her balance so spectacularly that she went into a full-body tailspin, her momentum carrying her headfirst into the stone wall.

DOGOOO!!

The sound was deafening. Debris flew everywhere. 

"Ugh... not bad," Gamma said, emerging from the literal hole in the wall. She brushed off some dust, looking completely uninjured. 

I stood there, paralyzed with fear. What the hell is this thing?

"You took advantage of the opening in my swing, used a leg sweep to throw me off, and then utilized the principles of Aiki to redirect my momentum into the wall. Am I right?"

"N-No... you just fell down..."

"I won't be provoked by such cheap taunts."

I can't do this. I can't fight this woman. Is every Mitsugoshi executive this insane? I just needed to hold out until Second and Third Leaf arrived. If we ganged up on her, maybe—

Footsteps. Someone was behind me. 

Finally!

"You’re just in time, Second Leaf, Third—Wh-!?"

I froze. It wasn't my men. 

It was a girl with a faint, chilling smile and dark brown hair. She walked toward us with a rhythmic clack, clack, clack of her boots. In her hands, she was carrying two... things.

"By 'Second Leaf' and 'Third Leaf'... did you mean these?"

She tossed them toward me. They rolled across the floor and stopped at my feet. They were severed heads. They were still warm.

"No... Second... Third..." 

There was no mistake. My elite team had been slaughtered. And the girl who did it looked like a simple office clerk. I felt a cold, existential dread wash over me. This company wasn't just a business; it was something monstrous.

"Oh, Nu, you’re done already?" Gamma asked.

"I suppose so..." Nu replied, her voice trailing off.

"Be careful, though. This man is one of the world's greatest masters."

"Eh... really?" 

Nu looked at me. Her eyes were ninety percent skepticism and ten percent "I’m going to murder you." It was the most intimidating stare I’d ever felt. Are you really strong? Huh? her eyes seemed to ask.

My survival instinct screamed at me. I knew, with every fiber of my being, that I couldn't beat this dark-haired girl. I reflexively shook my head 'no.'

"...He’s denying it," Nu noted.

"Don't let him trick you! He’s a master of the Lichtenlauer Style who has reached the pinnacle of Aiki!"

"Is that so? Then by all means, let’s see it..." 

Nu drew her sword. 

Crap! 

I lunged at Gamma. If I had to choose between the confusing klutz and the literal dragon behind me, I was taking my chances with the klutz.

"Let's settle this! Whoosh!!" 

Gamma swung her sword. I had it perfectly timed. I stopped just outside her range, preparing to counter-attack the moment her momentum failed.

That was the plan.

"Pegya!?" 

...If only she hadn't tripped again.

"Wait, what?"

Gamma faceplanted, but as she fell, she accidentally let go of her sword. The blade began spinning at a ridiculous velocity, turning into a high-speed buzzsaw that sliced right through me. 

Vroom-vroom-vroom! The sword flew off into the distance as I collapsed, my body failing me.

"Ugh... I messed up again," Gamma groaned. She looked up and locked eyes with Nu, who was wearing a very complicated expression.

"S-Secret Technique: Desperate Great Cartwheel...!!" Gamma shouted, trying to save face.

"A-As expected of Gamma-sama!!" Nu replied, ever the loyal subordinate.

As I felt my consciousness being severed for good, all I could hear was the sound of Nu’s dry, pitying applause.
Something Stinks at Mitsugoshi

GETTAN

"So... you’re telling me the 'Four Leaves' haven't come back yet?"

I heard the report, crossed my arms, and did my best 'brooding boss' impression. I’d sent them to lead the Mitsugoshi Company Attack, and their failure to return was a pretty big hint that the whole operation had gone south.

First Leaf, Second Leaf, and Third Leaf were all supposedly decent Spellswords. Personally, I found their skills a bit lacking, but the general public usually lumped them into the Expert category. And yet, they were MIA.

According to Garter, it wasn't just them; not a single person from the Private Corps we sent with them had crawled back either. Not one soul.

I mean, I always make sure to station Contact Personnel in the rear just in case a mission fails. For even the guys whose entire job is to stay safe and report back to go missing? That’s practically a statistical impossibility. 

I’d expected them to have some high-end security, sure. You don't get a result like this unless you're packing multiple Experts on the payroll. But the weird part? We hadn't heard a single specific name. Not one famous mercenary or legendary blade.

It’s that "unease" again.

There was something unidentified—something just plain wrong—about the Mitsugoshi Company. Once you start pulling on a thread of doubt, the whole sweater of your reality starts unravelling.

Their products, their tech, their sheer creativity—it was all too "innovative." They were playing in so many different fields at once that, frankly, there was no way a mere company was dreaming all this up on their own.

That creativity, that technology, the way they just pivot and dominate... where is the source? 

I refused to believe a startup that’s only been around for a few years could pull this off. There had to be something else. Something massive was lurking in the shadows behind the Mitsugoshi Company. 

I felt a chill of genuine dread prickling beneath my rising anger.

"Lord Gettan, uh... some of the members within the Great Commerce Alliance are starting to grumble," Garter stammered. "They aren't happy that the Mitsugoshi Company hasn't collapsed yet."

"Silence them," I snapped.

"Y-yes, sir..."

"No, wait," I corrected. "Find out exactly where that dissatisfaction is coming from."

"The source of the dissatisfaction, sir?"

There might be a hidden agenda here. "And another thing... investigate the Mitsugoshi Company. Thoroughly."

"The Mitsugoshi Company? But sir, we already ran a background check on—"

"Do it again. I guarantee you there’s something going on behind the scenes."

"Y-yes, sir! Right away!"

Garter bowed and scurried out. I watched him go with my sightless eyes, the picture of a menacing antagonist. I reached up, tracing the scar over my eye with a finger.

"I will... crush them," I muttered to the empty room.

I didn't know what kind of monster was hiding behind that company, but I didn't care. I’m the 'Great Wolf' for a reason. Whatever they’re hiding, I’m going to smash it and take everything they own. 

After all, that’s how I’ve always played the game.
The Item in Question

Autumn came to a close, and the season shifted into winter.

I spent my time at the academy watching over the daily lives of the mobs while waiting for the Counterfeit Notes to be finished. While my peers spent their tedious days in blissful ignorance, I was busy treading the path toward becoming the Boss of the Great Secret Organization that Rules the World's Commerce. 

Ah, even these boring, everyday scenes looked brilliant to me now. 

Nobody would ever imagine that a member of the Mob Trio—formed by me, Hyoro, and Jaga—was actually a man of such immense power. I made sure to enjoy my Mob Life, occasionally muttering profound-sounding words to give them a few "hints."

"The wind is noisy... A great change is upon us..."

No one understood the meaning behind those words. But that was fine. Perhaps one day, a select few among them would learn the truth and remember. 

They would remember my—words.

"You. Come with me."

"Ow!"

I was currently in the middle of my Meaningful Mode when someone grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and began dragging me away. It was Alexia, her Silver Hair and red eyes flashing with irritation.

"Did you need something from a man as busy as myself?" I asked. I was too lazy to actually resist, so I just let myself be hauled along.

"I wanted you to see something, since you clearly have nothing but time."

"See what?"

"My sword."

And just like that, we arrived at a deserted dojo. It was a small, private practice hall tucked away at the edge of the academy grounds. I took a seat on the floor, and Alexia took a stance with a practice sword. 

Well, I guess I can just zone out and watch, I thought, keeping my eyes on her as she began to swing.

Then, it hit me. 

Wait, has she always been this strong?

Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since I’d last seen Alexia handle a blade. I’d always liked her swordplay. Well, only her swordplay. Whether she’d had a change of heart or simply finally "clicked" with her style, she was improving fast. That was usually how it went with these sudden growth spurts.

"I think it’s good," I told her as she swung the blade.

"I see." She stopped her movements.

"It’ll probably keep improving from here. Just an amateur’s opinion, though."

"Right. Thanks."

"Don't mention it."

Alexia looked away and wiped her sweat. "You told me once before that you liked my swordplay."

"Did I?"

"You did. So, I figured I’d show you where I’m at."

"I see."

"But it’s still not enough. I need more... I need power."

"Huh. Neat."

"Ask me 'Why?' already!" Alexia barked, glaring at me.

"I don't particularly want to kn—"

"I couldn't protect Senior Rose. The Oriana Kingdom is in chaos right now, and I’m sure she’s suffering. That’s why I need strength..."

"...I see."

Now that she mentions it, I wonder if Senior Rose actually managed to get away in the end? I hope she’s doing okay.

"Lately, even my sister has been depressed... things aren't going well. Behind the scenes of our daily lives, the world is constantly moving. If you stand still, you’ll be left behind in an instant..."

Indeed, I thought. Behind the scenes of this daily life, I am moving quite a lot.

"I don't want to be an outsider anymore. It’s strange... ever since I started moving of my own volition, it feels like time is passing so much faster."

"That’s just how it goes."

"Must be nice being as carefree as you. Well, thanks for today. I hope you get to stay carefree forever."

She let out a sigh as she spoke, and I made my exit from the dojo.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

By the time I left the dojo, the sun had already set. 

Winter nights were getting cold. I hurried back to the Dormitory, disguised myself as John Smith, and headed for a deserted location. There, I found a brown-eared Cat-kin. Her name was Natsu, and she was one of Yukime’s Executives.

"So, what's the business?" I asked, appearing suddenly behind her.

Natsu jumped, spinning around in a panic to stare at me with those feline eyes.

"J-John-sama! Please, don't scare me like that."

"I had no intention of scaring you..."

I just wanted to pull off that 'appearing out of nowhere' aesthetic, honestly.

"So? Your report?" I prompted. 

Natsu’s smile deepened, as if she had been waiting for me to ask. Yukime had two executives: Natsu and Kana. They were sisters, but they didn't actually look much alike. Natsu was a mature woman with brown ears, while Kana was a girl with black ears.

Natsu’s brown ears twitched as she spoke. 

"The item in question is complete."

"Is that so...?"

It’s finally here!

My heart hammered with excitement for the John Smith storyline that was about to truly begin.
The Power of a Super Elite Agent

We set up the counterfeit note factory in an underground facility tucked between the Royal Capital and the Lawless City.

Actually, I was the one who recommended this spot to Yukime. It was the same place where we all went on a Bandit Hunt back when my sister was kidnapped. I figured it was perfect for a secret base.

The plan was to ship the counterfeit notes from here to the Lawless City and then circulate them into the Royal Capital. That way, it would be nearly impossible to trace the source of the fake currency.

The facility I’d once infiltrated with the pint-sized versions of Alpha and the others had been completely transformed. Now, it was a bustling factory staffed by Yukime’s subordinates. 

I ignored the frantic pace of the employees as Natsu guided me toward the back of the building. She opened a beautifully renovated door, revealing a space that looked like a high-end executive suite.

"You’ve arrived, Master John..."

I took a seat on the sofa across from Yukime.

"I assume it’s finished," I said.

"See for yourself."

Wearing a seductive smile, Yukime opened a package sitting on the table. Inside were two stacks of bills. Each bundle appeared to contain a hundred 10,000 Zeny notes.

"Can you tell which one is the real thing?" she asked, her voice dripping with confidence.

I picked up both bundles and compared them.

Crap. I have absolutely no clue.

However, a Super Elite Agent was supposed to be able to spot even the slightest discrepancy. I focused my magically enhanced vision on the bills. I could see differences—the texture of the paper, the quality of the ink, the alignment of the print. They were subtle, but they were definitely there.

The problem, however... was that I didn’t actually remember what the original bills looked like!

In other words, I could see the differences, but I had no baseline to tell which was which.

What to do... what would a Super Elite Agent do?!

Usually, the lower-quality one is the fake, right?

I idly flipped through the bills with a practiced thumb, nodding with a meaningful smile to project an air of total mastery. 

Then, I made my move.

"The answer is beneath me..."

"What do you mean by that?" Yukime asked, her expression turning suspicious.

"Comparing the two, the paper quality of this bundle is somewhat coarse."

I held up the coarser stack. A flash of surprise crossed Yukime’s face.

"There’s also a difference in how the ink bleeds. The spread is much more pronounced on this one."

"――!" 

Her eyes went wide.

"And finally, the printing is slightly distorted. Right here."

"What!?"

Yukime snatched the bundle from my hand and scrutinized it. "I-it really is distorted... And I checked these so many times..."

"Is there any need for me to state the obvious?" I asked.

"No, there is no need. The one with the lower precision... is the genuine article."

Oh. So it was that one.

"You tried too hard to make a 'good' bill," I said, covering my tracks.

"...Should we start over?" she asked tentatively.

"No need. Aside from me, there aren't many people capable of seeing through the deception."

Better a swift mess than a slow masterpiece, as they say. Who cares about the details? Let’s just start dumping these things into the market.

"We are short on time, so let’s proceed. I really am no match for you, Master John," Yukime said with a resigned laugh. "Very well. We’ll begin circulation tomorrow. We’ll start small and gradually increase the volume."

"Fine."

"As the volume increases, people will come looking for the source. I’ll be counting on you to... handle them. However..." She trailed off, looking like she was struggling to find the right words.

"...Is something wrong?"

"I have just one request."

"Hoh?"

"If you find a man named Gettan... please do not kill him. Let him go."

"The reason?"

"The reason is..." Yukime looked down, choosing her words carefully before she began to speak in a low, nostalgic tone. "It’s a story from back when I had only a single tail. I lived alone with my mother in a small village of the Spirit Fox Tribe..."

She looked genuinely wistful as she stared at the floor.

"It was a peaceful village, far removed from conflict. My mother had three tails, and she supported us by hunting with her power. I used to help her butcher the prey she brought home. We weren't wealthy, but those were happy days. But those days didn't last. The day my mother went out to hunt, my village was..."

She stopped herself there and looked up.

"Let’s leave it at that for today. I’ll tell you the rest once we’ve become a bit... closer." She gave me a mischievous little wink.

"You have no intention of telling me, then?"

"Are you going to get closer to me?" she giggled. "I’m joking. That man stole everything from me. This time, it’s my turn to take everything from him. I want to kill him with my own hands, but only after I’ve stripped him of everything he holds dear."

She said all this with that same playful smile plastered on her face, her tone of voice never wavering.

"Revenge, is it? Very well."

Hell yeah. I’ll do the 'show off overwhelming power but intentionally let the guy go so he can come back for a rematch' play.

"Gettan is a Blind Beastkin with scars over both his eyes."

"Understood."

I stood up and turned my back to her.

"Do as you wish with your revenge. But do not let it consume you, lest you lose sight of your own path..."

I made sure to mutter that cool-sounding line just as I made my exit.
The One Who Noticed the Transitory

The counterfeit notes trickled into circulation exactly as planned—quietly, steadily.

I stood atop the Clock Tower in full John Smith Mode. As I gazed down at the night cityscape pulsing with an unprecedented economic boom, I looked right through it, seeing the secret organization's scheme lurking beneath the surface.

"In the end, it’s all just a passing dream..."

I let a meaningful smirk play on my lips.

I wonder who’ll be the first to catch wind of our little "plan"? To someone like John Smith, who already knows how the script ends, this fleeting interval is nothing but a bore.

I was zoning out and enjoying the night view when I spotted a lone carriage slipping out of the Royal Capital. I also caught sight of three dark figures tailing it from the shadows.

"I see... Just as I thought, they’re the first to notice..."

I leaped from the Clock Tower to pursue them.

I didn’t recognize the silhouettes of the three shadows, but one look at those slime bodysuits told me everything I needed to know. Figures—they were moving for the sake of the Mitsugoshi Company. Well, I had my own agenda to follow.

Oh, wait. I do recognize one of them. Glad to see she’s doing alright.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Number 664 kept her eyes on the carriage as it crept out of the capital under the cover of night. She glanced back, glaring at Number 666.

"Number 666, I am being dead serious—no acting on your own. Got it? I’m the Squad Leader, so you follow my orders."

"I understand."

"No, you clearly don’t, which is why I’m saying it! Even the other day, you just charged in by yourself... It worked out in the end, sure, but what is the rush?"

"It’s... nothing."

Number 666 looked down, her denial brief.

"There you go again, keeping it all inside. I can't know what's going through your head if you won't talk to me."

"Number 664, let’s just focus on the mission for now."

"Yes, fine, you’re right. Totally. But I’m only giving this warning because I want to focus on the mission without someone running off on their own!"

Number 664 looked away from Number 666 and let out a heavy sigh. Just then, she heard a yawn from behind her.

"Hey! Number 665, did you just yawn?"

Number 664 whipped around again, this time pinning Number 665 with a glare.

"Nope, wasn't meee."

"It was! I definitely heard it! You need to focus too, honestly. I already explained how important this mission is, didn't I?"

"Okaaaaay."

Ignoring Number 665’s listless reply, Number 664 turned her attention back to the carriage ahead.

Their objective this time was to locate the source of the Great Commerce Alliance’s counterfeit notes that had recently begun flooding the market. Gamma of the Seven Shadows had narrowed down the suspicious routes, and the carriage ahead was one of the primary leads.

The girls had been entrusted with the hit. It was a mission handed down directly from the Seven Shadows; failure wasn't an option. She understood why everyone was so tense.

And that was exactly why Number 664 was worried.

Number 666 was clearly impatient. Everyone acknowledged her combat prowess, and it was a known fact that this squad received high marks largely because of her. However, her tendency to act alone had become impossible to ignore lately.

Number 664 didn't know what was driving her, but at this rate, she was going to slip up eventually. And in their line of work, some mistakes were final. One wrong move meant losing your life...

Number 664 prayed for the mission to end safely and sharpened her focus.

But her prayer went unanswered.

"Down!"

Number 666’s shout came out of nowhere.

The girls reacted instantly, leaping into the air. But Number 666 was the only one who made it in time.

"Kya?!"

"Ugh!"

Number 664 and Number 665 were tripped by something and went down hard. As they scrambled to their feet after taking break-falls, they realized thin, thread-like strands were tangled around their legs.

"Is this... wire?"

"Looks like steel wire infused with magic power..." Number 665 answered.

The two sliced through the threads with their slime swords and braced for an attack. Ahead of them, Number 666 already had her blade drawn, glaring into the depths of the darkness.

They couldn't sense a presence at all.

Then, a man stepped out from the midnight gloom. He approached with the steady, rhythmic clack, clack of boots hitting hard earth.

He wore a sharp suit, his black hair slicked back. His face was obscured by a cold, expressionless mask. He appeared to be empty-handed, carrying no visible weapons.

But when the girls strained their eyes, they saw it—threads surrounding him, glinting in the moonlight. The wires drifted through the air with a life of their own, dancing in the void.

"Careful. He’s a steel wire user," Number 664 warned.

The three girls squared off against the man. Between the inorganic mask and the myriad of threads shimmering in the moonlight, the man's silhouette looked almost ethereal.

"You who have noticed the transitory—"

The man spoke in a flat, mechanical voice that betrayed no emotion.

"I am John Smith. You girls aren't ready for what lies beyond this point."

With those words, the steel wires fanned out across the night sky.
Stay Out of This

JOHN SMITH

I made sure my steel wires caught the moonlight just right. Aesthetics are everything in this business.

Relying on that faint glint, Number 664 barely managed to dodge the initial sweep.

Speed wasn't really the issue here. The real problem was the lack of visibility, the erratic patterns, and the sheer volume of threads she had to track.

I only have ten fingers, but I was currently manipulating several times that many steel wires. They swarmed her from every possible direction.

The angles and timing were particularly mean-spirited, if I do say so myself.

I predicted Number 664’s every move, placing threads to seal off her escape routes before she even chose them. I was funneling her, herding her exactly where I wanted.

The result—she couldn't get anywhere near me.

Wires have a much longer reach than a sword. If these girls wanted to land a hit, they had to close the distance, but they hadn't gained a single inch since the fight started.

Actually, they were losing ground.

In just a few seconds, I had achieved total Field Dominance.

I didn't even have to move.

I just stood there, wiggling my fingers, while three girls scrambled around like they were in a blender.

Honestly, they look like three puppets on my strings. Literally.

"Everyone, fall back!"

At Number 664’s command, the other two pulled back immediately, putting some distance between us and the Wire Range. Good call—staying in there was just a waste of energy.

Still, it’s not like they had a plan B.

The three of them traded looks and shook their heads.

Yeah, you figured it out. I'm strong.

Sure, the unfamiliar weapon was throwing them for a loop, but even factoring that in, my ability to control the flow of the battle was on a different level.

I was accurately manipulating dozens of wires, predicting their movements, and guiding them like children. That’s not a feat you pull off with just average talent.

I could see the gears turning in Number 664's head. She probably knew plenty of people stronger than her.

Number 666 was right there, after all. Then you’ve got the organization’s executives, the Numbers, and the Seven Shadows—those Highest Executives with their ridiculous, overwhelming power. All of them possessed far more raw power than her.

But me? I was a different breed of "strong" than what she was used to.

My strength didn't come from Magic Power, or muscle, or pure speed. It wasn't even about the technique itself.

Well, okay, my wire technique is pretty cracked. But that’s not the essence of it.

My real strength lies in—Field Dominance.

As a Squad Leader, Number 664 was probably the only one who could truly appreciate the craft. I could tell she realized I was viewing the entire fight from a bird’s-eye perspective, reading the flow and predicting the future.

She probably thinks I have some god-tier tactical brain.

"What's wrong... are you not coming?"

I didn't budge. I just stood there, looking down at the three of them from behind my mask. I made sure to radiate as much "I have everything under control" energy as possible.

Composure is key to the aesthetic.

The web I’d woven into the night sky had completely shut down their offense.

One wrong move and they’d be ensnared.

I could see 664 weighing the idea of a retreat.

Number 666 would probably throw a fit, but the leader would have to drag her away.

Just as she was making up her mind, I decided to end the suspense.

"If you aren't coming, then I shall go from my side—"

"Eh...!?"

I twitched my fingers.

In that same breath, Number 664 realized there was a razor-thin wire already looped around her neck.

Surprise. When did he get that there!?

Better yet, she thought she was safe outside my range.

"Who said the lengths of the wires were the same? Naturally, the thicknesses are also different..."

"No way—!"

She stared at the wire. It was so thin it was basically invisible. The wires she’d been dodging this whole time were just the ones I’d let her see.

"Could it be, from the very beginning..."

"Yes—from the very beginning..."

Man, I love that line. It makes me sound like I planned this for weeks.

Number 664’s face twisted in humiliation as I tightened the loop.

I let some Highly Compressed Magic Power hum through the thread. If I added even a fraction more strength, it would slice right through her.

"If you're going to kill me, do it quickly. I have no intention of telling you anything."

She glared at me. Number 665 and Number 666 were already snagged, too. She was ready for the end.

I applied a little more pressure to the wire around her neck.

Suddenly, Number 666 snapped.

She lunged forward.

She didn't try to be clever; she just tried to be faster than I could pull the thread.

"Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!"

Pure, unadulterated speed.

She charged straight at me.

"The correct move..."

But I didn't even flinch.

I just gave my right hand a casual tug.

"But who said the wire I set was only for the neck?"

Number 666 didn't just trip—she went airborne, her body jerking unnaturally as she was hoisted up like a marionette.

I’d already wrapped wires around all her limbs. And, obviously, the other two were in the same boat.

"Guh...! Kill us—!" Number 664 groaned.

She was totally immobilized. But I wasn't here to play executioner.

"Killing you is pointless. I kill one pawn, and another takes its place. Consider this a warning."

I kept my voice as cold and robotic as possible.

"Stay out of this—"

With one final word, I released the tension and let them go.

"Cough, cough!"

Number 666 glared at me between hacks.

Number 664 didn't hesitate—she lunged at her teammate, but only to pin her down.

"Stop it already! We're withdrawing."

"—!"

Number 666 looked at the ground, trembling with frustration.

John Smith... we have to tell Gamma-sama.

As long as I’m on the board, they’ll never find the source of the Counterfeit Notes. And they know that someone of my caliber implies the existence of a massive organization.

I walked away into the darkness, feeling Number 664’s eyes burning into my back.

Nailed it.
Black Jugg

After fending off those Mitsugoshi Company assassins, I went back to my usual routine: ordinary student by day, Shadow Agent by night.

Between keeping in touch with Yukime to help circulate the Counterfeit Notes and "retiring" anyone who tried to sniff out their source, I was kept fairly busy. Yukime mentioned that the sheer volume of fake bills was starting to raise eyebrows even within the Great Commerce Alliance.

However, since only the Mitsugoshi Company had actually caught on so far, my actual workload was pretty light. Even they seemed to have gone quiet, likely wary of making a move after I'd trounced their last squad.

In short, I was bored.

I wanted some of that cool, high-stakes agent action. 

I spent my days lurking in the shadows and guarding the Counterfeit Note carriages, waiting for something—anything—to happen. Finally, that day arrived.

As a carriage rattled down a moonlit road, I sensed a faint presence approaching silently.

An assassin.

And a damn good one, too. They’d erased their presence almost completely. In fact, I only knew one person capable of masking their Ki that effectively.

A familiar dark silhouette emerged from the shadows. 

It was a woman clad in a black bodysuit. She moved with supple, feline grace, her muscles rippling with hidden power. 

There was no mistaking her. It was Delta.

I see. Since those three goons got wrecked, they decided to deploy their heavy hitter. 

Unfortunately for her, she’d picked the wrong opponent. As a wire-user, John Smith’s combat style was the ultimate hard counter to "muscle-brains." I figured I’d just tie her up with some Hidden Steel Wire and call it a night. Then again, her instincts were unnervingly sharp; there was a non-zero chance she’d just dodge everything by sheer luck.

Actually, that was a very real possibility.

Wait. Is she actually my worst possible matchup?

Eh, whatever. If things got hairy, I’d just kick it into Serious Mode.

With that thought in mind, I stepped out in front of her.

"My name is John Smith. Beyond this point lies—"

"—Boss? What are you doing here?" Delta asked, her nose twitching as she sniffed the air. Her tail began to wag furiously, thumping against the ground.

"I-I am John Smith. I am not your 'Boss'—"

"Boss! You wanna go hunting with Delta?"

"...No hunting."

Crap. Busted immediately.

I’d even taken a bath and doused myself in perfume to mask my scent, but I’d clearly underestimated the power of the dog-nose.

I gave up, pulled off the mask, and revealed my face.

"Boss is John Smith?"

"Well, yeah. Something like that."

"Uuu... Delta can't beat John Smith. I have to tell Alpha-sama!"

"Wait a second!"

I lunged forward and grabbed Delta’s tail just as she prepared to bolt. Oops, I think I pulled a little fur out.

"Yipe! Not the tail!"

"Sorry, sorry. Now listen closely, Delta. I am currently on a Secret Secret Mission."

"A Secret Secret Mission?"

"That's right. A Secret Secret Mission is a secret and... well, secret mission that absolutely no one can know about."

"That sounds cool! Delta wants to do it too!"

"No, only I can handle this one. But if you tell Alpha about John Smith, the Secret Secret Mission will fail. Do you understand why?"

"I don't!"

"Because then it wouldn't be a secret anymore. So, you can’t tell a soul about this. Got it?"

"But... Delta still has her mission from Alpha-sama..."

Delta lowered her ears, looking at me with a conflicted expression.

"It's fine. I’ll give you a new mission. You remember the Shadow Garden Rule, right?"

"I don't!"

"The missions I give you take priority over everything else. Even over Alpha’s."

"Won't Alpha-sama be mad?"

"She won't."

Oh, she is definitely going to be pissed, I thought.

In the first place, Delta was currently working for the Mitsugoshi Company. Dragging up some trivial Shadow Garden Rule I’d made up years ago to override her current orders was technically a total dick move.

Sorry, Delta. I’ll apologize with you once this is all over.

"This, too, is for the sake of the world..."

"For the sake of the world...?"

"Yes. For the world."

"For the world!"

"Right. Sorry about this, Delta. Once the mission is over, I'll give you whatever you want as a reward."

"Anything!?" Delta’s eyes sparkled as her tail resumed its frantic wagging.

"Not anything. Within the scope of what I can realistically do, provided it’s not too much trouble and doesn't cost me any money, I will do my best to accommodate your request."

"Boss will do what I say!?"

"Within the parameters I just defined, yes."

"Yay! I'll do the mission!"

"Now, what should the mission be... Oh, I know. If you go straight from here, you'll hit the Lawless City. There’s a black tower there. A guy named Juggernaut lives in that tower, and he’s a very bad bandit. Go hunt him down."

"Lawless City... black tower... Juggernaut? Just hunt him?"

"Exactly."

"Understood! If I hunt him, Boss has to listen to me!"

"Within the scope I mentioned. There's no rush, so take your time and enjoy the trip."

"Lawless City! Black Jugg! I'm gonna go hunt!"

With that, Delta dashed off into the night.

The "Black Jugg"? I mean, close enough.

I'll take it. At least I managed to get her out of the Royal Capital. Delta can't act to save her life; if she’d tried to keep a secret, she would’ve folded in seconds. With the vague info I gave her, it should take her a while to find the guy. It’s perfect.

The Counterfeit Notes haven't fully saturated the market yet. It’s way too early for my secret identity to be exposed.

Now then, back to the grind.



"We’ve lost contact with Delta. She was pursuing John Smith, but her trail has gone cold."

"—!?"

Upon hearing Gamma’s report, Alpha dropped her pen. She stared at Gamma, stunned.

"We found this at the scene..."

Gamma held out a tuft of fur from Delta’s tail. It looked as though it had been violently torn away. Looking at it, a cold, sharp anger surged within Alpha.

Gamma’s eyes remained professional, but Alpha could see the suppressed rage burning in their depths.

"I see... So Delta..."

Alpha realized her voice sounded more fragile than she had intended, and she forced herself to remain calm.

She had prepared for this. She knew that, eventually, someone would fall. That day had finally come.

"I can't believe Delta would just abandon your mission, Alpha-sama. That girl... she was an idiot, sure, but she was strong. And she lived for your orders..."

"It’s alright. I know."

Alpha comforted Gamma, whose voice was beginning to tremble.

Because of her overwhelming combat prowess, Delta was always given the most dangerous assignments. Whenever there was a dirty job to be done in Shadow Garden, she was the one who did it. For Delta to go missing... it almost certainly meant she was dead.

It wasn't a certainty yet, but the hope was agonizingly slim.

"Continue the search. At the very least... bring her home."

"Yes, ma'am."

Alpha took the lock of hair from Gamma. She wrapped it carefully in a cloth and tucked it into her breast pocket.

She had already heard of John Smith’s lethality from Number 664. She should never have let Delta go alone. If there was a way to defeat someone as feral and powerful as Delta, it could only be through a cold, calculated trap.

"John Smith...!"

The name bubbled up from Alpha’s throat, low and heavy with venom.

Her teeth ground together with a sharp, audible click.
The Supreme Cipher

CID

The full moon hung in the crisp, cold air, looking like it belonged on a movie poster. 

It was on just such a winter night that Beta arrived to give me her Periodic Report. As usual, she breezed through the updates on Shadow Garden’s activities and moved on to the state of the Mitsugoshi Company. 

Normally, I just let her handle the business stuff. Mitsugoshi is basically just a side project for Shadow Garden, and there’s no reason for a mastermind like me to waste my precious time on corporate management. 

However, it seemed like the Mitsugoshi Company was currently in a bit of a tight spot.

I must have subconsciously picked up on the tension in the room. Usually, I just sit there nodding and throwing out a "Hmm" or a "I see" to look like I’m deep in thought, but this time, the vibe changed.

I straightened my posture, fished a notepad out of my pocket, and started scribbling notes while she talked. You know, for the aesthetic. 

And then, I went for the killing blow.

"I see. And then?"

Beta froze. "—!?"

She looked like she’d just seen a ghost. I guess I don't usually say much more than "Hmm" during these things, so me actually engaging with the plot must have been a shock.

"M-my apologies," she stammered, her words tripping over each other. "The amount of Counterfeit Notes in circulation is—"

As she continued, I could feel her staring at me with this intense, sparkling gaze. She looked... happy? 

Ah, she thinks I’m actually taking this seriously.

Look, I’m a busy guy. I’ve got an "Eminence in Shadow" persona to maintain, and I usually don't have time to micromanage their little roleplay sessions. My power and time are supposed to be reserved for "The Grand Purpose"—whatever that is this week.

But from her perspective, if I was getting involved, it meant this incident was a world-ending threat. 

The truth was, if these Counterfeit Notes kept flooding the market, the Mitsugoshi Company would be toast. Between that and the whole thing with Delta, the vibe in Shadow Garden had been pretty gloomy lately. But hey, if she thinks me scribbling on a notepad means the crisis is as good as solved, who am I to ruin the mood? 

Beta’s eyes were actually getting misty. Talk about dramatic.

"Since the total volume of currency has increased, we’ve begun to see price inflation. The rate of that increase is..."

"Wait, I don't quite get that part..." I muttered. 

"—!?"

She looked like I’d just told her the world was flat. 

Now, to be clear, when I said "I don't get it," I meant I literally didn't understand the economics. Compound interest and inflation rates were never my strong suit back in Japan. But because she thinks I’m a literal god, there was no way she’d take my words at face value. 

In her mind, I had just spotted a fatal flaw in her calculations. She probably thought I was judging her for making such a "rookie mistake."

"I-I will have the Research Laboratory redo the investigation and analysis immediately!"

Her face turned a bright, shameful red. She looked genuinely devastated that she’d failed me. 

"I still don't really get it, but whatever. I'll just write it down anyway," I said, trying to move things along. 

"Yes... My sincerest apologies."

And with that, the Periodic Report wrapped up. 

But apparently, she wasn't done. As I started to close my notepad, she hesitated, her expression turning heavy. 

"I have one more report for today."

"...Let’s hear it," I replied, doing my best "mysterious protagonist" voice. 

I looked at her with my bored, sleepy-looking eyes, and I could tell she thought I already knew what she was going to say. I mean, obviously. A mastermind always knows, right? 

But she felt she had to say it anyway. She had to report the "death" of a comrade. It’s like a trope or something—the heavy responsibility of the survivor.

"Delta, who was sent to pursue John Smith, has gone missing. Given the circumstances, her life is likely..."

Beta’s voice started to crack. She and Delta were close—well, as close as a "brainy type" and a "muscle-brain type" can be. I guess she saw Delta as a troublesome but cute younger sister.

"Delta, huh..." I tilted my head, thinking for a second.

"No, wait. Delta just went somewhere a bit far away," I said.

I meant she was literally far away, hunting Juggernaut in the Lawless City like I told her to. But Beta? She lost it. She couldn't hold back the tears anymore.

"I... I see. You're right. Delta has simply gone somewhere very far away..."

She was crying like a faucet. I guess she really appreciated my "clumsy kindness" or whatever poetic euphemism she thought I was using for "she’s dead and in heaven." 

"Right. As long as you understand, it’s not a problem," I said with a nod.

"John Smith is presumed to be a formidable opponent," Beta sniffled. "If it's possible, we would be honored if Master Shadow would assist us..."

"Sorry, I’ve got my own stuff to deal with." (Namely, being John Smith.)

"No, I should not have asked the impossible. Please forgive me."

She seemed to take it well. She probably figured I was already working on some grand master plan from the shadows. Which, technically, I was.

"Well then, I will take my leave... but before I go."

She was supposed to be heading to her next mission, but she kept eyeing my notepad. 

"Um, Master Shadow... about those notes..."

"These?"

"Yes. There is a rule that any Confidential Document must be immediately destroyed or encrypted..."

She was just checking, of course. She knew I was "way ahead of her."

I paused for a moment, then handed the notepad to her. 

"Try reading it."

"Th-this is...!" 

Her eyes nearly popped out of her head.

"Hiragana, Katakana, Kanji, Arabic Numerals, and the Roman Alphabet. It’s a Ciphertext I developed myself using five different languages."

In reality, it was just standard Japanese. But to someone in this world, it looked like the most complex gibberish ever conceived. 

"Y-you created this all by yourself, Master Shadow!?"

"Yeah."

I’d just been jotting down random thoughts in my native tongue, but to her, the mix of characters looked like a work of structured genius—complex yet orderly. She looked at me with pure, unadulterated worship.

"U-um, if it's not too much trouble, could you teach me this cipher?"

"Hmm... it’s still too early for you."

"I... I see..." Her shoulders slumped. 

"However..." I decided to give her a little treat. I scribbled a quick sentence on a scrap of paper, tore it out, and handed it to her.

"This is...?"

"If you can figure out what that means, I'll teach you the rest."

It was just a basic sentence using all five scripts. 

"Th-thank you so much!"

Beta tucked the scrap of paper into her cleavage like it was a holy relic. She was probably going to rush it straight to the Research Laboratory to have her "top cryptographers" lose their minds over it. 

Man, being a mastermind is easy.
It’s All Some Fool’s Fault

GETTAN

Ever since the Mitsugoshi Company wiped the Four Leaves off the map, I’d been keeping a very close eye on them. 

If the organization backing them didn't look like too much of a headache, I was planning on handling things personally. When it came to pure combat power and Ki, I was pretty damn sure I wouldn’t lose to anyone.

"So, you’re telling me there’s nothing behind them?" I growled. My voice dropped low enough to make the air in the room feel heavy.

"Y-yes, sir..." Garter squeaked. His voice was barely a whisper.

"Are you really trying to tell me they’re just a normal company? But I suppose if we’ve dug this deep and found nothing... that’s the only logical conclusion."

There were things that didn't feel right, sure. But no matter how much we looked, we couldn't find a shred of evidence. If the Mitsugoshi Company was clean, I had to treat them that way.

"Fine. Then it’s time to take the gloves off. We’re going to crush the Mitsugoshi Company."

I felt the corners of my mouth curl up into a smirk. Finally, this Commerce War was coming to an end, and my goal was finally within reach. 

At least, that’s how it was supposed to go.

"U-um..." Garter opened his mouth, looking absolutely terrified. "L-lately, prices have been sky-rocketing..."

"We expected inflation, didn't we?"

"No, sir. It’s happening way faster than we projected. And, well, when we looked into the cause..."

"What is it?"

"Counterfeit Notes have been discovered."

"Come again?" 

My voice wasn’t even that loud, yet it seemed to shake the very walls of the room.

"C-Counterfeit Notes, sir! A massive amount of them have been found!"

I ground my teeth together with a sickening creak. 

"Define 'massive.' How many are we talking about?"

"W-we’re still investigating, but... well, it’s a lot, sir. A whole lot."

"Don't screw with me! How did you fail to notice a massive influx of Counterfeit Notes?!"

"Hiee! P-please, forgive me!" Garter was trembling like a leaf as I turned my murderous gaze on him. "T-the quality is incredible! They’re almost indistinguishable from the real thing. Whoever made them probably leaked them into circulation bit by bit to test the waters..."

"Shut up! A massive amount of fake currency is out there?! Do you even realize what Counterfeit Notes will cause?!"

The Collapse of Credit. And then, a Bank Run.

The absolute worst-case scenario started playing out in my head.

"Find the source! Now! If you don't find them, I’m going to personally harvest your head!"

"Y-yes, sir!"

"The Mitsugoshi Company is going on the back burner...!"

With the economy about to implode, I didn't have the luxury of messing with Mitsugoshi anymore. But then, a thought struck me. 

Could it be? Is the Mitsugoshi Company the source of the Counterfeit Notes?

I dismissed the thought immediately. If the credit of the Great Commerce Alliance collapsed, Mitsugoshi’s reputation would be called into question right along with it. 

Sure, we’d fall first, but they’d be right behind us. There was no difference between falling now or falling later—in the end, we’d both go down together.

"Counterfeit Notes... I don’t care what fool thinks they can lay a hand on the Great Commerce Alliance. I’m going to tear them limb from limb!"

"Hie...!"

"Find them! Immediately! You got that?! If you understand, then get your ass moving already!!"

"Y-yessir!"

Garter took one look at my demon-like face and scrambled out of the room as fast as his legs could carry him.
Farewell, John Smith

JOHN SMITH

The Great Commerce Alliance had officially entered full-blown panic mode. They were throwing every warm body they had into a frantic hunt for the source of those Counterfeit Notes, but they were way too late. All they really accomplished was making a massive scene and signaling to the world that something was very, very wrong. 

The news wasn't public yet, but anyone with two brain cells to rub together could tell the economy was about to tank. Doubt was starting to cloud the faces of people holding those useless scraps of paper. Time was up. The big collapse was basically standing on their doorstep, ready to kick the door in.

"Halt! This carriage is under inspection!"

It was the middle of the night on a road leading out of the Royal Capital. A pack of goons had blocked my path. They were private muscle for the Garter Company, stopping every suspicious-looking wagon they could find. They didn't have any legal authority to do this, obviously, but when you're backed by the Great Commerce Alliance, people tend to just shut up and obey.

I had my driver stop. I’m a professional, after all.

One of the Garter Company thugs reached for the carriage cover with all the grace of a drunken ogre.

"I’d stop if I were you..." I said.

"Huh?" The guy paused, squinting into the shadows.

"You’ll only end up regretting it," I added, keeping my voice low and mysterious. I was really nailing the brooding elite-agent vibe.

"Pfft. Whatever." 

He snorted at my perfectly executed warning and yanked the cover open. His eyes went wide the second he saw the mountains of Gold Coins inside. It was the last thing he ever saw, mostly because that’s when his head left his body.

"Wh—!?"

"I told you," I sighed. "You’d regret it."

He hit the dirt in a spray of gore. I stepped out of the shadows, looking sharp in my Black Suit and mask. 

"Y-you! Who the hell are you!?" the other thugs screamed, drawing their swords.

"I am John Smith. Save your regrets for the afterlife."

"What—!?"

A few strands of Steel Wire shimmered in the moonlight, though none of these extras were fast enough to actually see them. They didn't know a thing. They didn't even realize they were dead until their heads were already mid-air.

A Rain of Blood splattered across the road as the carriage started rolling again. I let it gain speed, standing alone amidst a pile of headless corpses. I flexed my fingers, dancing them through the air like I was playing a masterpiece on a phantom piano, retracting the invisible wires. 

Then, I sensed a presence.

"I know you're there..." I said to the empty air. I love that line. It never gets old.

I lashed out with my Steel Wire, slicing through the darkness. Something moved—fast.

A woman stepped out of the shadows. She was wearing a black bodysuit that looked more like a designer dress than combat gear. A mask hid her face, but those piercing Blue Eyes were unmistakable.

"A pleasure to meet you, John Smith," she said. Her voice was like a silver bell—elegant, calm, and way too composed. She gave me a polite bow, her Platinum Hair shimmering under the moon.

"And also... goodbye."

In a blur of motion, her Jet-black Blade whistled through the air, aimed right for my throat.
His Back

JOHN SMITH

Alpha’s blade whipped through the air, but she didn't feel a single thing. 

"—An afterimage," I said, making sure to sound as mysterious as possible.

I was standing right behind her, totally unscathed. At the sound of my voice, Alpha turned around with more composure than I expected. She leveled a cold, sharp glare at me and raised her sword. Honestly, she didn't look shaken at all. 

Man, she’s good. I guess she’s already figured out I’m the powerhouse who ‘disposed’ of Delta, so she probably came prepared for this level of play.

I gave my fingers a little twitch, sending those invisible Steel Wires dancing through the darkness. It was the same move Number 664 had seen and reported on earlier. Alpha was calm, though. She used Foresight to track the wires, looking for the one real threat hidden among the decoys.

Clang.

A tiny sound echoed as she severed one of the thin wires mid-air.

"Mixing the real attack in with a bunch of decoys... I'm already onto that trick," she said.

"Oh...?" I replied, playing along.

"Is that the end of your parlor tricks?"

Then, Alpha moved.

She closed the distance in a literal blink, swinging her Jet-black Blade at my neck. It was a perfect strike—the kind of timing that makes evasion impossible for ninety-nine percent of the population. 

But I’m in that one percent.

I just tilted my head a fraction of an inch, dodging it with the absolute bare minimum of effort.

"—!" 

Alpha’s follow-up attack stuttered. She’d clearly planned to keep the pressure on if I dodged, but she just... stopped. Instead, my Steel Wires went back to work. Alpha kept up her Foresight, batting my wires aside and finding a gap in my rhythm to launch a counter.

It was a fast, sharp, top-tier slash. There was no way I should have been able to dodge it.

"Eh...?"

For the first time, a note of genuine confusion leaked into her voice. 

I’d just pulled off a perfect dodge again. I’d let the blade get right up to my skin before sliding out of the way with a movement so small it was practically telepathic. It was a transcendent bit of technique, if I do say so myself.

Alpha backed off, putting a massive amount of distance between us and effectively ending the skirmish for a moment.

"No way... could you be...?" she muttered.

Then, she reached up and pulled off her mask. Beneath it was that beautiful elven face I knew so well.

"—Shadow?"

She looked like she’d already made up her mind. I held her gaze for a beat, then sighed and took off my own mask. 

"I’ve cast that name aside..." I said.

Cid’s face—my face—was now fully visible. Even though she’d clearly suspected it, she still looked like she’d been hit by a truck.

"No... but why? What do you mean you 'cast aside' your name...?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. Right now, I’m John Smith. Nothing more, nothing less."

"Why would you become John Smith? There has to be a reason! Tell me why!" 

She sounded like she was desperate for anything to make sense of this.

"Because this was the best way," I told her. It was the truth—mostly because it was the coolest way to handle my secret plan.

"That doesn't explain anything! Tell me the truth!"

"Sorry, but I don't feel like talking anymore."

"Wait, what about Delta?! What happened to her?! Why did you... to her!!"

"Delta had to go somewhere far away. I can’t tell you anything more than that."

"I’m telling you, I don't understand!!" she screamed.

Her voice was full of grief as she swung her sword through the dark. Her Magic Power was absolutely massive, literally shaking the air and kicking up a gale around us.

"You’re always like this! I never know what’s going on because you won't explain it! Are we really that unreliable? I know you have some master plan, but we’re doing our best here, too..." Her voice started to trail off, getting smaller and smaller. "Hey... are we just... not necessary to you anymore?"

She looked like she was about to break down and cry.

"Sorry. I’ve got things I need to do."

Alpha looked down, her knuckles white as she gripped her blade.

"...Fine. I guess you don't know how much stronger I've gotten."

Suddenly, her Magic Power started swirling like a hurricane, all of it converging right onto her.

"I’m not going to be a burden forever. If you won't talk... then I’ll just have to beat the answers out of you."

And just like that—Alpha vanished.

Okay, I’ll admit it. For the first time tonight, I was actually surprised. The Magic Power, her Jet-black Blade, her entire presence—it was all just... gone. Not a trace left.

All that remained was a weird Red Mist.

A second later, Alpha materialized out of the mist behind me and swung. Only this time, she was wielding a Red-black Blade.

I spun around, trying to pull my usual minimal-effort dodge. You know, for style points.

"—!?"

A sting. A single red line appeared on my cheek.

The Red-black Blade had extended without any warning whatsoever.

"I mixed my blood with slime to boost the strength and control of this blade," Alpha said, looking pretty proud of herself. "I can change its shape even more freely than regular slime without losing any durability. It’s a new possibility for those with Possession, thanks to Eta’s research. Surprised?"

I nodded honestly. "Actually, yeah. Possession is pretty wild, huh?"

"Does that mean you're ready to talk?"

"Nah, not really."

Alpha’s eyes went sharp. "Fine. Then I'm going all out."

She vanished again, and the Red Mist grew thicker. Her attacks and her reappearances were happening almost at the exact same time. She shredded my suit. I felt a little bit of blood start to soak into my white shirt.

Every time I tried to counter with my wires, she was already gone, dissolved back into that mist. Then, bam, another slash from behind. She was moving crazy fast, ignoring distance entirely and evading my counter-attacks like she was playing with cheat codes.

Gone. There. 

There. Gone.

Red slashes were coming at me from every single direction. My suit was getting turned into ribbons. I was using my Steel Wires to block anything fatal, but honestly, this was a bad matchup. My wires are great for keeping distance, but Alpha was just ignoring the concept of 'distance' altogether. 

All I could do was try to predict where she’d show up and set a few traps.

"—!" 

Another cut. My suit was looking worse for wear. It felt like the Red Mist was acting as a sensor for her, because she was dodging my traps like she could see them perfectly.

It really looked like John Smith was out of options.

"So? Ready to talk yet?" her voice echoed from somewhere inside the mist.

"Not even a little bit. That was a fun parlor trick, though." I couldn't help but sound a bit amused.

"A parlor trick...?" She sounded genuinely ticked off.

"I mean, if we fought normally, it’d be a huge pain," I explained. "But when you think about it, mist doesn't really have any mass. Which means..."

I pulled out a long—like, ridiculously, comically long—Jet-black Blade.

"—If I just blow it all away, you're basically stuck."

I swung that massive blade in a huge arc, creating a localized hurricane.

"—!"

The mist was instantly deleted, and Alpha went tumbling out into the open.

"Bingo. If you’d stayed in mist form, you might’ve been blown straight into the stratosphere."

I looked up. Even the clouds above us had been cleared away. Alpha tried to take a stance, but I didn't give her the chance. I hit her with a merciless follow-up. Her Red-black Blade was sent flying, and my Jet-black Blade swept right through her.

"You've definitely gotten stronger," I muttered.

The impact was huge. She hit the ground, her consciousness clearly slipping.

"Don't worry. I hit you with the back of the blade."

I started walking away, the sound of my footsteps the only thing left in the silence. In her fading awareness, she reached out a hand toward me.

"W-Wait..."

I didn't stop. Step by step, I walked away from her. 

She’d spent all this time chasing my back. She’d thought she’d finally reached me. 

So why...?

"Please... don't leave me behind..."

But her voice didn't reach me.
Finally, the Day Has Come!

Finally, the big day had arrived.

I was standing in the Underground Facility where we’d set up the Counterfeit Note Factory. The machines were silent now, and the few remaining workers were busy packing up the last of the gear.

The factory had officially fulfilled its purpose.

"John-han, please, have a look at this," Yukime said.

Still in my John Smith persona, I followed her lead and swung open a heavy iron door. Inside, I was greeted by mountains of Gold Coins stacked all the way to the ceiling.

"Splendid..." I breathed.

"We’ve finished laundering most of the Counterfeit Notes. This should be more than enough," she explained.

We were in the deepest part of the basement. This used to be the jail cell where my sister was held, but I’d had it renovated into a massive vault. Looking at that glittering, infinite sea of gold really hit me in the feels.

The best part? No one had discovered this factory yet.

The Great Commerce Alliance and the Mitsugoshi Company both seemed to have tracked us as far as the Lawless City, but I’d been playing hooky from school to stand guard day and night. I’d successfully scrubbed any trail leading from the Lawless City to this facility.

The Mitsugoshi girls had been working hard, sure. But they’d overreached and made an enemy out of the Great Commerce Alliance. Against a bunch of grizzly, battle-hardened merchant vets, the girls didn't stand a chance. For all their "cheat knowledge," they weren't even in the same league when it came to a real-world scrap.

So, I figured, I’ll just have to become the Boss of the Great Secret Organization that Rules the World's Commerce.

The plan was simple: the Mitsugoshi Company would be absorbed into my newly minted J&Y Company, and I’d finally become a true The Eminence in Shadow. The girls might hate me for it, but I was willing to take the heat.

That, after all, is the path of The Eminence in Shadow...

"All that’s left is to exchange the genuine currency we’ve prepared at the Great Commerce Alliance, and then it’s game over," Yukime continued. "The Alliance doesn't have the liquidity to cover this much paper. It will be the spark that ignites their credit collapse."

While she’d been circulating the fakes, she’d also been quietly hoovering up real bills. Dumping those real bills back onto the Great Commerce Alliance for exchange would be the killing blow. They had almost no reserves left. Once that became public knowledge, a Bank Run would start, and the whole Alliance would come crashing down.

The Bank Run would inevitably spread to the Mitsugoshi Company, too. When the Alliance fell, people would naturally panic and think, Is the Mitsugoshi Company actually safe?

And then, we’d swoop in with this massive pile of cash, buy up their assets for pennies on the dollar, and establish the J&Y Company.

At least, that was Yukime’s plan as I understood it. The specifics might have been a bit different, but I was pretty sure that was the gist of it. Probably.

"Indeed," I said, sounding wise. "Since the total amount of currency in circulation has increased, inflation has already begun. The rate of increase is..."

I casually rattled off some stats from Beta’s reports, making sure to show off my "god-tier" information-gathering and expertise.

"John-han... you’ve looked into it that deeply?" Yukime gasped.

"Naturally."

"Joining forces with you was truly the right choice. This plan never would have succeeded without you."

"It wasn't just my doing. Your contribution was significant as well, Yukime."

"You flatter me," she said, giving me a bright smile.

We shared a handshake, though I can't remember who reached out first.

"Well then, let us move on to the final task. John-han, I need you to continue guarding the route between the Lawless City and this facility."

"Understood."

"Meanwhile, I shall head out to exchange these bills at the Great Commerce Alliance."

"...Wait, what?"

Her words gave me pause.

Yukime’s front for the Alliance was the Snow Fox Company. Her executives, Natsu and Kana, were the ones attending the meetings as representatives. As far as I knew, Yukime hadn't shown her face in public once during this whole operation.

I mean, the whole point was that she was going to be the Boss of the Great Secret Organization that Rules the World's Commerce with me. We weren't supposed to be out in the spotlight.

"Is it really necessary for you to go yourself?" I asked.

Sure, we couldn't send Natsu or Kana, but she could have just sent some random henchman. Since Yukime was supposed to be a The Eminence in Shadow too, she needed to stay in the wings.

"It is... important that I be the one to go."

She averted her eyes and smiled a little sadly.

Oh. I get it. Well, everyone’s got their own "aesthetic" when it comes to how they handle things.

"I’d like to think we’ve become quite close, John-han—assuming it isn't just my own unrequited love. Would you mind... listening to a story from my past?"

And so, Yukime began to tell her tale.

"I told you once before about how I lived with my mother when I was small. This is what happened after. While my mother was out hunting, our village was raided by a hostile tribe. My mother was a Three Tails, but the rest of the villagers had no real power to fight back. They were slaughtered or scattered. I hid under my bed, shivering. It wasn't long before the door was kicked in and men burst into my room.

"They dragged me out from under the bed. The way they looked at me... it was disgusting. I thought my life was over. But then, a man leaped through the window and cut them down. He was a reinforcement from the Great Wolf Tribe, our allies. He was a beautiful youth with glossy black ears and a matching tail. 

"His name was Gettan. He smiled and hugged me, telling me everything would be okay. I was fourteen then, and he was seventeen..."

Yukime’s eyes, clear as mountain water, seemed to drift back to those distant days.



Meeting Gettan was Yukime’s first love.

Following the raid, her village began to rebuild with the help of the Great Wolf Tribe. This was shortly after the fall of the Great Hero Shiva, and the Land of the Beastkin was a chaotic mess of warring states. Every powerful tribe was busy invading their neighbors, desperate for the strength to produce the next Great Hero.

In that environment, it was only natural to seek stronger alliances.

Yukime, as the village's only daughter of the Spirit Fox Tribe with Three Tails, and Gettan, the son of the Great Wolf Tribe’s chief, were chosen as betrothal partners. Yukime had idolized him since he saved her, so she accepted happily. Her mother approved of the boy, and Gettan seemed to return the young, beautiful Yukime's feelings.

They were engaged with everyone's blessing, but the wedding wouldn't be official until Yukime turned fifteen and reached adulthood. Until then, they couldn't live together. They stayed in their respective villages, but Gettan would visit her several times a month. They both cherished every second of that time.

It was the happiest period of Yukime’s life. She spent her days dreaming of her wedding, wishing that the peace would last forever.

But peace is a fragile thing. 

A massive conflict broke out between neighboring tribes, and both the Spirit Fox Tribe and the Great Wolf Tribe were dragged into the meat grinder.
**YUKIME AND GETTAN**

Yukime and her people were backed into a corner, forced to choose between two warring Great Tribes. 

If they sided with one, they’d be drafted as cannon fodder. If they opposed the other, they’d be wiped off the map. It was a classic "no-win" scenario. The Spirit Fox Tribe and the Great Wolf Tribe sat down to talk it out and eventually came up with a brilliant solution: 

They’d side with nobody. 

It was an idealistic, fence-sitting pile of nonsense that took them until the final hour to decide on. They clearly didn't understand that "neutrality" is just another word for "target" in a heartless era of war.

The Great Wolf Tribe had the muscle. 
The Spirit Fox Tribe had the brains. 
They actually thought that by holding hands and singing songs of friendship, they could survive the meat grinder.

Reality, however, wasn't feeling particularly sentimental. 

The Village of the Spirit Fox and Great Wolf Tribes was erased in a single night. 

The place was painted red and reduced to ash. Gettan—the guy known as the Strongest Warrior of the Great Wolf Tribe—fought like a demon, but in the end, the best he could do was tuck tail and run with his one and only fiancée in tow. 

As the sun crawled over the horizon, the two of them just stood there, staring blankly at the charred remains of their home.

"If only I... had more power..." Gettan groaned.

"You did your best," Yukime said, leaning into her wounded, moping fiancé.

"If I had the strength, they wouldn't have taken everything from us!"

"It’s not your fault, Gettan."

"Shut up! Just shut up!" 

Gettan’s roar made Yukime flatten her fox ears and tremble. 

"...Sorry," he muttered.

"It's okay..." 

Gettan stared at the ground, his voice dropping to a low crawl. "I was the one who pitched the idea to everyone. I told them that with this power, we could make it through the war without picking a side..."

"This power...?"

"This." 

Gettan pulled out a pill. It was a Red Pill, the color of fresh blood. 

"It’s a source of pure strength. If we’d taken these, we would’ve been unstoppable. But they refused. They wanted to hold hands and skip through the battlefield without 'relying on drugs.' Idiots. I should’ve just killed them all myself..."

Yukime took a step back. Gettan was chuckling to himself now, and it wasn't the "ha-ha" kind of funny.

"Gettan...?"

"Hey, Yukime. I’m the one who killed your mother."

"Wh... what are you talking about?"

Yukime’s Mother had vanished as soon as the Great Tribe attacked. Yukime had been holding onto this faint hope that she was still out there somewhere. 

"That woman’s nagging ruined everything. My whole plan fell apart because of her. If we’d just taken the pills and accepted the protection of The Cult, we’d be living the high life right now."

"The Cult...? Gettan, stop. I’m not smart enough for this... you’re just joking, right?"

"Does this sound like a joke? I hacked her head off from behind! Everything would have been fine if it wasn't for her—!"

"Gettan, you’re lying. Tell me you’re lying..." 

Yukime backed away again.

"I had to do it. It was the only way to protect you and the village!"

"N-no... stay away from me!"

"Why are you looking at me like that? Come on, it’s time for some revenge." 

Gettan held the Red Pill out to her like it was some kind of prize. 

"You’re taking this, too. You want to stop people from robbing you? Then you start robbing them. Get some power and go slaughter the bastards who did this! It’s a rob-or-be-robed world, Yukime!"

"No! Get away!!" 

She finally turned and bolted.

"Are you rejecting me too?!" 

I felt a phantom pain in my own back just imagining the impact. Gettan’s sword caught her right between the shoulder blades. She hit the dirt face-first, blood soaking through her clothes.

"Don't you dare refuse this power."

"G-Gettan... why...?"

"Don't be afraid of revenge. If you don't take, you'll be taken from."

"Stop... please stop..."

"Still stubborn, are we?!" 

Gettan didn't stop. As Yukime tried to crawl away, he swung his sword down again and again. He wasn't trying to kill her quickly; he was just shredding her back. He stepped on her spine, leaning down to whisper in her ear while she gasped in agony.

"Come on, Yukime. Just swallow the pill. Let’s go get our revenge together."

"...No."

That was her final stand—a single word of defiance before the pain finally dragged her into the black.

When she woke up, it was night. 

Her back felt like it had been through a woodchipper, but the bleeding had stopped. Gettan was gone. Curiously, her clothes were drenched in a massive amount of blood that definitely wasn't hers—she could tell by the scent. It wasn't there when she’d blacked out. 

Wincing with every move, Yukime forced herself up and limped back to the village to find her mother.

She found her, alright. Her mother’s head had been severed, and her eyes were still frozen in a look of pure shock. Those fluffy Three Tails Yukime loved so much were nothing but charred tufts of fur.

"Mother...!" 

Her mother was dead. Her friends, her neighbors—all gone. The village was ash, the money was looted, and her beloved fiancé was now her worst enemy.

"Ugh... uuh..."

She stood there crying, burning the image of her dead mother and her ruined home into her memory. She bit her lip so hard it bled. She had nothing left now—nothing but the burning need to destroy the man who took it all.

But a fourteen-year-old girl with no money, no power, and no family doesn't exactly have many career options. She survived as a prostitute on the battlefields, drifting from one war zone to the next. 

By seventeen, she’d sold herself to a high-class brothel and clawed her way to the top. Once she had the money, she went after the power. 

She’d been robbed of everything once. Now, she was going to make sure her enemy felt exactly how that felt.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

By the time Yukime finished her story, her eyes had gone soft again. Total pro.

"I’ve lived for nothing but revenge. You probably realized that already, John-han. You knew I didn't actually care about the alliance or the money. My only goal is to strip Gettan of everything he has. His wealth, his status, his life... I want to tear down everything he’s built. I needed the alliance's resources—and your strength—to do it. I’m sorry for deceiving you. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me."

"Hmm..." 

I mean, yeah, obviously. Revenge backstories are a dime a dozen in this trope-filled world. I totally knew. Definitely wasn't just here for the gold.

"Now that the moment is finally here, I’ve actually started thinking about what comes next. Maybe you and I could get... even closer, John-han?" 

She gave me a mischievous little smile. 

"Well, it’s time I go settle the score with Gettan. Believe in me, okay? Just wait right here for my return."

She smiled one last time and stood up.

"Good luck. I’m about ready to make my move, too," I said, keeping the John Smith persona cool and detached.

"Then let me walk you to the exit..." 

And so, John Smith and Yukime stepped out of the room together. Time to get this show on the road.
The Rumor of Counterfeit Notes

GETTAN

The warm winter sun was streaming deep into the room. It was a perfectly pleasant, clear afternoon—at least until I started screaming my head off inside the Garter Company Headquarters.

“How the hell haven't you found the source of these fake bills yet!?”

I slammed my fist onto the desk, looming over Garter. He was the official president of this company, but right now he was just a pathetic heap of a man trembling before me.

“W-well, sir... we’ve tracked them as far as the Lawless City. But investigating that place is suicide. My men keep disappearing one after another...”

Garter muttered his excuses, barely audible. 

The world thinks Garter runs this show, but I’m the one actually pulling the strings. I needed a mountain of capital to climb the ranks within the Cult, but being a famous beastkin makes it hard to do business in the light. Too much risk.

So, I built the Garter Company. Garter is the face of the Great Commerce Alliance, but I’m the shadow standing right behind him.

“Do you have any idea how little time we have left!? The rumors are already tearing through the Royal Capital!”

“Y-yes, about that... the number of people trying to trade their paper for hard cash is already skyrocketing...”

“What? It shouldn’t be happening this fast!”

“A massive exchange hit us this morning and things just snowballed! Now the other presidents in the Commerce Alliance are complaining that the plan has changed... they’re even asking if we can just lock the vaults and stop the exchanges entirely...”

“Those idiots! Shut them up now! If we do that, the rumors will go nuclear. We’ll have the entire city rioting at our front door!”

“B-but sir, we don’t have enough gold to keep this up...!”

“I know that!!”

I hammered the desk again.

“Eek—!”

The thick wood shattered into splinters, and a stray shard sliced across Garter’s face. I bared my canines, glaring out at the world with eyes that saw nothing but darkness.

“...You said a massive exchange happened this morning, right?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

“It’s too fast. Someone is stirring the pot. Whoever it is, they’re definitely the ones behind the counterfeits. Find them. Now.”

“Y-yessir!”

Garter scrambled out of the room. I reached up and covered my face.

My eyes were throbbing—a sharp, stinging pain, as if my lost eyeballs were still sitting in their sockets. Whenever this happens, it’s a sign that the past is coming back to haunt me.

It couldn’t be... no, that’s impossible.

I stood there for a long time, hand over my face, digging through memories I’d rather stay buried.



ALEXIA

Exhaling puffs of white mist, I sprinted through the streets of the Royal Capital.

Even I’d heard the talk about the counterfeit notes. It was all anyone was chatting about.

The Mitsugoshi Company and the Great Commerce Alliance had kicked off a corporate war that sparked an unprecedented economic boom, but now something dark was lurking beneath the surface.

I’d skipped school today to do a little investigating of my own. I quickly found out that some whale had dumped a massive amount of paper bills at the Great Commerce Alliance this morning. Now, the rumor that the Alliance was going belly-up was spreading like wildfire.

The stories were getting wilder by the second, and I could see the panic in the eyes of the people rushing toward the Alliance offices.

Something bad was coming. Something big.

I needed to talk to my sister, so I hauled ass toward the Royal Castle. 

I found Iris in the dojo out back. Lately, it felt like she lived there.

“Sister, we need to talk!” I shouted.

Iris was holding a practice sword. She didn't look happy to see me; she just glared with those red eyes of hers.

“Alexia, I am training.”

“Forget that! The Capital is falling apart—!”

“Alexia! I said I am training!”

“Sister...”

I flinched, looking down. Her intensity was suffocating.

“You understand, don't you? I have to be stronger. I can’t afford to lose again. Never again...”

Ever since Shadow wiped the floor with her at the Bushin Festival, she’d been sliding down this slope. The weight of everyone's disappointment and the sting of her first real failure had changed her.

She was obsessed with strength. So obsessed that she’d gone blind to everything else.

Even the members of the Crimson Order—the people who practically worshipped her—were starting to whisper. I get it; they followed her because she was strong, but that wasn't the only reason.

There was supposed to be something more important than just power...

“I get where you’re coming from. I really do. But please, just listen to me for a second.”

“...Fine. Speak.”

Iris lowered her sword, though she didn’t stop glaring.

“The Mitsugoshi Company and the Commerce Alliance are at each other's throats. They’ve been issuing these paper bills, and now—”

I laid it all out for her—the chaos, the rumors, the impending collapse. 

And her response?

“—And?”

She sounded like I’d just told her the weather report.

“What does any of that have to do with me?”

“What do you mean 'what does it have to do with you'!? Sister...!”

“Leave that to the bureaucrats. Unless you’re suggesting we knights should go kick down the doors of the companies and start executing merchants?”

“W-well, no, obviously it’s not a knight’s job, but... the old you would have tried to help anyway...”

My voice trailed off. 

“I have my own cross to bear. If I don’t take Shadow’s head and earn back the people's trust, then I...”

Iris stopped looking at me and swung her sword. 

It was a sharp, perfect strike, backed by a terrifying amount of magic power. 

But to me, that swing looked absolutely hideous.

“Sister...” I whispered.

I didn't stay to watch the rest. I just turned around and left the dojo behind.
Everything Was Exactly as He Predicted

GAMMA

The fact that John Smith was actually our beloved Master Shadow? Yeah, that stayed strictly between us Seven Shadows. 

We’d collectively decided that if that little nugget of truth got out, the morale of the entire Shadow Garden would tank harder than the economy. Looking at Alpha right now, her eyes downcast and her mood gloomier than a rainy day in a graveyard, I was pretty sure we’d made the right call.

The fire in the fireplace crackled, filling the silence.

"There has to be a reason," Alpha muttered. "I know there is."

"I’m sure of it," I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

"He hasn’t abandoned us..."

"Of course not."

"Right...?"

We’d been playing this script on a loop for hours. But no matter how many times we went around, the fog of anxiety wouldn’t lift. Alpha’s face was just getting more and more pained. 

Honestly, I felt the same way, but seeing the usually unshakeable Alpha falling apart like this actually forced me to keep my act together. She’d clearly lost all capacity for rational thought. Since I was the only one left who could actually run Shadow Garden without burning it down, I couldn’t afford to let my own knees shake.

The pressure was massive. I’d been working on basically zero sleep, and even my best makeup couldn’t hide the dark circles under my eyes or my sunken cheeks. I was hitting my limit, and I knew it.

I let Alpha talk for a bit, waited until she seemed somewhat stable, and then pivoted to the business at hand.

"The Great Commerce Alliance is officially in a state of credit collapse," I reported. "A mob showed up this morning to demand their gold, and most of them walked away with the Alliance's last reserves. Tomorrow? It’s going to be a bloodbath."

"I see..."

"The Mitsugoshi Company is seeing some action too, though not as bad as the Alliance. But the numbers will keep climbing. Once the Great Commerce Alliance finally goes belly-up tomorrow, the crowd is going to surge toward us like a tidal wave."

"I see..."

Alpha was staring into space, her expression totally hollow. She only had one question for me.

"Can we survive it?"

I hesitated, looking at her broken expression, before deciding to give it to her straight. 

"Between the Mitsugoshi Company and the Mitsugoshi Bank, we’ve been scraping together every Gold Coin we can find. But... if every single Mitsugoshi Bank Note currently circulating in the Royal Capital is brought in for exchange? We won’t have enough."

That was the cold, hard reality. You can gather a mountain of gold, but it’ll never match the sheer volume created by Credit Creation. Our only hope was that not everyone would panic at once.

It’s a coin toss, I thought. Fifty-fifty, at best.

"I see..." Alpha said, and then she smiled.

It was a smile that looked like it was about to shatter into tears, and seeing it made my own eyes start to sting.

"It’ll be fine," I insisted. "Once they see the sheer piles of gold we have, they’ll calm down. Surely..."

"It’s okay, Gamma."

There was no guarantee the mob would stop once they saw the Alliance fall. We both knew that. 

"It’s okay..."

"Alpha-sama..."

She looked at me with that heartbreakingly sad smile. "This is what he wanted. He wanted to cut us loose. This was his choice..."

"N-No! That can’t be it!" I snapped, unable to help myself. "Master Shadow hasn't abandoned us—!"

"We weren't strong enough to meet his expectations," she said softly. "This is the result."

"That's... that's not..."

True, I wanted to say. But I couldn't.

Master’s combat prowess, his creativity, his sheer tactical genius—we hadn't even come close to him in any category. Even with the perfect environment and the "modern" knowledge he’d gifted us, we couldn't even stand in his shadow.

He’s finally given up on us.

The strength drained out of my legs, and I slumped onto the sofa, my head spinning.

"If this is what he wants, I’ll give it to him," Alpha whispered. "I promised him once... if he told me to die, I’d do it."

"Alpha-sama..."

Her face was the picture of agony, but a new, terrifying resolve had settled in her eyes. "Let’s finish our final duty."

She stood up. Just as she did, the door practically flew off its hinges.

"Alpha-sama!"

Beta charged into the room without so much as a knock, waving a piece of paper.

"The Master Shadow's Ciphertext! I had Eta at the Research Laboratory working on it, and she finally cracked it!"

Right—Eta. She’s the 7th of the Seven Shadows and a total genius when it comes to research. Beta had mentioned receiving a coded message from Master and handing it off to her.

"Look!"

Alpha grabbed the document. As she read, the color started returning to her face.

"Alpha-sama?" I asked, confused.

Alpha didn't answer with words—she just gave me a huge, messy, tearful grin. The pain was gone. A single tear tracked down her cheek, but it was pure relief.

"We... we weren't abandoned..."

She handed the paper to me. I read it, and my jaw hit the floor.

"Th-This is—!"

In Eta's messy handwriting, the truth was laid bare:

『Sorry, I've decided to betray you.

I'm teaming up with Yukime from the Snow Fox Company to print a bunch of Counterfeit Notes and hoard all the gold.

Remember that Underground Facility where we rescued my sister? I've set up a Counterfeit Note Factory there and I’m stacking the gold. Pretty soon, I’ll have so much that it won't even fit in the vaults.

But hey, this isn't just me being a traitor. It's actually to save you guys.

Can you guess why?』

I felt the tears starting to flow before I even finished the last line. Alpha, Beta, and I—we were all just standing there, crying and laughing like idiots.

"He had everything ready for us," Beta said, her voice dripping with pure adoration. 

"I mean, honestly," Alpha said, sounding a little exasperated through her tears. "Who writes 'I'm betraying you' in a letter if they're actually going to do it?"

"Only a total moron would do that," I added, feeling the exhaustion finally lift. "Master Shadow is just... too kind."

"Beta’s right," Alpha continued. "He handled everything. We couldn’t risk the public finding out that Shadow Garden and Mitsugoshi were linked, so he went undercover to do the dirty work for us."

"Exactly," I agreed. "By using the Counterfeit Notes to trigger the exchange, Master Shadow secured the massive mountain of gold coins we need to survive the run."

"And now all we have to do is go pick them up. He even put them in a place we know by heart and marked the vaults for us. How thoughtful is that?"

"We were just sitting here, barely enduring the struggle, while he easily navigated the crisis and handed Shadow Garden a massive profit. With this gold, Mitsugoshi's credit won't just survive—it'll skyrocket."

A collective, massive sigh of relief filled the room.

"Seriously," Alpha whispered. "It really was a 'betrayal' just to save us..."

"To deceive your enemies, you must first deceive your allies," Beta murmured. "I need to take notes. That’s a masterclass in strategy."

"He saw the whole board from the very beginning," I said. "Master Shadow is truly on another level... but wait, if he's been planning this all along, what happened to Delta?"

I felt a twinge of worry, but Alpha’s eyes were rock solid now.

"It’s him we’re talking about. I’m sure she’s fine."

Right on cue, there was a thumping sound outside. The window slid open slowly, and Delta climbed in, looking incredibly awkward and shifty.

"See?" Alpha smiled.

"Delta! Thank god!" I cried out in relief.

"Uuu... Alpha-sama... Delta was on a Secret Secret Mission... and, uh..." Delta was practically vibrating with nerves, watching Alpha’s face for any sign of anger.

"I know, Delta. He gave you a job to do, didn't he?"

Delta’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, and she started nodding furiously.

"Delta got the Black Jugg! Oh—wait! It’s a Secret Secret Mission! I can’t tell you!"

"Delta, watch your phrasing," Alpha teased gently. "'Secret Secret Mission' is redundant."

"B-But Boss said it!"

"I highly doubt he’d say it like that," Alpha laughed. "But I’m just glad you’re safe."

Alpha pulled a babbling Delta into a hug, stroking her hair. Beta and I joined in, a big, teary-eyed group hug of the Seven Shadows. We wiped our eyes and smiled at each other.

"Alright," Alpha said, her voice firm. "Let’s go get our Master's gold."

"Yes!" we shouted in unison.

That night, Shadow Garden moved.
You’ve Gone and Pissed Me Off...

I returned to the Underground Facility after finishing a thorough sweep of the routes leading toward the Lawless City.

Yukime should be showing up any minute now. She’d probably have a carriage overflowing with Gold Coins in tow. I’d just wait for her, grab the rest of the stash from the Underground Vault, and make my exit. After that, I could just sit back and watch the credit crisis unfold from a safe distance.

Then, John Smith will stand there, legs crossed as he looks down over the Royal Capital from the window of a High-rise Hotel. "Just as planned," he’ll mutter. "The collapse has begun..." He’ll take a sip of top-shelf wine, a meaningful smirk playing on his lips as he glances at the mountain of Gold Coins piled on the table—.

Damn, I’m cool.

I basked in my own delusions as I walked down the corridor of the Underground Facility. But wait... it’s awfully quiet.

I knew the workers had all cleared out, but there should’ve been guards posted. Maybe they fell asleep out of sheer boredom? I mean, I did such a good job guarding the place that nobody even made it this far.

"Heh heh heh..."

I kept a light spring in my step, flashing my pearly whites, until I reached the front of the vault. That’s where I froze.

"Huh...?"

The vault was open. And it hadn't been unlocked with a key, either. It looked like it had been pried open by force.

"N-No way. Surely not..."

My security had been ironclad. I hadn't let so much as a single mouse sneak through from the direction of the Lawless City.

My legs started to shake. My hands followed suit. A cold sweat drenched my skin.

"I-I-I’m sure it’s fine. Everything's fine..."

I nudged the heavy vault door open the rest of the way. The interior was... empty. That towering mountain of gold had vanished without a trace.

"Y-You’ve gotta be kidding me..."

All the strength drained from my knees, and I collapsed into a heap on the floor.

"Why? How...?"

My Gold Coins...

"Ha... Hahaha! This is a dream, right? No, it’s a prank. It has to be. I’m going to be 'The Eminence in Shadow'..."

My hands were trembling like leaves, but I used them to slick back my messy hair and forced myself to stand. It’s fine. Everything’s fine. Maybe Yukime moved it for some reason? Even if someone had managed to steal it, moving that much gold would take ages. Unless they were incredibly efficient, they couldn't have gotten far.

I hobbled out of the vault on legs that felt like jelly. I felt two presences approaching, so I quickly threw on a mask of calm.

"—Lord John!"

Two sexy beauties came sprinting toward me. It was Lady Yukime’s Executives, Natsu and Kana. They looked like the world was ending, so I decided to play along.

"What happened?" I asked.

Clearly something happened. Something big. My vault is as clean as a whistle, after all.

"Lady Yukime—Lady Yukime has been captured by Gettan!"

"What... did you say?"

Yukime... captured by Gettan... I see! Everything clicked into place inside my head, and I let out a low, dark chuckle.

"Lord John...?"

"So, that's how it is..."

To the puzzled Natsu and Kana, I pushed the vault door open to show them the void inside.

"Th-This is—!"

"N-No way, he—?! But it seems a bit too fast..."

Their eyes went wide with shock.

"Do you know where he is?"

"Y-Yes!"

"Then there’s no problem. I’ll take it back immediately."

I walked right between the two of them, letting my Magic Power explode. I made sure to make the very atmosphere tremble.

"Wh-What incredible Magic Power!?"

"I-Is this John Smith’s true strength!?"

Then I whipped out my Steel Wire, letting it whistle through the air as it carved beautiful lines of light in the darkness.

"Gettan... you’ve gone and pissed me off...!"

And so, the retaliation begins—.
The One Who Took Both Eyes

YUKIME

Let’s rewind the clock a bit.

The snow began to fall over the Royal Capital just as the sun started its descent. As the world was dyed in shades of madder red before being swallowed by the creeping shadows, the flurry only grew more intense.

I stood alone on the open plains, a Silver-white Spirit Fox watching the distant city skyline. 

I let out a long, white breath, waiting for the inevitable with eyes that I’m sure looked more than a little melancholy. How poetic, I thought. The perfect stage for a tragedy.

A while after the sun had vanished completely, I sensed a figure approaching from behind.

"The Silver-white Spirit Fox of the Royal Capital... I knew it was you, Yukime!"

The voice was thick with resentment, echoing clearly through the silent, snow-muffled night. I turned around to see a beastkin with jet-black fur. He was missing both of his eyes.

"Gettan... I’ve been waiting a long time for this day to come," I said. "But now that it’s finally here, I can’t help but feel a wave of sadness. Why is that, I wonder?"

"Is this all your handiwork?!" he spat, his face twisting into a hideous mask of rage. "Do you intend to strip everything away from me?!"

"I do." 

In contrast to my own flat, hollow tone, Gettan’s expression continued to warp with malice.

"I was so close to having it all... a power that no one could ever take from me! And you... you would dare to stand in my way?!"

"It’s over, Gettan. Just give up."

"No—not yet. As long as I have that gold you stole, I can still rebuild everything!"

"Gettan..."

"Start talking! Where did you hide it?!"

Gettan drew his sword—a massive blade that was nearly as long as he was tall.

"Now, where could it be...?" I mused.

"I’ll beat the answer out of you!"

I drew my Iron Fan. Sorry, Gettan, but I’m not the same girl I was back then.

White snow continued to pile up on the dark earth. Above us, a pale moon and a sea of stars watched the show. Under that beautiful, monochromatic sky, fan and steel collided.

The impact sent a spray of white snow into the air, followed closely by a dance of crimson. The red blood stained the pristine white canvas beneath our feet with vivid, cruel strikes.

"Im... Impossible...!"

Gettan fell to his knees. He glared in my direction, and for a second, he seemed to realize something was off.

"That Magic Power... No, it can't be... from back then?!"

By now, my appearance had shifted. My nine silver-white tails had grown thicker and longer, and my eyes—usually as clear as spring water—were now a deep, bloody red. Even without his sight, Gettan could feel the suffocating density of the Magic Power I was radiating.

"This is the True Form of the Spirit Fox Tribe," I told him. "You never stood a chance."

"So that’s it... the power of the Legendary Spirit Fox... the same power that took both my eyes that day!"

"Wait... I took your eyes?"

"Heh... You don't even remember? After you tore the sight from my head! If only I’d had that power for myself... if I’d had it then, I wouldn't have lost everything!"

I looked at his face, so consumed by hatred, and I couldn't help but offer a sad smile. 

"Gettan... why did you change? You weren't like this before."

"Shut up! Don't you dare pity me!"

"It really is over."

I snapped my Iron Fan shut and pressed the tip against his throat. Gettan froze, the cold metal cutting through his rage.

"Yukime—!"

I looked down at him, keeping the fan leveled at his neck. He looks so small like this. My mind drifted back to the distant past, and for a moment, it felt as if time itself had stopped. Neither of us moved. We just stood there as the snow began to bury the space between us.

Finally, I lowered my fan. My tails retracted, and the red bled out of my vision as my eyes returned to normal.

"What are you doing...?" he muttered.

"My revenge ends here."

"Ends...? What do you mean, ends?!"

"I don't know what it was that broke you, Gettan. But even if you’ve committed unforgivable crimes, it doesn’t change the fact that you saved my village—and my life—all those years ago. A crime doesn’t erase a good deed, just as a good deed doesn’t excuse a crime. I want to believe that the man who saved me is still in there somewhere..."

I turned my back on him and began to walk away through the deep snow.

"So... goodbye, Gettan."

I could feel his sightless glare burning into my back.

"Don't... don't screw with me...!"

I ignored his resentment and kept walking. Behind me, I heard the distinct sound of him swallowing a Red Pill. I sensed his wounds knitting back together with unnatural speed, and then—

"...Ah."

A flower of blood blossomed on the snow. 

"Just how much... do you intend to make a fool of me?!" he roared.

"Get... tan..."

The blade was cold as it pierced through my chest. My strength vanished, and I collapsed onto the freezing white ground.
The Man Burning with Retribution

YUKIME

When I finally came to, I realized I was draped over the back of a horse like a sack of flour. 

Gettan was riding behind me, making sure I wasn’t going anywhere. I was tied up tight, and every bounce of the horse sent a fresh jolt of agony through the hole in my chest. It throbbed with a vengeance, but the bleeding had stopped. Perk of being a beastkin, I guess—our constitution is basically "built different." It wasn't enough to kill me immediately, but I wasn't exactly in any condition to stage a daring escape.

"And just where do you think you’re taking me...?" I managed to wheeze out. 

I looked around, but it was just an endless, boring expanse of white. Snow, snow, and more snow.

"I know the Lawless City is the source of those Counterfeit Notes," Gettan growled. "The money is there too, isn't it?"

"Oh, I see... you want me to be your little tour guide to the vault."

"Exactly. Tell me the truth, and I might just let you live."

I felt a dry, bitter laugh bubble up in my throat. "The money? Even if you miraculously find it, you’re never going to touch a single coin."

"—What was that?"

"John Smith is there. You? Against him? Please. You wouldn't stand a chance."

"So, that’s your little partner-in-crime’s name... but it doesn't matter. I’ve obtained a new power, and I’m done losing. I won't let anything be stolen from me ever again."

"New power...?" I looked back at him as much as my bindings allowed. "Gettan, what happened to you?"

"Power is everything! Without it, you just get stripped bare!" he spat, his voice rising with a frantic edge. "You probably don't even know, but there’s a Cult operating in the world’s shadows. They manipulate, kidnap, and experiment on beastkin—a bunch of real monsters. They were hunting the Spirit Fox Tribe and the Great Wolf Tribe because of the power we carry in our blood."

"The Cult was hunting us...?"

"Yeah. So I made a deal. I bowed down to get that power. I told myself it was the only way to keep things from being taken away, and yet...!"

His grip on the reins tightened so hard his knuckles turned white. 

"Gettan... if that’s actually true, then why is our village gone? Why did you crawl into bed with the very people who destroyed it?"

"Shut up!! It wasn't supposed to go like this! If I’d just done everything Lord Mordred told me, maybe... but it’s too late to back out now. I’m going to get enough power so that no one can ever touch what’s mine again. Once this Great Commerce Alliance plan succeeds, I’ll be invited into the Rounds. I’ll be untouchable. That’s why I became an Awakened 3rd!!"

"An Awakened 3rd...?"

"It’s the peak! The ultimate level of pill-induced evolution! It’s the ticket I need to get into the Rounds!"

He started chuckling to himself—a low, raspy sound that made my skin crawl. 

"Come on, Yukime. Just tell me. Where’s the gold?"

"...You really think I’m going to talk?"

"Once I’m in the Rounds, I won't have to worry about losing anything ever again. We’re the only ones left, Yukime. The last of the Spirit Fox Tribe and the Great Wolf Tribe. We can start over. Just the two of us."

"Gettan..."

"The only reason you didn't kill me earlier was because you still love me, right? You were always too soft for your own good. We’re still fiances, remember? This time, we’ll actually get married."

I felt him lean in from behind, wrapping his arms around me in a mockery of an embrace. He pressed his face close, his lips hovering near my cheek. I just closed my eyes and looked down at the snow.

"No," I whispered.

"...What?"

"The Gettan I loved wasn't this pathetic... he wasn't some weakling who needed to cling to pills and blood-stained gold. He would never have betrayed everything he held dear just to kiss the boots of the Cult!"

"...Shut your mouth."

"Gettan... why couldn't you have just asked me to help you take them down?"

"I SAID SHUT UP!!"

Gettan roared. He threw me off the horse and pinned me into the freezing snow, his hands clamping around my throat.

"What do you know?! You’ve never even stood in front of Lord Mordred! You have no idea what real despair looks like! Everyone bows... everyone eventually breaks before that man! It wasn't just me! I’m not the only one!!"

He sounded less like a villain and more like a child throwing a tantrum, desperately begging for a forgiveness he knew he didn't deserve.

"Get... tan..."

The world started to go grey as he squeezed. My lungs burned, and a single tear traced a path down my cheek before freezing.

"Help... John...-han..."

Then, the wind changed. A sudden gust kicked up a swirl of powder snow, obscuring everything in a veil of white. 

Through the haze of the frozen night, a figure appeared. 

The snow seemed to dance around him, circling him like a loyal subject, while the sharp sh-sh-sh of Steel Wire slicing through the air echoed across the plains.

"—Are you the one who stole my precious things?"

The man stepped forward, his face hidden behind a mask, his silhouette sharp and imposing in a Black Suit. It was him. John Smith.

The man was absolutely radiating "vengeful protagonist" energy.
Talking is a Waste of Time

Gettan finally let go of Yukime’s neck and stood up. 

“John-han…” she gasped, her voice thick with pain as she called out my name. 

“So, you’re John Smith,” Gettan spat, staring at me with those empty, ruined eye sockets. “You have the gall to say I stole from you? You’re the one who’s been stripping everything away from me!”

I just stared back, maintaining my cool, mysterious facade. Honestly, I don't really care about his life story. I just want the cash back. 

“Whatever,” I said. “I’m just here to reclaim what you took. That’s all there is to it.”

“You mean this woman? Hah! As if a piece of trash like you could ever take her back.”

“I don’t ‘try.’ I just do.”

“You arrogant brat… I’ll be the one taking back what’s mine. Everything you’ve stolen!”

He leveled his Long Sword at me, striking a dramatic pose. 

“Taking back from me? What are you even talking about?” Seriously, did I take something of his? I’ve been so busy with the counterfeit gold scheme I might have forgotten a side quest or two.

“Don’t play dumb with me, you lowlife…” 

Gettan clicked his tongue in irritation. 

“That’s my line, you dog,” I shot back, mimicking his click perfectly. Ten out of ten for style points.

“Clearly, we’re done talking,” he growled.

“Total waste of time,” I agreed.

I deployed my Steel Wire, the thin filaments shimmering in the cold air. We glared at each other, the tension thick enough to cut—and then we moved.

“GETTANNNNNNN!” I yelled, really leaning into the vengeful protagonist role.

“JOHN SMITHHHHHHH!” he roared back.

We collided. 

His Long Sword whistled through the air, aimed straight for my throat. I didn't even bother to move. The blade surged forward, then jerked to a violent, shivering halt just inches from my skin. 

“Wh—What?!”

Gettan’s face went pale. He yanked his sword back, completely bewildered by why his attack had hit an invisible wall. I watched him with an air of practiced nonchalance.

“Did you do something just now…?” I asked, my voice dripping with feigned boredom.

He clicked his tongue again. He was doing that a lot. “You… what did you do? No, wait—wires? You’re channeling Magic Power through ultra-fine wires to catch my blade?”

“Hoh. Not bad, considering you’re blind.”

“I see things precisely because I lost my sight! My Spatial Detection Ability has evolved far beyond yours!”

Gettan started pumping out Magic Power like a broken fire hydrant.

“I see them! I can see every single one of your wires! I’ll admit, your technique is impressive, but you’ve picked the worst possible opponent!” He twisted his face into a sneer. “I’ve got your number, Smith! This is a bad matchup for you!”

He lunged again. I backed off, parrying his Long Sword with my own movements. He was right about one thing: none of my Steel Wire attacks were landing. He was weaving through them like he had eyes in the back of his head.

“Useless! I told you, I see everything!!”

I kept retreating, letting him chase me through the snow. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Yukime watching us, tears streaming down her face. She was looking at me like I was some kind of tragic hero fighting a desperate battle.

Wait, does she think I’m actually struggling?

I realized she’d probably never seen me act this "angry" before. We hadn't known each other that long, but I usually kept things professional and chill. Now, I was putting on a masterclass in "bottled-up rage." 

She probably thought I was absolutely livid because Gettan had hurt her. I could practically see the gears turning in her head: “Oh, John-han… why would you go this far for me? We were just business partners!” 

I could feel her heart racing from all the way over here. She’d probably kept her heart frozen and isolated since her tragic backstory began, thinking no one could ever melt her icy exterior. But now, seeing "passionate" John Smith fighting for her sake, that ice was turning into a puddle.

She’s totally falling for the act, I thought. Nice. This is peak roleplay.

“John-han…!” she cried out.

She probably thought I was at a disadvantage, but she clearly believed I’d pull through for her in the end. I couldn't let my fans down. 

“Is that all you’ve got…?” I asked, letting my voice drop to a cold, menacing whisper.

“Guh…”

Gettan was huffing and puffing now. He’d been chasing me for minutes, but he hadn't touched me once. Meanwhile, his own body was covered in a lattice of tiny, stinging cuts. 

He thought he’d seen through my wires. That was his first mistake. Because he could "see" them, he was too terrified to actually commit to an attack. My Web of Steel Wire was laid out like a literal spider’s web. One wrong step and he’d be wrapped up like a Christmas ham. 

I’d predicted every move, sealed his paths, and trapped him in a perfect kill zone. He knew that if he pushed just a little too hard, he’d be shredded. He was stuck swinging a sword that would never reach me, caught in a stalemate of his own fear.

“Why… how do you have this kind of power?!” he groaned.

I walked toward him, my footsteps heavy and deliberate. My wires had already closed off every single exit. 

“Talk,” I commanded. “I’m sure there’s something you need to say.” Like, for example, where you hid the gold?

He flinched, glancing toward Yukime for a split second before shaking his head violently. 

“I have nothing to say to you! Nothing!!”

“I see.”

I flicked my wrist. A spray of blood erupted from Gettan’s chest as the surrounding wires carved into his meat. He writhed in pain but kept his glare fixed on me.

“I gave up everything for power! I sacrificed my soul for this!! I can’t back down now!!”

He reached into his coat, pulled out a handful of Red Pills, and shoved them into his mouth like they were candy. It was way over the recommended dosage. Like, "instant heart failure" levels of over.

“I won't let anything be taken from me again… If I have to lose it, then I’ll just…!”

He looked at Yukime one last time with those dead eyes, as if searching for something he’d lost a long time ago. Then, his body began to change. His skin turned a bruised, sickly black. His muscles swelled, distorting into something monstrous and grotesque. 

A hurricane of Magic Power exploded from him, vaporizing the falling snow in an instant.

“I don’t care… about my life anymore.”

Gettan’s ruined eye sockets tore open. In place of eyes, there were two throbbing, crimson spheres—literal Blood Masses. 

A single Blood Tear rolled down his cheek. 

Whoa, I thought, genuinely impressed. Now that is a mid-boss transformation. The aesthetic is incredible.
Gettan...

JOHN SMITH

Gettan’s movements had become incomparably faster—like he’d finally found the "sprint" button. One second the snow was just swirling around, and the next, he was right in my face.

"OOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHH!!"

He let out a roar that was probably supposed to be intimidating and swung at me. I flicked my fingertips, sending John Smith's Steel Wire whistling through the cold air.

"—Hoh."

The Long Sword and the Steel Wire clashed. To the casual observer, it looked like I’d been pushed back. A few severed strands of my wire fluttered to the ground. 

Gettan didn't give me a second to breathe. He stayed on me like a wild animal, his blade slicing through my remaining wires with annoying efficiency. He swung, I adjusted, and my wires kept dancing—until, finally, I’d run out of "weapon" entirely.

"AAAAAAAAAAHH!!"

Gettan charged in, wearing the kind of crazy-eyed grin you only see on guys who’ve completely lost the plot. I just stood there and let out a long, dramatic sigh.

"In the end, it's just steel, I see..." 

I muttered the line listlessly, making sure I looked sufficiently bored while staring down the incoming threat. Note to self: invest in better alloys next time.

And then—we collided.

I didn't need wires. As his massive slash came down, I took a single step forward, pivoting my body just enough to let the blade shave the air beside my cheek. A few strands of my black hair caught the wind. 

It was the bare minimum amount of movement required. That step-in was the shortest, fastest path possible. It was the perfect synchronicity of evasion and offense. 

In other words—the Ultimate in Martial Arts.

"What!?"

Gettan’s eyes went wide, but he was too late. My elbow was already buried deep in his jaw.

"Gah."

I didn't give him a chance to recover. I launched a merciless follow-up, my fist piercing straight into Gettan's Dantian. As his upper body folded into a 'V' from the force, I hammered a knee strike upward to snap him back straight.

I didn't stop. My fists, elbows, and knees—nothing fancy, just basic strikes—sank into his bloated frame. Every time I hit him, that massive, mutated body of his went flying like it was made of cardboard. Who needs magic tricks when you’ve got a well-trained physique? I was the literal embodiment of the idea that your own body is the ultimate weapon.

Gettan tried to scramble away, desperate to escape the storm. Thanks to those red pills, his body was knitting itself back together the moment I broke it. I could practically see his thought process: Just endure the storm, wait for him to tire out, and get to the safety zone.

Cute. But I wasn't done.

Every step I took cut off his retreat. Every blow I landed sapped the strength from his legs. I’d already calculated the entire exchange; I was reading him like a cheap novella. I just kept hitting him, over and over, completely one-sided.

I stayed glued to him, keeping him right in my preferred range. No matter how he tried to squirm, I didn't let him out of my reach. I kept striking with mechanical indifference, like I was just checking off a to-do list.

"Gah... Agah... Guh, Guoo... Gehoh."

I crushed his bones, snapped his fangs, and pulverized his organs. He’d heal, and then I’d do it again. It was basically a loop of endless torture. Splatters of red blood began to stain the white carpet of the snow.

Slowly, I started putting more weight into my punches. I cranked up the speed, too. I was just testing the limits of his durability, really.

"Speak. There is something you should say, isn't there...?"

"Gah... Gufuh."

I kept the conversation going while using his face as a speed bag. Finally, he hit his limit. The recovery factor just... stopped.

Seeing that the show was over, I stepped back half a pace and swung my right leg with everything I had. My foot buried itself into the side of his head, sending him tumbling across the snow like a ragdoll.

"I hate kicks. They throw off the balance."

I said it with my best "disappointed master" tone. I walked over slowly and planted my boot on him as he tried to crawl back up. He glared up at me, gasping for air.

"Gah..."

I drove my fist into his face.

"—Speak."

I hit him again.

"—The things you should say."

"...You are strong," he finally wheezed.

Gettan was looking at me with a real mess of expressions—anger, hate, envy, and a whole lot of regret. 

"If I had power like yours, would things have been different...? I was weak..."

He was getting all philosophical on me. His voice was heavy with the kind of drama I usually have to pay for.

"This mess is what happens when you spend your life running from your own weakness... What was I even doing? The thing I wanted to protect wasn't this pathetic pride, and yet... I couldn't admit how weak I was..."

Then, the guy actually laughed.

"You are strong... You fight for the one you love, not yourself... If it's you... I can entrust her to you..."

His voice was fading fast. With a trembling finger, he pointed over toward Yukime.

"Yuki... Please..."

"...Fine."

I grabbed his shaking hand, giving him the closure he wanted.

"Your feelings have certainly been entrusted to me." 

By which I mean, I’m definitely taking the money.

"Tha... nks..."

And with that, Gettan checked out for good.

"Gettan..."

Yukime stumbled over and buried her face in my chest, her tears soaking into my suit. 

"I... I..."

"It’s over now," I said, going full 'mysterious protagonist' mode. "You might have hated each other, but in the end, you reached an understanding..."

I infused my hand with Magic Power and gently stroked her back to calm her down.

"Your wounds are healed. Let us move forward."

Then, I leaned in and whispered the most important part.

"You said you buried the loot under the snow around here, right...?"
IT WAS ALL PART OF THE PLAN

"There is still one last job to finish," John Smith muttered.

I left him there, digging a hole in the middle of a snowy battlefield, and headed back to the Royal Capital. I figured he was probably digging Gettan's Grave. Or maybe he was just looking for a place to bury his own past? Looking at Gettan's peaceful face as he went—so different from the monster he’d become—I couldn't help but feel a pang of nostalgia.

I spent a night in the capital, collected the Gold Coins I’d just laundered using those genuine banknotes, and hauled the loot back to the hideout.

John Smith had been kind enough to heal my wounds with that ridiculous magic of his. Even the hideous scar on my back had vanished, leaving my skin as smooth as if nothing had ever happened. He really is a miracle worker, isn't he?

My body was healed, and my heart felt lighter. I wanted to believe it was finally over. But those last words Gettan spat out—'The Cult'—were stuck in my head like a bad song.

What the hell happened to him to make him change like that?

Was my revenge actually finished?

If Gettan was just a puppet being danced around... then the True Enemy was still out there somewhere.

I finally made it to the hideout and lugged my Gold Coins over to the safe. I popped the door open and nearly choked.

"What the...?"

The safe was empty. Cleaned out. Not a single coin left.

As I stood there like an idiot, a Black-clad Woman appeared behind me without making a sound. Talk about a dramatic entrance.

"You must be Yukime of the Snow Fox Company," she said. "Or should I call you one of the bosses of the Lawless City?"

I spun around, my heart hammering against my ribs. Standing there was a stunning Elf with Platinum Hair.

"Who are you?" I asked, my hand already inching toward my Iron Fan.

"I am Alpha. A member of Shadow Garden," she replied coolly. "Judging by that look on your face, he hasn't told you anything yet."

"Alpha..."

I knew John Smith—or Shadow—was the Leader of Shadow Garden. But he’d never actually brought them up. Typical. The man is a vault of secrets.

"So, you're his little business partner," Alpha said, her eyes scanning me. "And the woman Gettan of the Great Commerce Alliance once loved."

"What’s your point?" I snapped.

"I’m here to deliver a letter. I already opened it—force of habit—but it felt right to give it to you personally."

"What is this?"

She handed me a single, weathered envelope.

"The Great Commerce Alliance is going to collapse before the day is out," Alpha explained. "I’ve been busy 'recovering' assets before they vanish. This was in Gettan's Room. It’s addressed to you... think of it as a final testament."

"Gettan's...?"

I took the letter and started reading. The first thing I noticed was how messy the handwriting was. Since he was blind, he must have struggled to write it all by himself without any help. But even in the crooked lines, I could see his old penmanship. It felt... warm.

The letter was a long confession to me and the people of our old village. He spent most of it cursing his own weakness. Then, things got dark.

"The Cult of Diabolos..."

The name of the monster that had turned Gettan into a shadow of his former self.

I finished the letter and looked Alpha straight in the eye.

"I’m a creature of the Lawless City," I said. "I’ve heard rumors about an organization running things from the shadows. Information is my business, after all."

"That organization is the Cult of Diabolos," Alpha said. "And Shadow Garden exists to burn it down. He—Shadow—is leading that charge."

"Lord John is doing all that...?"

"He probably knew the Cult was behind your past the whole time," Alpha said with a small, knowing smile. "That’s why he stepped in. He didn't just save you from ruin; he showed you the way forward."

"Ruin? What are you talking about?"

Alpha’s smile widened. It was the look of someone who knew the ending of the book while I was still stuck on chapter one.

"The Mitsugoshi Company is actually just a Front Company for Shadow Garden."

"Wait—what?! No way!"

"Everything that’s happened—from the very beginning—has been dancing right in the palm of his hand."

The realization hit me like a physical blow. That day in the Lawless City, when I first pitched my plan to Shadow... my destruction had been set in stone the moment I opened my mouth. He could have crushed me along with the Great Commerce Alliance.

But he didn't. He gave me a path. He saved me and pointed me toward the True Enemy.

"Lord John... he did all of this?"

"Sorry about the safe, by the way," Alpha added, not sounding sorry at all. "We’ve confiscated all the Gold Coins."

"Right... and with that, the Mitsugoshi Company survives the credit collapse."

"And they’ll seize every single trade route the Great Commerce Alliance used to own. Their monopoly will be absolute."

"So Lord John... I mean, Lord Shadow, saw through the entire thing from the start. He played us all."

"If you want to call him a traitor, go ahead," Alpha said. "He’s the type who’d just shrug and accept the blame anyway. But before you do, think about the path he’s opened up for you."

I shook my head. As if I could ever hate him.

"I’m not that ungrateful. I’m the one who tried to mess with the Mitsugoshi Company in the first place. Lord Shadow could have erased me with a snap of his fingers."

"True enough."

"He saved me. That’s the only fact that matters. And now I have a target. My revenge won't be over until the Cult of Diabolos is ashes."

Alpha nodded, looking satisfied with my answer.

"We’re prepared to take you in. If you’re willing, keep running the Snow Fox Company. You’ll be our link to the Lawless City, handling the kinds of jobs the Mitsugoshi Company can’t touch."

"I see. Mitsugoshi takes the light, and Snow Fox takes the shadows. Is that the play?"

"He’s already cleared the way for you. Juggernaut is gone. You’re the undisputed queen of the Lawless City now."

"He even predicted that? Seriously... we really are just dancing on his palm, aren't we?"

"Every single one of us," Alpha replied.

We both shared a smile—the kind of look you only see on people who are hopelessly obsessed with a genius they can't even begin to understand.

"I look forward to our partnership," Alpha said.

"Likewise. Although, I’m starting to realize Lord Shadow has quite a lot of 'important' people in his life. It’s a bit of a headache."

"Oh? What do you mean by that?"

"Nothing, just talking to myself. Here, you might as well take the Gold Coins I brought with me today, too."

"Much appreciated. Once we’ve stabilized the credit collapse, we’ll make sure the Snow Fox Company is well taken care of."

And so, we walked out of the hideout together, plotting out a future that—let's be honest—Shadow had probably already written in his head months ago.
The Blood-Stained Demon Lord Who Betrays Dreams

The collapse of the Great Commerce Alliance was instantaneous.

They didn't have nearly enough gold coins to satisfy the mountain of people who showed up to exchange their bills. Some companies simply shuttered their doors and vanished into the night. Eventually, the Knight Order intervened and forced open the vaults, only to find that the contents were a mere pittance compared to the amount of paper money currently in circulation.

The merchants were hauled away to face severe punishment.

Naturally, the mob that had just witnessed the Alliance’s ruin turned their sights on the Mitsugoshi Bank next.

The morning after the collapse, a literal sea of people swarmed the Mitsugoshi Bank Royal Capital Branch. The crowd was so massive it completely choked the Royal Capital’s main thoroughfare.

The moment the doors opened for business, the masses surged inside, clutching their paper bills—only to be struck dumb with awe.

There, filling the massive, vaulted atrium, was a dazzling, gargantuan mountain of gold coins.

The bank tellers greeted the customers with calm, practiced smiles. They were the picture of composure. As the bank steadily and efficiently processed every single exchange, the panic began to evaporate. One by one, the citizens turned on their heels and went home.

By shortly after noon, the line in front of the Mitsugoshi Bank had vanished entirely. 

In the end, only about thirty percent of the crowd had actually gone through with the exchange. Seeing the bank’s response was enough to put the rest at ease. The sight of that mountain of gold, the polite professionalism of the staff, and the sheer weight of the Mitsugoshi Group's brand had solidified a foundation of absolute trust.

In fact, some customers immediately turned around and asked for new loans in paper money.

Through the collapse of the Great Commerce Alliance, the Mitsugoshi Company and its bank had ascended to a level of status and reliability that was now beyond the reach of the state itself. If the Mitsugoshi Company were to withdraw its business now, the kingdom’s economy would effectively cease to exist.

While the government now viewed "Credit Creation" with extreme caution, they couldn't ignore the fact that the Mitsugoshi Group had sparked an unprecedented economic boom in the Royal Capital. Consequently, the kingdom entered into formal negotiations with the representatives of the Mitsugoshi Group and the Mitsugoshi Bank to establish new regulations regarding the practice.

And with that, the curtain fell on the entire affair.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

CID

I was busy digging a hole with my Slime Scoop. 

I’d been at it for a while now, ever since the battle ended. But for some reason... nothing was coming up. Where’s the loot? And why on earth is Yukime radio silent?

The plan was simple: Yukime was supposed to go grab the gold in the Royal Capital while I stayed back to dig up the stash here. Then we’d ride off into the sunset for a happy ending. Or so I thought.

Instead, I had zero gold, and my partner had ghosted me. To make matters worse, I’d heard that the Mitsugoshi Bank had somehow survived the credit collapse and the Snow Fox Company had been absorbed into the Mitsugoshi Group.

What? How?

The only thing I knew for sure was that my master plan had completely crashed and burned. I guess Yukime had no choice but to surrender to the Mitsugoshi juggernaut. 

Dammit...

"Boss, I don't find anything, desu," Delta said, her hands rhythmically shredding through the frozen earth like a pair of industrial excavators.

"It has to be here... I know it is," I muttered, digging alongside her. 

I could have just nuked the whole area to clear the dirt, but that would probably vaporize the gold too. Slow and steady was the only way. Delta had followed my scent and found me, so I’d recruited her "dog hands" to speed things up.

"Boss, is this another Secret Secret Mission?"

"Exactly. So you can't tell Alpha or the others about this, okay?"

"Got it!"

"You see, Delta... this is a Dying Message."

"Dying... message?"

"The final, truthful words of the deceased. I faced a mortal enemy in a duel to the death; we hated each other, but in his final moments, we finally understood one another. The word he left me with as he passed was 'Snow.' And he pointed right 'here.' That means he buried his most precious treasure under the snow."

"Whoa! Amazing!"

"That’s 'deduction' for you."

"Deduction!!" 

Delta’s eyes went wide, and her tail started thumping against the ground like a propeller. 

"When we finish digging, will Boss do whatever I say?"

"Huh?"

"Boss promised!"

"Did I?"

"You promised!!"

"Are you sure...?"

"Uuu..." Delta gave me a pouting, upward glance.

"Okay, okay, maybe we talked about something like that."

"We did!"

"But I didn't say I'd do anything—"

"You said anything!"

"I meant within reason, Delta."

"YOU SAID ANYTHING!!"

Crap. She’d already locked this version of reality into her brain. There was no arguing with her once she got like this.

"Delta, lying is a sin. I definitely didn't say that. If I had a Voice Recorder right now, you'd be busted."

"Voice... recorder?"

"A Shadow Weapon. If you activate it, the world ends."

"What!?"

"You don't want the world to end, do you? That’s why you shouldn't lie."

"Uuu... I don't want the world to end... b-but Boss really said it..." She looked like she was about five seconds away from a full-on bawl.

"Alright, look, I'll compromise. I'll do what I can. But you have to understand, Delta—I'm not Santa Claus. I can't grant every single wish."

"Santa-san?" she tilted her head.

"Santa Claus... the Vicious Red Demon Lord who reigns over the World of Shadows."

"A Demon Lord!?"

"His robes are stained a deep, bloody crimson. He betrays the dreams of the innocent and fills them with despair, using their blood to dye his clothes..."

"That’s horrible!"

"Tell me about it. He’s a real piece of work. He gave me a lot of grief back in the day."

"He got you too, Boss!?"

"Yeah. There was this one dream I wanted to come true more than anything. I prayed for it every year, and every year, he betrayed me."

"What dream?"

"I wanted to be The Eminence in—actually, never mind. I’ve made it a rule not to put my truly important goals into words. Anyway, the point is, he broke my heart every year since I was a kid. So, what I’m trying to say, Delta, is that since I’m not Santa, I can’t just do whatever you want."

Delta stared at me, blinking blankly for a long moment. She tilted her head again, looking genuinely confused.

"But... Santa-san doesn't listen to anything, right? He betrayed Boss's dream!"

Wait.

"Oh."

"Oh!"

"My logic fell apart there, didn't it?"

"It fell apart!"

We both stood there, tilting our heads in unison.

"Whatever. The point is: I’ll compromise, but I’m not a genie. Anyway, I’m headed out on a trip, so try to think of a reasonable request by the time I get back."

"A trip!?"

"Yeah. A little journey to find myself..."

Actually, it’s because Alpha and the rest of them are definitely going to be pissed, and I need a cooling-off period. Human emotions are like leftovers; they lose their heat over time. Eventually, this will all blow over.

Plus, winter break just started at the academy, and it sounds like the Oriana Kingdom is about to explode into a civil war. Perfect timing for a little "business trip." I can't wait.

Once the dust settles, I’ll just waltz back into the Mitsugoshi headquarters like nothing happened. I won't even apologize. I’ll just act totally normal. 

I have finally discovered the ultimate Secret Technique for winning at human relationships.

The trick is to make the other person completely give up on you. Once you get them to think, "Wow, it’s a waste of breath to even talk to this guy," you’ve won. Nobody gets mad at a baby for being a baby, right? I just have to lower myself to that level of social incompetence. 

Of course, it’s a double-edged sword. It’s a victory, sure, but it’s also a total defeat for my dignity as a human being...

"Anyway, we’re done with the digging. Thanks for the help."

My plan was dead anyway. When I really thought about it, just having a pile of cash wouldn't magically make me The Eminence in Shadow. 

"Alright, I'm off! See ya!"

"Ah, Boss! Something's coming out—!"

I heard Delta calling after me, but I took off at a full sprint to make sure I didn't get cornered by her 'request.'

Come to think of it, today is December 24th. It was on a snowy night just like this that Santa betrayed me for the first time.

Sigh... I guess I failed to become The Eminence in Shadow again.



If you enjoyed this chapter, please click the ☆ below to show your support! Your ratings keep me going!
The True Identity of the Ordinary Boy Is—!?

[NOTE] From this point forward, the story in the web version and the published light novel diverge completely. Everything from the 4th volume onward is original content, so please be sure to check out the books!

Down in a dingy back alley within the Oriana Kingdom—currently occupied by the Doem Faction—I found myself cornered by a group of low-ranking grunts.

“Suspicious fellow. Kill him.”

As the soldier drew his sword, I bowed my head and begged for mercy.

“P-please! At least spare my life! I’m begging you—!”

“Die.”

My plea was ignored. The sword swung down. 

I let out a heavy sigh and kicked the blade.

Clang!

With a high-pitched snap, the sword broke in half and the shards went flying.

“—Wh-!?”

“See, this is the part where you’re supposed to say: ‘You suspicious fellow, seize him!’” I told the stunned soldiers.

“Wh-what are you even talking about—!?”

Honestly, I just want to be an ordinary citizen caught up in the middle of a civil war.

The setup: an ordinary boy is captured on false charges. However, within the Rebel Army that captured him, a series of inexplicable incidents occur. Night after night, soldiers vanish. One by one, they disappear, until finally, only the high-ranking officer and the ordinary boy remain.

In the end, what is his true identity—? 

I mean, come on. Doesn’t that sound awesome?

“This kid… he’s not normal…”

The grunts surrounding me drew their swords all at once.

“You guys are the tenth group today. I’m seriously starting to get bored of this.”

As I muttered that, a man who looked like their superior stepped forward.

“Are you the one behind the Assassination Incidents targeting our comrades in the Royal Capital lately? No, a brat like you? There’s no way… fine, just to be safe, capture him and investi—”

“Too late. I wanted to be an ‘ordinary’ boy.”

Without a second thought, I lopped the man’s head off with my Slime Sword.

The gaze of his severed head wandered through the empty air as a spray of red blood danced through the moonlit alleyway.

“Y-you bastard! K-kill him—!”

“Maybe I’ll have better luck with the eleventh group…”

I gave my Slime Sword a casual swing, cleaning up the rest of the grunts. 

I guess this works in its own way. It’s got a cool ‘mysterious assassin’ vibe.

Once the processing was finished, I checked my clothes amidst the lingering stench of blood. 

Perfect. Not a single drop of spray on me.

This attempt had been another failure, but I felt like I’d finally grasped the key to success. Apparently, the people occupying the Royal Capital were currently dealing with a series of assassinations within their ranks.

I mean, it’s probably mostly my fault.

Basically, the best way to get things moving would be to get caught under suspicion of being a spy or the assassin. All while maintaining the aura of a total mob character who was just a victim of a tragic misunderstanding.

Should I have let them spray some blood on me to look more suspicious? No, that would be a bit too blatant.

While I was debating the finer points of my performance, I felt several presences approaching. I used sound and Magic Power to gauge the distance and the headcount… seven people. Soldiers, likely.

Probably the comrades of the guys I just killed.

“Oh, I just had a brilliant idea.”

I plopped down on my butt right there in the alley and waited for them to arrive.

And then—

“A-a body! There’s a body in the alley…!”

As soon as the soldiers came into view, I pointed into the darkness and shouted in a trembling voice. I even made my eyes go watery. I couldn’t forget the minor details of the mob aesthetic.

“What!? Don’t tell me he struck again—!”

The soldiers rushed past me into the alley.

“Again! Another one down!”

“Dammit! When I find him, I’m going to kill him slowly!”

“Hey, you! Did you see the killer!?”

One of the soldiers turned to interrogate me while I pretended my legs had given out from terror.

“I-I didn't… I didn't see anything…” I said, making sure to add a nice vibrato to my voice.

“You… you aren't from this country, are you?”

The soldier’s eyes sharpened.

“Y-yes. I’m a student from the Midgar Kingdom…”

“A student from the Midgar Kingdom? What business does someone like you have in the Royal Capital of the Oriana Kingdom at a time like this?”

“I-I was worried about a friend… It’s the truth, please believe me!”

The soldier glared at me with piercing eyes.

“Fine. One more thing—what were you doing out so late at night?”

“I just wanted some… night air…”

“Night air? Do you honestly think there’s anyone in the Oriana Royal Capital who would wander around at midnight just for the ‘night air’?”

“I-it’s the truth! Are you actually doubting me!? I-I could never do something so… so horrible!”

“Hmph.”

The soldier gave me a cold look before turning back toward the depths of the alley.

“Nine soldiers, all killed with a single stroke… It’s certainly doubtful a kid like you could pull that off. But let me see your sword.”

“Y-yes, sir…”

I handed over my weapon. It was a cheap Normal Sword meant for mob characters, tucked into my belt.

“It’s a piece of junk. No signs of use, either.”

“D-do you believe me now?”

“It’s true that the possibility of you being the killer is low.”

“Oh, thank goodness…”

“However, that doesn't mean you’re off the hook. You’re still suspicious as hell.”

“N-no way!”

“Hey! Secure this kid!”

“Please, believe me! I’m just a law-abiding, ordinary citizen!”

Yes! I looked like a mob, but just suspicious enough to trigger the ‘get captured’ route!

Inside, I was doing a victory fist pump as the soldiers tied me up and hauled me away.
Oriana Kingdom Detention Center

My interrogation ended up being surprisingly perfunctory.

The Oriana Kingdom was so high-strung that it felt like war could break out at any second. I suppose they didn’t have the luxury of fussing over a background mob like me when the whole country was a powder keg.

After being fitted with a collar that sealed my Magic Power, I was hauled in front of a massive building.

"This is the Detention Center where you’ll be rotting from here on out."

"A detention center?" I asked, playing the part.

"Lord Doem is busy purging everyone in the Royalist Faction. Unfortunately, the actual prisons are already at capacity."

"Oh, is that how it is?"

"Heh. Well, do your best. Whether you survive in here or not depends entirely on the choices you make."

"Choices? What do you mean by—"

The soldier gave me a cryptic smirk, threw open a set of heavy iron doors, and shoved me inside.

The doors slammed shut with a heavy thud. I took a moment to survey my surroundings.

I’d initially imagined a classic fantasy-style stone dungeon, but this place was something else entirely. Simply put, it was a massive courtyard enclosed by soaring stone walls.

Thousands of prisoners were scattered across the paved ground. 

Some were huddled in rags, sleeping; others just sat there, staring at me with hollow, lifeless eyes; others still stood around talking in groups. It looked like they’d already split themselves into several distinct cliques.

Up on the high walls, guards stood watch over the yard.

Looking closer, I realized the walls weren't just fortifications—they were the cell blocks. I could see prisoners inside, moving freely between the interior rooms and the courtyard.

Looks like they let people run things however they want in here.

I started walking, figuring I should probably secure a place to sleep.

That’s when it happened.

"Yo, rookie."

I heard a voice call out from the side and turned to look.

There stood a tall man with disheveled hair who looked every bit the local punk. The instant our eyes met, my Bandit Radar gave a little twitch.

No doubt about it. This guy’s a former bandit.

"And you are...?" I asked.

"The name's Zack. Think of me as your friendly, neighborhood big brother. I like to show the new meat the ropes."

Zack spoke with the eyes of a predator sizing up its prey.

"I-I’m Cid. Thank you so much... I'm still trying to figure out what's going on..."

"I get it, I get it. Anyone would be shaking in their boots after being tossed in here without an explanation."

Zack gave my shoulder a few friendly pats. Then, he leaned in and whispered directly into my ear.

"Listen close, Cid. In here, food, beds, entertainment, freedom—none of it is equal. Look over there."

Zack pointed toward a group of gaunt, homeless-looking people crouching in a far corner of the courtyard.

"The prisoners here are split into three main groups. Those guys are at the bottom of the barrel. They're the most numerous, and we call 'em Trash. They're worthless garbage with no reason to live. They’re given just enough food and water to keep them from dying immediately, but they’ll kick the bucket soon enough. They’ve got no strength, no wits, and no info. Now, look over that way."

He pointed toward another group that seemed to be holding some sort of meeting.

"Those are the Royalist Faction types. Idiots who got rounded up in Lord Doem’s purge. They get the bare minimum of food and a place to sleep just to keep 'em breathing. They... are our prey."

"Our?" I repeated.

"Exactly. The final group is us: the Doem Faction. Some are people who wised up and betrayed the Royalist Faction after being tossed in here; others are criminals like me. The Doem Faction gets decent meals, comfortable beds, and freedom."

"...Freedom?"

"Yeah. For us, for example, even if we beat one of those Trash pieces of garbage to death, the guards let it slide—like this!"

Without warning, Zack lunged out and kicked a nearby vagrant.

The man screamed and scrambled away. The guards on the wall definitely saw it happen.

And yet, not a single one of them moved to stop him.

Zack turned back to me with a smug grin and whispered in my ear again.

"Of course, murder and violence are technically against the rules. But the guards just look the other way. Mind you, only an idiot kills people for no reason. Even Trash has its uses if you're smart about it, and you don't want to rack up too much karma. Anyway, Cid... you’re probably wondering why we’re the only ones allowed to get away with this, right?"

"Y-yes."

"It’s simple. We keep an eye on the Royalist Faction and snitch to the guards. You provide info, you get good food, a soft bed, and freedom. Easy, right?"

"I-Information...?"

"Anything goes, as long as it’s about the Royalist Faction. Give us something good, and you can join the Doem Faction today. If the intel is high-quality, they’ll even hook you up with entertainment and women."

"B-but I don't know anything..."

"I know, I know. You’re a blank slate. But think about it. The only people who come in here with info are the traitors. How do you think a guy like me gets his hands on intel?"

"U-um..."

"There’s a few ways. Method one: kidnap someone from the Royalist Faction and torture it out of 'em. Though they’ve been on high alert lately and sticking to groups, so that’s getting tough. Plus, if you get too loud, the guards have to step in.

Method two: infiltrate the Royalist Faction and act as a mole. They’re suspicious of everyone lately, though. It’s a hard sell unless you’re a pro.

Method three: eavesdropping and theft. They’re careful, but the chances aren't zero.

Then there’s method four. Believe it or not, there are people in the Royalist Faction who want to sell info. Everyone wants a good meal, a woman, or a drink eventually. This life wears you down. That’s where we come in. It’s hard for a Royalist to bring info to the guards directly without looking like a traitor, so we 'help' them. They get to stay in their faction while secretly eating good food and drinking. Everyone wins."

"I-I see..."

"I’m sure you get it by now, Cid. At this rate, you’re just going to end up as Trash. Worthless garbage, just like them. If you want to survive, you either find some info to join the Doem Faction, or you suck up to the Royalists and hope they take you in."

"That's so..."

"That’s as much as a nice guy like me can do for you. If you happen to stumble onto some intel, come find me. I’ll introduce you to the right guards."

Zack flashed me a greasy, suspicious smile.

"T-thank you so much, Zack-san!"

"Yeah, yeah. Good luck, kid."

"Ah, wait, Zack-san!" I called out as he turned to walk away.

"What now?"

"Actually... I have some top-tier information," I said, my voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

"...Oh? If you give the guards useless crap, they’ll beat the hell out of you. Why don’t you tell me first so I can vet it for you?"

"Not here... somewhere private."

"I hear ya. Follow me."

Zack led me inside the high walls.

The interior was a series of stone corridors. Rooms lined both sides, each packed with prisoners.

"Only the Doem Faction and the high-ranking Royalists get private rooms. The Trash sleeps in heaps in the halls or out in the dirt. Even the hallways have territories, though. If you try to sleep in a spot that isn't yours... you’re a dead man."

"...I’ll keep that in mind."

"In here."

Zack stopped at a door and led me inside.

"This is my private suite. Not bad, huh?" he said, closing the door behind us with a proud smirk.

The room was about six tatami mats in size—plenty for one person. It had a clean bed, a change of clothes, books, board games, and even a stack of porno mags. I even spotted some candy wrappers on a shelf.

"The big shots have it even better, though. Word is the boss holds strip parties in his room." Zack gave a lecherous chuckle. "Alright, no one’s coming. Let's hear this 'information' of yours."

"Information, huh? About that... I don't actually have any."

"The hell—?!"

In a single motion, I closed the distance and stepped into his guard. I grabbed his throat with one hand and hoisted him into the air. His legs dangled, kicking uselessly at the empty space above the floor.

"Y-you... bastard... you think... you'll get away with..." Zack wheezed, his face turning a lovely shade of purple.

"Food is what builds the body," I said calmly. "I could survive a month without eating if I had to, but the quality of my muscles would definitely decline. I can't compromise on my diet. I mean, I could always just sneak out of here to grab a snack, but that’s a hassle. As for sleeping, I don't mind the outdoors, but... well, I'd prefer a roof over my head when it rains."

I slowly increased the pressure on his windpipe.

"S-stop... gack..."

"Zack-kun, you have two choices. Life, or death. Which one are you going to pick?"
[Book Release Commemorative Side Story] His Name is Minoru Kagenou: Cid’s Previous Life
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I’m a second-year at Sakurazaka High School, and I have a classmate I absolutely despise.

The guy has black hair, black eyes, and a face so plain it’s practically a blank canvas. He always looks like he just rolled out of bed, sporting these permanent dark circles under his drowsy eyes. 

His name is Minoru Kagenou. He’s the bane of my existence, and—in a stroke of cosmic bad luck—he sits right next to me.

True to his name, Kagenou is the definition of a background character. His grades are mediocre, his athletic ability is sub-par, he’s not in any clubs, and while he’s not a total hermit, he only has a handful of "talking-term" acquaintances. He’s just your run-of-the-mill, utterly forgettable student.

I didn't always hate him. I didn't like him either, obviously, but I tried to be a decent person and treat him like any other classmate. Then I actually started interacting with him, and I discovered his one unforgivable sin.

The morning greeting.

See, Kagenou and I both have a habit of sliding through the school gates at the very last second. We almost always arrive at the exact same time, which forces a social interaction.

"Good morning, Kagenou-kun," I’d say, trying to be polite to the guy I can't stand.

"Morning, Nishimura-san," he’d drone back in that flat, lifeless voice of his.

It’s not Nishimura! It’s Nishino, you idiot!

I’d scream it in my head every single time, but on the outside, I’d just keep my "perfect girl" smile plastered on and head for the shoe lockers. This has been going on every single morning for three months.

For the first month, I stayed quiet, assuming he’d eventually figure it out. But once Golden Week passed and he was still butcherng my name, I finally snapped and corrected him. I remember that conversation like it was yesterday.

THE FIRST CORRECTION

"Um, Kagenou-kun? My name isn’t Nishimura."

"Eh?" 

Kagenou blinked at me, tilting his head as if he were looking at some bizarre specimen in a lab. "Wait, it’s not Nishimura?"

"No. My name is—"

"Oh, hold on. I remember now. You’re actually a Named Character, aren't you?"

"A Named Character?" I repeated, failing to process his weird nerd-speak.

"Ah, don't mind me. I usually make sure to remember the names of important people. I just have a bit of a slip-up now and then."

"It’s fine. Everyone makes mistakes," I said, giving him a small smile since he actually seemed to be apologizing.

Then he opened his mouth again.

"My bad. Sorry, Nishiya-san."

At that exact moment, I had to squeeze my fists so hard my knuckles turned white just to stop myself from landing a right straight into his smug, mocking face.

"...It’s Nishino."

"...Eh?"

"My. Name. Is. Nishino."

The silence that followed was excruciating. We just stared at each other until I finally turned on my heel and stormed off. I didn't say a single word to him for the rest of the day.

The next morning, we met at the gate again. I’d slept on it and cooled down a bit. It wasn't like he was being malicious; he was probably just genuinely slow. I figured I’d been overreacting over a simple name slip. So, I took the high road.

"Good morning, Kagenou-kun."

"Morning, Nishimura-san."

It’s not Nishimura! It’s Nishino! We are literally back to square one!

I wanted to howl, but I maintained my ironclad smile. What really got under my skin wasn't just the name; it was the fact that he acted like our talk yesterday had never happened. He called me Nishimura, and he didn't even look at me.

His eyes were always on me when we spoke, sure, but he wasn't seeing me. He had this distant look, like he was staring at something miles away that I couldn't see.

I hated that.

I realized then that it wasn't the name-calling that bothered me—it was the fact that I didn't even exist in his world. That was the moment I officially decided I hated him.

After that, I did my best to avoid him. We swapped greetings in the morning because I had a reputation to maintain, but that was it. I stopped correcting him. Even though we sat next to each other, we barely spoke unless a teacher forced us to.

Honestly, I wanted to ignore him completely, but my situation made that difficult. Being "Akane Nishino" comes with baggage. I’m the "refined beauty" with the perfect black hair that everyone stares at. Plus, I’m an active professional actress.

If word got out that I was feuding with a nobody like Kagenou, the tabloids would have a field day with whatever rumors they could invent. I couldn't have that. I’ve been a child actress since I was a kid, but my career hit a wall in middle school because of a scandal. 

That incident changed me. I started wearing a mask. I became the perfect honor student for the teachers, the popular girl for the students, and the "friend to all" so nobody would ever have a reason to resent me again. 

I killed my true self just to survive. That’s why I tolerated Kagenou.

THE INCIDENT

Today was no different. Kagenou got my name wrong, I said nothing, and we went through the day in silence.

I don't usually stay late since I'm not in any clubs, but I had supplementary lessons to make up for the days I missed for work. By the time I finally stepped out of the school gates, the sun was long gone.

"Great. My phone is dead..."

I sighed. Normally, I’d just call my driver, but I was out of luck. My house was a thirty-minute walk—not exactly a hike, but not a stroll either. The early summer night air felt surprisingly good, though, so I decided to walk.

It had been years since I’d walked home from school. My family usually insists on the private car and driver, so having the pavement under my feet felt almost... nostalgic. I was actually enjoying myself, which was my first mistake. I let my guard down.

A black van lurched to a halt right beside me. A massive guy hopped out before I could even register the danger.

"—Wh?"

A thick, muscular arm wrapped around my throat. I couldn't breathe. Everything started spinning, and my consciousness began to slip away within seconds.

The last thing I saw through the haze was the silhouette of a classmate running toward me.

THE WAREHOUSE

"...Ugh."

I woke up in a dim, dusty warehouse. My hands and feet were zip-tied, and a gag was shoved into my mouth. My head was pounding. I remembered the van, the man... and a face. I felt like I’d seen someone right before I passed out.

"Mmph! Mmm-mgh!"

I tried to scream for help, but it just came out as muffled groans.

"Oh. You're awake."

A gravelly voice came from behind me, and I froze.

"Keep it down if you don't want to get hurt."

The guy was a monster—at least 190 centimeters tall and built like a brick wall. There was another guy behind him, probably the one who’d grabbed me.

"I’ve already sent the ransom note to your parents. As long as the Nishino Zaibatsu pays up, you’ll get out of this in one piece." He let out a nasty smirk. "You shouldn't have been walking alone, little lady. Bad things happen to pretty girls on night roads."

He started walking toward me.

Get away! Stay back!

I tried to scramble away, dragging myself across the floor.

"Nice try." 

The giant grabbed my ankle and yanked me back like I weighed nothing. He forced my chin up, inspecting my face. "Not bad. You really do look like an actress."

I thrashed, trying to shake him off.

"I said stay still!" 

He backhanded me across the face. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. Tears pricked my eyes as his hand moved from my chin to my neck, then down toward my shoulder.

"You really are careless. Especially since you’ve been kidnapped before, right?"

I stopped moving. My heart skipped a beat.

"Back in middle school. It was a stalker that time, wasn't it?"

The memories I’d spent years burying flooded back. I started shaking uncontrollably.

"I can’t blame the guy. You're a prize. Why are you so scared, little lady?"

"Mmmph! Mmm-mgh! Mmmmmm!"

"Give it up. Nobody is coming to save you."

He pinned me down with his massive weight. I tried to twist away one last time, screaming internally for someone—anyone—to help.

SMASH.

The sound of shattering glass tore through the warehouse.

"Who’s there?!" 

A window high above had been smashed. Moonlight poured into the dark room, illuminating a figure standing on the broken glass. He was decked out in a black sweatshirt, black work boots, and a black balaclava. He looked like a total freak—honestly, he looked more like a criminal than the kidnappers.

Clack. Clack. Clack.

His boots echoed against the concrete as he walked toward us.

"The hell are you?!" the giant roared.

"Who, me? I’m just your friendly neighborhood... Stylish Thug Slayer."

He stopped and casually adjusted his mask.

"Kill him!" 

The accomplice lunged from the shadows, swinging a baseball bat at the masked guy’s head. It was a perfect blindside—but the masked guy dodged it like he had a sixth sense.

"Wh—?!"

"The moonlight was casting your shadow. Rookie mistake."

He spun on a dime and delivered a punch. Between the black clothes and the dark room, his fist was practically invisible. There was a sickening thud, and the accomplice dropped to his knees, unconscious before he even hit the floor.

"A clean strike to the jaw. You've done this before," the giant said, letting go of me and standing up. He cracked his neck, glaring at the intruder. "Too bad for you. I’m an ex-soldier."

He pulled a combat knife. His stance was professional, lethal.

"Ex-military, huh? Perfect. I’ve always wanted to test myself against a soldier."

The masked guy dropped into a low crouch. It looked... surprisingly cool. The two of them circled each other in the shadows, the tension thick enough to cut.

"Die!" 

The giant lunged. For a man his size, he moved with terrifying speed. He aimed a lethal slash at the masked guy’s throat, but the intruder blocked it with his forearm.

A sharp CLANG echoed.

"What?!"

The masked guy hadn't used his arm—he was holding something. A black crowbar. He was wielding it like a tonfa.

"A... a crowbar?!"

"Crowbars are underrated," the masked guy said. "They’re indestructible, easy to carry, and if the cops stop you, you can usually talk your way out of it. Most importantly... you can use them just like a tonfa."

"You're insane!"

The masked guy flicked his wrist. The crowbar traced a lethal arc, slamming into the giant’s wrist. The knife went flying.

"Dammit!" 

The soldier threw a heavy punch. The masked guy met it with the crowbar. Metal hit muscle, and fists grazed the mask as they traded blows under the moonlight.

But slowly, the masked guy started losing ground. Every time he blocked one of those heavyweight punches, he was forced back a step.

"Hmph. A decent handicap," the giant grunted. "You’re strong, kid. You’ve seen combat. But you’ve got one fatal flaw. You're barely 170 centimeters and maybe 60 kilos. I’m 194 and 115. Our physical specs aren't even in the same league. As long as I protect my vitals, I can take your hits. You take one from me, and it’s game over. That’s the reality of a weight class."

The masked guy just stared at him through the eye slits of his balaclava.

"Fair point. I guess a single ex-soldier is still a bit much for my current self. That’s reality... Fine. I guess I’ll have to get serious."

His stance shifted.

"Excuse me?"

"I saw the potential in the crowbar. The tonfa-like shape, the weight, the durability, the portability—it’s a high-potential tool. After spending my nights beating the hell out of Frenzy gangs, I finally reached a conclusion..."

"Wait... the masked berserker? The guy who’s been hospitalizing bikers with nothing but a crowbar?!" 

Apparently, that was a thing. I’d heard rumors that the local gangs had started wearing helmets 24/7 just because of some lunatic.

"The conclusion I reached after all that practice is this..." the masked guy said, raising his weapon. "A crowbar is way stronger if you just hit someone with it normally instead of trying to be fancy with tonfa moves!"

He swung. It wasn't a technique; it was a brutal, high-speed overhead strike. The giant reflexively raised his arm to block, but the sound that followed was the sickening crack of bone.

"Gah! My arm...!"

"Broken, right? That’s the crowbar’s true potential. The trick is to hit them with the L-shaped corner. It concentrates the force."

And then he swung again.

"Gah! W-wait—"

Swing. Swing.

"Stop! Please—"

Swing. Swing. Swing.

The warehouse was filled with the rhythmic, dull thuds of metal hitting meat. It was pure, unadulterated violence. The "Stylish Thug Slayer" kept hitting him until the giant stopped moving entirely.

Blood dripped from the end of the crowbar.

"It's not enough... if this is all I can do against an ex-soldier, I'll never reach it... I need more..."

He looked up at the moon through the shattered window.

"I need more power……"

He whispered it with such genuine sorrow, reaching out his hand as if he were trying to grab the moon itself. It was the most "main character" thing I’d ever seen. Then, he shook his head as if snapping back to reality and picked up the dropped knife.

He walked toward me.

"Mmmph!" 

I tried to shrink away, certain I was next, but he just swung the blade down.

"Mgh?"

The zip-ties snapped. I was free. I looked up at the suspicious, black-clad lunatic who had just saved my life. He looked down at me for a moment.

"Be more careful on your way home."

And just like that, he vanished into the night.

I sat there in the silence of the warehouse, dazed. "Stylish Thug Slayer... who the hell was that guy?"

THE MORROW

The next day, I went to school like nothing had happened, despite my parents being worried sick. Thinking about the night before still gave me the creeps, but every time I thought about the name "Stylish Thug Slayer," I had to suppress a laugh.

Seriously? 'Stylish Thug Slayer'? That is so edgy.

I walked through the school gates and, like clockwork, ran into my least favorite classmate.

"Good morning, Kagenou-kun."

"Good morning, Akane Nishino."

I froze. "—Eh?"

Kagenou just kept walking toward the lockers, leaving me standing there in shock. He didn't get my name wrong. And for the first time... I felt like he was actually looking at me.

That voice... no, there’s no way.

I felt a smile tugging at my lips as I ran to catch up with him.

"Wait! Kagenou-kun!"

I think I’d like to try talking to him today. For real this time.
The Mysterious Intelligence Agent

CID

Zack thrashed and clawed as I strangled him, but my arm didn't budge an inch. Pure, unadulterated power.

"Gah... ack..."

I saw the look of pure terror flickering in his eyes and decided to loosen my grip just a fraction.

"What... what do you want from me...?"

"Let's see... is it possible for you to set me up with a Private Room?"

"I-it’s impossible to do right away. It’ll take at least a month."

I peered into his eyes. He didn't seem to be lying.

"I see. Well, that’s fine. Snagging a Private Room out of nowhere would probably stand out too much anyway. As long as I have a roof over my head, I’m good. I’ll just sleep in the hallway."

"Fine... I'll arrange it..."

"Also, I’m going to need balanced, three-square meals. If you can't handle that, then you are unnecessary."

"U-unnecessary...?"

"Yeah. Unnecessary."

I tightened my grip on his throat for a brief second to drive the point home.

"I-I get it! Wait, wait! I can do it! I can get you three meals a day, guaranteed!"

"I’m counting on you. And also... I’m going to need information. This place seems pretty interesting—I've taken a bit of a liking to it. I want to know everything."

"...If there's something you want to know, I'll tell you."

"Then there's the matter of our relationship. You're part of the Doem Faction, right? I have no Ki to join either side yet. I'm content just being Trash."

"...Then you’d better not talk to me in public. How are we handling the food?"

"I’ll eat in this room. I can slip in and out without anyone seeing me, so it won’t be an issue."

"...I see," Zack said, his face twisted in a mask of sheer displeasure.

"Well, that’s about it for now. I’ll let you know if I need anything else."

"Yeah, you do that."

I finally released his neck. He slumped to the floor, clutching his throat as he looked up at me.

"Who the hell are you? You aren't even using Magic Power... how do you have this much strength?"

"Well now, I wonder why..."

"You're no student," he croaked. "You're an Intelligence Agent from somewhere... no, maybe you're with an Underground Organization...?"

Oh, he’s good. He’s doing all the world-building for me.

"Now then, do you really think I'd be the type to talk about that?"

I put a little extra intensity into my gaze, playing the part of the mysterious powerhouse.

"...Tch."

Zack clicked his tongue and looked away.

"Is this related to the Civil War...? Fine. As long as you stay out of my business, do whatever you want."

"Works for me. As long as I can get my own job done, I’m happy."

"...Just do what you want."

Zack hung his head. I turned my back to him and reached for the door.

"Oh, and one more thing. It should go without saying, but you'd be wise not to mention this to anyone."

"...I know."

"Consider this a piece of advice. It makes no difference to me if I have to crush you, the Doem Faction, and everyone else here along with it—"

As I spoke, I let a surge of Bloodlust and Magic Power flare for a split second.

"Wha—?! Your Magic Power should be sealed!"

"You didn't honestly think a toy like this could hold me back, did you?"

With that final line, I pulled the door open and stepped outside.

"...Damn it. Talk about bad luck. I really stepped in it this time, picking a fight with an absolute monster..."

I caught the sound of Zack’s trembling voice from behind me. I mentally pumped my fist. Nailed it!
An Overwhelming Lack of Calories

Inside the detention center, us "trash" only got fed once a day.

A crowd of people who looked like a pack of vagrants formed a line in the courtyard to receive their rations. The menu consisted of a piece of rock-hard bread and a bowl of soup.

As I took my meal, I could feel the eyes of everyone around me boring into my back.

They were definitely targeting the newcomer’s food.

They were trying to be discreet about it, but they were about as subtle as a brick to the face.

Since I’m getting a high-quality meal from Zack later anyway, I wouldn’t really mind having this stolen to keep up my mob-character persona, but I’m also a little curious about the taste.

Well, whatever.

I shielded the food with both hands, clutching it to my chest as I hurried through the throng. Come on, if you're gonna mug me, now's the time, I thought, projecting that perfect "vulnerable victim" vibe.

Ultimately, I made it through the courtyard and reached my little corner of the hallway that Zack had carved out for me.

Now then, let’s see how this tastes...

First, I tried the soup.

The only "ingredients" were a few vegetable scraps and a couple of sad little beans. As for the flavor... it was basically just lukewarm saltwater.

To be honest, it was disgusting, but I could probably choke it down if I had to.

The bread was just as bad—full of grit and impurities. Its only saving grace was that it was reasonably large.

If I dipped it in the soup first, I could probably manage to eat it.

In summary: gross, but edible.

The real problem was the overwhelming lack of protein. The only decent source of it was those tiny beans.

But even worse than that was the total calorie deficit. This whole meal was maybe five hundred calories, tops.

There was no way in hell someone could survive a full day on just this.

No wonder everyone was so emaciated... and no wonder they were willing to fight over food.

"Yo, new guy."

Two men approached me while I was eating.

Both were skin and bones, but their eyes were gleaming with a predatory hunger.

"We need to have a little chat."

"W-what is it?"

I did my best impression of a cornered herbivore, looking up at them with wide, trembling eyes.

"How about you hand over that food of yours?"

"Eh? But... this is all I have to eat today..."

"Hey, listen up! I told you to hand it over!"

The two men loomed over me, their voices dripping with intimidation.

"Give it up quietly and you won't have to get hurt. Try to resist, and you'll get a beating and lose your food. You're smart enough to know which choice is better, right?"

"B-but..."

"Tch... thick-headed brat."

One of the men grabbed me by the collar and slammed me against the wall.

"I guess three punches ought to make you behave."

He raised his fist, but just as he was about to swing—

"Stop right there."

A girl’s voice interrupted them.

"Who the hell do you—!?"

"Y-you’re..."

I looked toward the voice and saw a beautiful girl standing in the hallway. She was dressed in the same prisoner rags as the rest of us, but her pink-blonde hair stood out. She looked strangely familiar.

"Let him go."

As the pink-blonde girl glared at them, the two men hung their heads.

"Tch, let’s go..."

"A-ah..."

They released my collar and hurried away.

"Th-thank you so much. You are...?"

"That was a bit of a disaster, wasn't it?"

The beautiful pink-blonde girl gave me a reassuring smile.

There were a few female prisoners in this detention center, though they were rare. Most were women brought here specifically for the Doem Faction, but she seemed different somehow.

"Food is precious here, so you should eat it quickly."

"Y-yes..."

"If you ever have any trouble, feel free to talk to—"

"Lady Clara, this boy was talking to one of the Doem Faction's men."

A burly man appeared from behind the pink-blonde girl. He was looking at me with a harsh, suspicious gaze.

"I see... but he probably just doesn't know any better yet."

"Even so, please be careful..."

"...I know."

"U-um. I was just having Zack show me the ropes..."

"Don't worry about it. Just... well, a lot of things happen in this place, so please be careful."

With that, she turned and left, the sturdy man following close behind. As they passed me, the man gave me one last sharp glare.

I maintained my "terrified mob" act until they were out of sight, then muttered to myself.

"She definitely seems like an important character."

I’d have to shake Zack down for info when I went to get my real meal later.

But that girl, Clara... she really did remind me of someone. Ah, right.

She kind of looks like Senior Rose. Maybe it’s an Oriana Kingdom connection?
Life's Final Destination

I erased my presence and slipped into Zack’s room.

"—?! It’s you... I didn't feel you at all..."

Zack’s eyes went wide with shock the moment he noticed me.

Heh heh heh. What a classic reaction. I really love how Zack-kun delivers exactly what’s expected. He’s the perfect trope.

"Here, this is your share."

He handed me a plate piled high with a respectable amount of food.

"Thanks. I'll use the table."

"Do whatever you want."

And with that, it was time for the main event: the tasting.

The menu featured bread, cream stew, steak, and a side of vegetables. It was simple, but the portions were massive.

The bread was airy and white on the inside with a lovely aroma. The cream stew was packed with colorful vegetables and chunks of chicken—honestly, it was delicious. Then there was the steak. It was huge, probably close to 500 grams. It was a lean cut, but the meat was tender and juicy. Exactly the kind of texture I like.

It wasn't exactly world-class cuisine, but everything was genuinely tasty and satisfying. Having so much of it was the best part.

"I didn't think I'd be getting this level of food in a detention center."

"Well, even if it’s gone to the dogs, this is still the Land of the Arts. The baseline for food is pretty high."

"I see."

I found myself thinking that once I’m finished with my life’s work, retiring to this country might not be a bad idea.

See, I have one major goal in life: to become The Eminence in Shadow.

But what will I seek once I’ve achieved that goal and finally satisfied my soul? There was a moment during my endless days of training when that thought suddenly crossed my mind. 

I considered various paths—becoming a public powerhouse, becoming a Demon Lord who destroys the world, or maybe taking on the role of the master who guides the Hero. I thought about a lot of things, but the answer I eventually reached was a simple one.

Eating my fill of delicious food every day and sleeping soundly without worrying about the time. That alone is enough to make me happy. 

Having spent my life sacrificing peace and quiet for my goals, I found myself longing for that very tranquility. I see, that makes perfect sense, I remember thinking, feeling strangely convinced.

"Aren't you worried it might be poisoned?"

"Who do you think I am? I can tell just by the scent."

That was a lie.

In reality, I can just use my magic power to decompose any toxins, so it’s a non-issue.

"Handy nose. I wish I had one. Back when I was a bandit, my own subordinates tried to poison me. I barely survived, only to get caught and end up in this mess."

Zack gave a self-deprecating laugh.

"I had a decent amount of confidence in my strength, but Spellswords have zero status in this country. Being a bandit was way better than being run ragged by those noble idiots. I never thought I’d get caught... but whatever. Watching the Royalist Faction, who spent years looking down on Spellswords, get kicked out by the Doem Faction and their army of Spellswords? It was a real breath of fresh air."

Huh.

"I want to hear about this girl, Clara."

Now that I’d finished my meal, I brought up the girl who had caught my interest.

"Why bother asking me? You probably know more about that woman than I do."

"Prior intelligence and field observations don't always align. To blindly trust information and neglect verification is to invite death..."

I narrowed my eyes, flashing him a meaningful, cryptic smile.

"Tch, always so cautious. I don't know the fine details."

"That's fine."

"...Hmph."

Zack snorted and began his tale.

"You can probably guess from the name, but Clara Oriana is the younger sister of that notorious Rose Oriana. She was the first one who tried to rebel against the Doem Faction, but she got caught and tossed in here. Still, she’s royalty, so they can't just execute her. It seemed like Lord Doem was struggling with how to handle her, but apparently, that’s not the case anymore."

"Oh...?"

"Clara Oriana is the kind of person who could become a figurehead for the Anti-Doem Faction. Naturally, people from that faction are starting to gather around her. Even inside this detention center..."

Zack’s lip curled into a smirk.

"The rumor is that Lord Doem is letting Clara Oriana run free so he can round up the entire Anti-Doem Faction in one fell swoop. Well, that’s the extent of what I know. Surely you’ve got more than that?"

"Who knows..."

I covered my mouth with my hand and put strength into my gaze, peering deep into Zack's eyes.

"Do you really want to know...?"

Since I obviously didn't know anything, I released a tiny pulse of magic power for just a second to ramp up the "pressure."

"—! I-I told you, I have no intention of getting deeper into this!"

"—A wise decision."

I maintained my heavy, overbearing smile. I made it look like something truly terrifying was waiting for him if he pushed further...

Act like you know everything. Project the ultimate Eminence in Shadow aura. It’s not just about the words; it’s about the gaze, the posture, the subtle movement of the fingertips. This right here? This is peak performance.

"Give me a break, man. My heart can't take much more of you..."

Zack wiped the cold sweat from his brow and stood up.

"I’ve got business, so I’m heading out. The Boss called for me."

"The Boss...?"

"Yeah... the Boss of the Doem Faction."

Zack looked like he’d rather be anywhere else as he muttered the answer and left the room.

"Heh..."

Naturally, I decided to tail him.
Code 0

Zack headed toward a deserted basement.

He picked his way through a damp, moldy passage before coming to a halt in front of a massive door. He fished a key out of his breast pocket, unlocked the door, and took a quick look over his shoulder to ensure he wasn’t being followed before slipping inside.

The moment the door swung shut, I heard the distinct click of the lock engaging.

I waited until I was certain the coast was clear before revealing myself. I gave the knob a turn, but as expected, it wouldn't budge.

I pulled out a bit of slime, drizzled it into the keyhole, and set to work. I’d made sure to study the basics of lockpicking in my previous life, so this was child's play. After all, being able to crack a lock on a whim is a prerequisite for any proper Eminence in Shadow.

By the way, I keep my slime supply tucked away inside my body just in case I’m ever subjected to a surprise search. 

I checked for any signs of movement on the other side. Feeling like the timing was right, I eased the door open and slipped into the room.

I found myself in a sprawling, dimly lit warehouse. 

Deep in the back, the glow of a lamp cut through the gloom. A group of men had gathered around it. I suppressed my presence and crept closer, ducking behind a nearby wooden crate. For the record, the crate was empty.

The men were huddled around the lamp, deep in conversation. Zack was right there among them.

"Boss, everyone’s here," one said.

"I see..."

The man they called "Boss" stepped forward. I’d been picturing some stereotypical thug leader, but his appearance was surprisingly youthful. He couldn't have been older than his early twenties. 

He was a clean-cut, handsome guy with shoulder-length grey hair. He didn't have the vibe of a delinquent at all; if anything, he looked like the intellectual type. Judging by his build and the way he carried himself, there was no doubt he was trained in the martial arts. Between his looks and his general aura, he didn't look like a prisoner in the slightest.

I love a good gap between appearance and reality. It’s a nice touch.

"Good work, comrades," he said, his voice resonant and commanding as he surveyed the group. "Comrade Doem was quite pleased with the wealth of information you’ve all gathered."

He went around the circle, speaking to each man individually and asking what they wanted as a reward.

I see. So that whole story about the guards being the information pipeline was a total lie.

"Zack, what is your wish?"

"I—I want an increase in the quality and quantity of the food," Zack stammered. "Enough for at least two people."

Zack, my man, you are a true friend!

"Careful, Zack! Eat too much and you'll get fat!" someone jeered. 

Zack just gave a weak, wry smile as the others joined in the laughter.

"Boss, I want another strip party!"

"Me too!"

"Again?" the handsome Boss sighed. "Try to keep it in moderation."

He continued listening to their requests one by one. Once he was finished, however, his gaze turned sharp.

"I have a request for you all. Recently, incidents of our comrades being attacked in the Royal Capital have been on the rise. Just yesterday, an executive's carriage was ambushed, leaving seven dead."

For a split second, I wondered if he was talking about me, but I hadn't even left the detention center yesterday. Looks like there’s another culprit on the loose.

"The perpetrator is a professional who stalks their targets without making a sound. We’ve taken to calling him the 'Owl.'"

The Owl, huh? Not bad.

"As for this 'Owl,' we’ve found traces suggesting he has already infiltrated this detention center."

Zack’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second.

"Is something wrong, Zack?"

"N-No, nothing..." 

Zack averted his gaze, trying to escape the Boss's piercing stare.

"The Owl’s objective is to make contact with Clara Oriana. Find him before he reaches her. Is that understood?"

The men all nodded in unison.

"That concludes our business... wait, I forgot one thing," the Boss said, his tone dropping. "The execution of a traitor."

He drew a knife and locked his eyes onto Zack.

"—It’s you."

The knife flew with incredible speed. I doubted anyone in the room besides me could have even reacted to it. 

The blade grazed Zack’s cheek and buried itself in the face of the man standing directly behind him. 

"This fool was leaking our information to the Royalist Faction," the Boss declared coldly.

The rest of the men watched in a daze as the traitor collapsed, blood spurting from the wound.

"You’re dismissed. We’re done here."

At the Boss's command, the men scrambled to leave.

"—Zack."

Zack alone was called back.

"Are you... hiding something from me?" the Boss asked, looking down at him with frigid eyes.

"N-No, sir." 

Cold sweat trickled down Zack’s face.

"—I see. I trust you."

The Boss gave Zack’s shoulder a firm pat and walked out of the warehouse.

Left alone in the dim light, Zack let out a massive sigh and wiped the sweat from his brow. I stepped up and gave his shoulder a pat of my own.

"W-Waaaaagh?! What the—?! It's just you! Dammit! Don’t scare me like that!"

Zack literally jumped out of his skin. When he realized it was me, he looked like he was about to blow a fuse.

"Sorry, sorry. You did a good job keeping your mouth shut, though."

"As if I’d say anything! I’d be a dead man the second I opened my mouth."

"Fair point."

"Wait... don't tell me you're the Owl?"

"Sadly, no," I replied.

"You’re... not?" Zack looked at me skeptically.

"I didn't do anything yesterday. It’s probably just a competitor in the same industry."

"Whatever. Look, if you get any info on this Owl guy, pass it my way, will you? You saw how it went—I'm being suspected. Mostly because of you."

"Information is easy enough to find. Whether or not I can share it is another story. It's a small industry... most experts are acquaintances, after all."

And there we go—my insurance policy in case I never find out who the Owl is.

"Man, I’m serious. I'm counting on you. You saw the Boss—he's terrifying. You can use Magic Power, so you might be able to handle him, but I’m totally screwed."

"Oh, by the way, his Magic-Sealing Collar is a fake."

"W-What?!"

"Yep."

"You've gotta be kidding me... Does that mean even you can't beat him?"

"—Is that what you think?"

I released a tiny surge of Magic Power, just enough to make the very air tremble.

"N-No. Actually, maybe you could..."

"Well, whatever... Hm? What’s this?"

Perhaps because of the atmospheric vibration I’d just caused, a single scrap of old paper fluttered down in front of me. I picked it up—and a brilliant idea struck me.

"—I see," I murmured, my voice dripping with mystery.

"Did something happen?"

"A message from an agent. I think I have a lead on the Owl’s identity now."

"S-Seriously?! That was fast!"

"Have a look."

I handed the blank scrap of paper to Zack.

"W-Wait, there’s nothing written on this!"

"It’s a sophisticated cipher that only reacts to a specific Magic Power wavelength. I’m the only one who can decode it."

"No way... I can't see a damn thing..."

Zack pulled the paper close to his face, flipping it over and holding it up to the light to check for a Watermark.

"I'll tell you a little of what it says."

"...Is that okay?"

I nodded and dropped my voice to a low whisper.

"Code 0."

"C-Code Zero?"

"Zero is the number of the beginning. Which means—"

"Which means...?" Zack gulped.

"—Everything begins."

As the words left my lips, I completely erased my presence and vanished using ultra-high-speed movement.

"Wha—?! He’s gone?! No way, the door is still closed..."

I held my breath inside my wooden crate and waited patiently for Zack to leave.
Who Do You Think You’re Acting Tough In Front Of?

I spent the night prowling around the Detention Center to figure out the Owl's identity, but I came up empty-handed. 

There was just too little information to go on. All I knew for sure was that the Owl was "reasonably skilled." I hadn't managed to vet every single person in the facility in one night, but I’d already found about ten people who fit that description. 

I can usually gauge someone’s level just by looking at their physique, movements, and posture, but that only gets you so far. It’s a classic trope: the guy who looks like a total pushover is actually a beast, while the guy who looks like a tank is a wet noodle. It happens.

And so, I decided to give up early. It was impossible with my current lack of intel. Maybe if I was bored tonight, I’d sneak out of the Detention Center and try to gather some leads on the outside. 

Well, I’d cross that bridge when the sun went down.

After polishing off the delicious breakfast Zack-kun made for me, I headed out to the wide courtyard to take a stroll in the refreshing morning sun. I’ve always liked the crisp, clear air of a winter morning and the warmth of a beautiful sunrise. The sky stretched out, clear and distant. I didn't really get it, but it made me feel the "breath of life" or whatever.

“Hmm.”

As I walked among the prisoners—who looked like a bunch of vagrants eating smelly bread and vegetable-scrap soup—the lack of my own "mob" factor hit me like a ton of bricks. If I were walking through a normal city, I had total confidence in my ability to blend in as a background character. But among these derelicts, I just wasn't filthy enough. Part of it was just because I’d only recently arrived, so I figured time would eventually solve the problem, but still...

Suddenly, an angry roar echoed across the yard.

“Are you saying we did it?!”

I turned toward the noise and saw a crowd forming. This looks interesting, I thought, pushing through the onlookers to snag a front-row seat.

“I can’t think of anyone but you,” a voice declared.

Right in the middle of the circle, Clara Oriana was in a standoff with that thief-looking mob I’d spotted in the basement. Behind Clara stood a line of hangers-on who were clearly from the Royalist Faction, while the thief had a group from the Doem Faction backing him up. Zack and the Handsome Boss were among them.

“The Royalist Faction and the Doem Faction are all here...” 

“The atmosphere is getting dangerous...”

The prisoner-onlookers started buzzing. 

“The body of my companion was found last night,” Clara said, her voice trembling. “There were traces of assault and torture.”

Whoops. I was so caught up playing detective that I missed a major plot event.

“I’m telling you, I don't know anything about that!” the man shouted.

“There were marks of torture! Who else but you people would do something so horrible?!” Clara’s grief-stricken voice rang out.

“Maybe they were just hated? I mean, the guy was a total piece of shit!”

“—You!”

Slap.

Clara’s palm connected squarely with the mob thief’s cheek. The world seemed to go silent for a heartbeat. 

Then...

“You bitch!”

The man snarled, drawing a short rod from his waist and swinging it upward. 

Oh, that’s bad. 

Clara was a complete amateur. At worst, that swing would split her skull and kill her in one hit. I’m sorry, but I couldn't allow a route where a mob character kills a main character right in front of me. 

“—Eh?”

The sound came from Clara, her eyes wide with shock. Right before her eyes, the man who had swung the rod collapsed unnaturally. The rod slipped from his hand and went flying high into the air.

“—Wha?! What happened?!”

“He just went down!”

The prisoners were stunned.

“Could it be—the Owl?”

“Search the area! They’re nearby!”

“...The Owl?”

Members of both the Doem Faction and the Royalist Faction began scanning their surroundings.

Sorry to disappoint, guys, but I’m the one who did it. 

It was a simple trick: I sent a bit of slime out through the soles of my feet, tunneled it underground, and delivered an uppercut to his jaw from a blind spot. No one noticed, but that’s exactly why it felt like the perfect work for The Eminence in Shadow.

Just then, I noticed Zack-kun shooting a suspicious look my way. I gave him a meaningful smile and deliberately averted my eyes. Perfect. Everything was clicking into place.

That’s when I noticed the short rod that had been flung into the sky. It was rotating as it plummeted toward me. In that split second, I had a flash of inspiration. 

It’s not over yet!

Sure, my work as The Eminence in Shadow was done, but I still had a job to do as a mob!

I instantly calculated the rod’s trajectory, adjusted my position by a few inches, and slipped directly under its path. Then, I popped a packet of fake blood I’d prepared for just such an occasion into my mouth and looked up.

The rod slammed right into my nose.

“Bfuoooo?!”

I sprayed the fake blood out of my nose and recoiled. The way the red mist splattered like a fountain, sparkling in the morning sun, was nothing short of artistic.

MOB SECRET TECHNIQUE: NOSEBLEED SPLASH.

It was a high-level technique that involved beautifully jetting fake blood from one's mouth out through the nostrils.

“Uwah?! Gross!”

“Gah, it got on my face!”

In the middle of the bloodthirsty morning at the detention center, my fountain of noseblood provided a moment of strange tranquility. 

I had done it. I had successfully pulled off the "mob character gets caught in the crossfire of a main character conflict" move immediately following an Eminence in Shadow maneuver.

“Oh my god! Are you okay?!”

Clara rushed over to me as I collapsed in a state of total satisfaction. I quickly pretended to have fainted.
The Princess’s Mob Friend

I must have been hauled off to some room and dumped onto a bed.

Cold hands, chilled by the winter air, dabbed at my nose to tend to my "injuries." I took that sensation as my cue to stage a groggy awakening.

"Ugh... where... where am I...?"

I opened my eyes and let my gaze wander aimlessly.

I was in a room within the Detention Center. The layout was identical to Zack’s, though this one was clean and lacked any signs of entertainment. It held only the barest of essentials.

Clara was sitting by my bedside. Meanwhile, a man from her entourage stood guard by the door, boring holes into me with his eyes.

"Thank goodness, you’re awake. You shouldn't try to move your head just yet."

"You’re... uh..."

"Come to think of it, I haven't introduced myself. You probably already know, but I am Clara Oriana."

"I-I’m Cid Kagenou. Um, it looks like you treated my wounds... thank you so much..."

I made sure to let my voice tremble slightly, really leaning into the "terrified by royalty" vibe.

"Don't worry about it. This was all caused by our conflict in the first place."

"But—"

The man glaring at me from the door clicked his tongue.

"Lady Clara, that’s enough. We should kick this suspicious brat out immediately."

"Guin... he took a blow to the head. He shouldn't be moving yet."

"It could be an act to get close to you. Besides, we have a 'Great Cause' to attend to. We don't have time to coddle some nobody. Am I wrong?"

The man called Guin looked down his nose at me with an insulting sneer.

"Even if we have a great cause, that is no excuse to abandon an injured person right in front of our eyes."

"But—"

"Stand down, Guin. He’s just an ordinary boy who knows nothing. I don't see a hint of malice in him. Wouldn't you agree?"

Clara turned a questioning gaze toward me.

"Y-yes. I just happened to be at the scene of that Owl's attack by accident, and then everyone started suspecting me..."

"If we can't even save one boy standing right in front of us, how can we hope to save a whole country?"

Clara gently took my hand in hers.

"—Understood. I'll keep watch outside."

With that, Guin turned and left the room.

Just before the door clicked shut, he shot me one last glare. If I wasn't mistaken, that look was directed not just at me, but at Clara as well. Oho, suspicious.

Once the door was closed, Clara let out a long sigh.

"I’m sorry. He’s not a bad person, he’s just..."

"No, it’s fine."

"Everyone is desperate and anxious. Even me... Truthfully, I was never supposed to be in a position like this..."

Clara lowered her head, looking away.

"Um..."

"Don't mind me. This has nothing to do with you. By the way, you aren't from this country, are you?"

"Y-yes. I'm a student at the Midgar Kingdom Academy for Spellswords..."

"—Wait, really? The Academy for Spellswords? Tell me, do you know anything about my sister?"

Clara leaned in close, peering into my face.

"Um, if you mean Senior Rose, I know her. We’ve even talked before."

"I see. So you know... that my sister stabbed our father?"

"...Yes. I was watching from the stands in the Arena."

"So it’s true... My sister really did stab Father...?"

"Yes. That was definitely Senior Rose."

"I see..."

Clara’s shoulders slumped, and she looked down at the floor again.

"Father had been acting strange for a long time, and I know my sister was looking into it. But how did it come to this? Everyone says she's a traitor who tore the country apart. I didn't want to believe it..."

I hesitated for a moment, wondering what the right "mob" response should be, and let out a small sigh.

In the end, I decided to just say what I actually felt.

"It looked to me like she had a reason. I don't know why she had to do it, and I don't know if the truth would even satisfy you, but she looked like someone who had made up her mind. She looked prepared."

"Prepared... So that’s how it looked to you. Hehe, thank you. Thanks for trying to comfort me. You see, I’ve always loved my sister—she could do anything. I always admired her. That’s why, even now, I still want to believe in her..."

Clara shook her head as if to clear the air and gave me a small smile.

"You certainly were watching her closely, weren't you?"

"Ah, well, the truth is, I actually fought Senior Rose once in the Bushin Festival Selection Tournament."

"No way! Really? Well, how did it go?"

"I lost without being able to do a single thing."

"I believe it. You do look pretty weak, after all."

Clara gave a mischievous little giggle.

"Can I call you Cid? You can just call me Clara."

"Uh... well..."

"Don't worry about formalities. Right now, I'm just another prisoner anyway."

"Ah, well... okay. But only when there’s no one else around, I guess."

"Good point. Guin would never hear the end of it. Now, tell me more. I want to hear everything about my sister’s life at the academy."

And so, I ended up spending a significant amount of time regaling her with stories about Senior Rose.

I’d strayed a bit from my intended "mob" position, but it was fine; I could still pivot. From now on, my official role would be "Senior Rose’s Mob Friend"—a background character who just happened to chat with Clara because of that connection. Everything was still on track.
Looming Malice

CID

I was wandering aimlessly down the hallway after leaving Clara’s room when I sensed a presence—someone’s Ki was closing in from behind. 

Smells like a plot event, I thought, waiting for it to unfold. Sure enough, an arm suddenly hooked around my shoulder.

“Yo, newbie! You really played your cards right with the princess, didn't you?”

The guy wore a sleazy grin; he was one of those punks from the Doem Faction. Before I knew it, I was surrounded by his lackeys. 

Five of them… no, there was a 6th.

Zack stood at the back of the pack, looking reluctant and offering me a strained, wry smile.

“Listen, I’ve got a little favor to ask. You’re gonna hear me out, right?” the punk whispered into my ear, his breath absolutely reeking.

“W-what is it…?” I stammered, making sure to vibrate my entire body in addition to my voice. I was really channeling that ‘slime being stared down by a dragon’ energy.

“Hey, no need to be so twitchy. If you do this for us, we’re pals.”

“Y-yes, sir…”

“See, this favor is something only you can do now that you’re all buddy-buddy with the princess. We want to have a little chat with Her Highness, see? But her guards are a pain in the ass and won’t let us get close. That’s where you come in. We need you to lure her out for us.”

“M-me…?”

“Yeah, only you. I don’t care how you do it. Hell, I’ll even lend you this.”

He pulled out a small packet of powdered medicine.

“Just slip this into a drink. It’ll send the guards—and the princess—straight to dreamland in no time.”

“B-but, I couldn’t possibly do something like that…”

“You little shit!” he barked, his voice dropping into a menacing snarl. “Are you saying you won’t help out a friend? You aren't looking for a world of hurt, are you?!”

“Hieee!” 

I recoiled, doing my best impression of a cowardly mob being intimidated.

“Ah, hey, hang on a second. I don’t think being that rough is a good idea,” Zack called out from the edge of the group, his face looking a bit cramped.

“What’s the matter, Zack? Since when did you become a pacifist?”

“R-recently? Maybe? Look, just try being a bit nicer. No violence, please. At least for right now.”

“Don’t screw with me! We don’t have time to move at a snail’s pace! If we want to lure out the Owl, taking the princess hostage is the fastest way!”

With that, the punk swung a fist right into my face.

The moment it connected, I relaxed my entire body and snapped my head back, perfectly parrying the impact. It’s a technique called Slipping Away.

Most people think getting hit in the head leads to an automatic concussion, but if you actually know how to take a hit, you can endure quite a lot. There are basically two ways to handle it: you either brace yourself and tank the blow, or you relax and let the force slide off you. 

I went with the latter. 

By whipping my head back to bleed off the momentum, I made it look like I’d been brutally blindsided. Getting sent flying like that is a great way to rack up Mob Points.

“Ugh…” 

I feigned being blown away and collapsed onto the floor.

“Hey, remember, I warned you and tried to stop him! We’re cool, right? I'm not involved!” Zack babbled, backing away to distance himself from the situation.

“You’ve got no choice but to bring her to us,” the punk growled, stepping on me and leaning his full weight into it. “I’ll give you three days. Do it, and I’ll buy you a nice dinner. But if you fail…”

He glared down at me.

“I’ll kill you. Don't forget it.”

With that lovely parting threat, the group strolled away.

Hmm, I see. So they’re planning to use Clara as bait to draw out the Owl.

Not a bad plan, actually. 

I brushed the dust off my clothes and stood back up. For some reason, Zack came scurrying back.

“I mean, I’m sure you’re fine, but... everything’s okay, right? I was just a bystander! I had nothing to do with that!” Zack said, looking strangely terrified.

“No problem,” I replied coolly. “Everything is proceeding exactly as anticipated.”

“Wha—? No way... You mean you predicted this would happen?! I was shocked enough that you managed to get close to the princess like that, but you were actually looking even further ahead...?!”

“The gears of the story have begun to turn... just as planned...”

I gave Zack a fleeting glance and a meaningful, cryptic smile.

“...! Wh-who the hell are you...?! Are you with the Royalist Faction? You definitely don't seem like one of Doem’s guys...”

“...I am neither.”

“Neither...?”

“I belong to neither the Royalist Faction nor the Doem Faction. My enemy is—”

I cut myself off mid-sentence, using high-speed movement to vanish into thin air, letting my final words linger in the space I’d just occupied.

“—the ‘malice’ lurking behind both factions...”

“Wh-he vanished?! I can only hear his voice?!”

Zack looked around in utter astonishment.

Now then, what should I do next?
"So... Is That All?"

Five shadows loomed within the Underground Storehouse, huddled around a single lamp and shooting the breeze. They were Prisoners, and by the looks of it, they were bored.

"Think that newcomer actually pulled it off?" one of them asked.

"Doubt it. The kid looked like a total clumsy loser. Whatever—if he blew it, we’ll just kill him."

"We’ll know soon enough. He said he’d do the deed tonight. By the way, where’s Zack?"

"Said his stomach was killing him, so he’s back in his room sleeping it off."

"Huh? That guy’s been acting sketchy lately. You don’t think he’s a traitor leaking info to the Royalist Faction, do you?"

"Pipe down. He’s here."

At that exact moment, the door to the Underground Storehouse creaked open, and a lone silhouette stepped inside.

I walked slowly through the dim warehouse toward the five Prisoners. As I approached, the flickering lamplight gradually pulled me out of the darkness.

"You alone? Where’s the Princess?"

"Tch. He failed."

The disappointment in the room was thick enough to choke on. 

I stopped right in front of them, looking for all the world like an Ordinary Black-haired boy. I kept my head down, my dark eyes fixed on the shadow stretching out across the floor. Perfect. The 'disgraced failure' vibe is coming along nicely.

"Don’t tell me you chickened out."

One of the Prisoners stood up, unsheathing a knife with a metallic shring.

"What happened to the Princess?! Answer me, dammit!"

He pressed the blade against my throat, his voice dripping with the kind of staged aggression meant to make the weak crumble. Usually, a kid like me would be shaking in his boots right about now.

But I didn't tremble. I didn't even flinch. I just kept staring at my shadow on the floor, playing the part of the unfathomable protagonist.

"Clara..." I muttered. 

My voice wasn't particularly loud, yet it had that strange, weightless quality that made it echo through the entire room.

"She isn't coming."

I didn't look up. My gaze remained fixed on the ground, but I let a tiny, faint smile play across my lips. Ooh, that was a good one. Very 'mysterious third party.'

"The hell do you mean she isn't coming?! Did you fail? Or did you just lose your nerve?!"

I didn't give him the satisfaction of an answer.

"What's the play? Do we kill him?"

"He probably just got scared. If he'd actually failed a kidnapping, he'd be covered in bruises."

"True. Let's rough him up a bit and send him back for round two."

The Prisoners all stood up, forming a circle around me. 

"You really did chicken out, didn't you, you little brat?"

The guy with the knife at my throat reached out with his free hand, grabbed a fistful of my hair, and yanked my face up. He found himself staring into my eyes—dark, bottomless pits that gave away absolutely nothing.

"What’s with that look?"

He grimaced in disgust and flicked the knife. The blade bit into my neck, leaving a thin red line where a single bead of blood began to trickle down.

"Stop looking at me with those creepy-ass eyes."

I didn't look away. I stared him straight in the face. In fact, that smile I’d been holding back was starting to become impossible to hide.

"What the hell are you laughing at?!"

He slammed the hilt of his knife into my cheek. 

Hard. 

But I just kept smiling, my gaze never wavering.

"Kid, do you even realize what kind of situation you’re in?"

He hit me again. 

This time, he really put some weight into it. It was the kind of impact that should have shattered my cheekbone and sent my teeth flying across the room.

And yet, I didn't even budge. 

I just stood there, wearing that same smile, staring him down.

"—!"

"Quit playing around!" another Prisoner barked from the side. He stepped in and wound up a haymaker aimed right at my jaw. "You gotta hit him like you mean to kill him! If you let 'em look down on you, it's over—wha?!"

It was a total sucker punch, delivered with 100% lethal intent.

But nothing changed. I didn't fall. I didn't even sway. There wasn't so much as a scratch on my face.

My unreadable eyes just stayed locked on them. I could see the realization hitting them—this wasn't normal.

"Is that all?" I whispered.

"—! Don’t you dare mock me!!"

The Prisoner’s face turned a brilliant shade of crimson as he began raining blows down on me. He punched and punched and punched until he was wheezing for air. Finally, he let out a jagged laugh.

"See that?! That’s what happens when you underestimate... eh?"

"Are you done yet?" 

I was still smiling. My face was completely pristine. Not a single bruise.

"This guy... there's something wrong with him."

"Tch. Give me that." 

One of the Prisoners snatched the knife and drove it straight into my side.

Or at least, he tried to.

"What—why won't it—?!"

The blade shredded my shirt, then stopped dead. No matter how much weight he threw behind it, the steel wouldn't pierce my skin. 

"H-hey. What's going on?"

"I told you to kill him for real!"

"Shut up! It won't go in!! It's like I'm stabbing a brick wall!!"

He tried again. And again. And again. Stab-stab-stab.

Still nothing.

The Prisoner stumbled backward, gasping for breath, his eyes wide with pure terror as if he were looking at a monster.

"H-he's not human—"

"So... is that all?"

The next moment, my fist blurred. 

Actually, calling it a blur is being generous. To them, it was invisible. I moved with the kind of speed that skips the 'action' and goes straight to the 'result.'

And the result was simple: my fist was buried in the Prisoner's chest. Right where his heart used to be, there was now a gaping hole.

"Ah... a-hyu..."

Thud.

The Prisoner’s body slumped to the floor, and a dark pool of blood began to fan out across the stone.

"Wha—?!"

"No way..."

"He... he punched a hole through him with his bare hands..."

"Hie..."

Splish. Splash.

I stepped calmly into the growing pool of blood.

"I’ll ask again... is this the end?"

I gave them a thin smile. The Prisoners were frozen, their faces pale and stiff with horror.

"Kuh... All four of us! Go!!"

"D-don’t mess with us!!"

"K-kill him! Just kill him already!!"

"H-hie... hieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!"

The remaining four shadows lunged at me in a desperate, panicked swarm. The lamplight flickered wildly.

Shadows danced.

When the light finally steadied, five corpses lay on the floor, each sporting a matching hole in its chest.

"So... it's over now, isn't it?"

There was no one left to answer.

Splish. Splash. 

I turned and walked away, my footsteps echoing through the blood-slicked Underground Storehouse.
Journey to Find Oneself

Leaving the Midgar Kingdom where I was born and raised to check myself into an Oriana Kingdom Detention Center all by myself turned out to be the perfect opportunity for some soul-searching. 

After all, the whole point of this trip was a Journey to Find Oneself.

I’ve always wanted to be an Eminence in Shadow, and I’ve spent my life acting the part. But I had to wonder: was my current trajectory really the right one? Was I missing a crucial ingredient?

As I pondered the possibilities, I hit upon the one thing I’d been lacking until now. 

That thing was—magnanimity.

Obviously, an Eminence in Shadow is strong. The real question is how to express that strength during a fight. One-shotting everyone? Simple, sure, but I’d get bored of that eventually. Showing off overwhelming power? That’s a given, but it’s not enough. 

Nullifying every single thing the enemy throws at me? That’s the one!

I’ll make them realize that no matter what they do, it’s all utterly futile against an Eminence in Shadow. Once they’re drowning in despair, then—and only then—will I end them with overwhelming force. 

The key is to let the enemy give it everything they’ve got, then completely neutralize it. That’s how you inflict true, bone-deep despair and defeat. That’s how you carve the image of an Eminence’s absolute power into the souls of those who witness it.

Have I really been letting my enemies go all out lately? Have I truly been granting them the gift of absolute despair?

The answer was a resounding no. What I lacked was the magnanimity to stand there and take it!

I’d been so excited about the idea that I tried to neutralize the attacks of those five Prisoners earlier, but it just didn’t cut it. That’s the problem—there’s no point in letting Level 1 Prisoners "give it their all." Trash mobs are meant to be one-shotted. 

I was really hoping the last four would pull off a Combined Self-Destruct Attack or something, but no luck.

Mobs get one-shotted; that’s the way of the Eminence in Shadow. 
And letting the boss give it their all; that’s also the way of the Eminence in Shadow. 

An instant kill is fine every now and then, but you can’t be a true Eminence in Shadow unless you have enough tricks up your sleeve to adapt to any situation. 

With this realization, I was one step closer to my goal. I strolled through the Detention Center’s courtyard, reveling in my own growth. The frost crunched under my boots. My white breath drifted into the crisp air. 

Oops, looks like a Prisoner froze to death right there. 

What a refreshing morning.

As I was blending in with the rest of the mob Prisoners, I suddenly sensed a familiar presence and turned around. 

"Hm?"

The other person must have felt me looking, because they turned around too. 

"—Eh?"

We stood there staring at each other for a long moment. 

At first glance, he... no, she looked like just another male Prisoner. She was dressed in ragged clothes, her face wrapped in cloth, with only her Honey-colored Eyes peeking out. She was clearly hiding her feminine silhouette. While Epsilon uses slimes to pad things out, this girl seemed to be using them to slim things down. 

A stray lock of Honey-blonde Hair poked out from a gap in the rags. 

It was her, beyond a shadow of a doubt.

"Senior Rose..."

"S-Sid...?"

We were both equally stunned. Since she’d messed up at the Bushin Festival and ended up on the wanted list, she was supposed to be working part-time for the Mitsugoshi Company. What was a Mitsugoshi employee doing in a place like this?

No... I see. She’s made her choice. You can’t stay a part-timer forever; there comes a day when you have to get serious about your future. She was on a Journey to Find Oneself, too. 

And she—she’d decided to quit her job and go take over the country. Well, she did start this whole mess by stabbing the King, so I guess this was inevitable.

"Senior Rose... So, you’ve really..." 

I was so moved by her rebellious spirit that I couldn’t find the right words. 

Incidentally, her Magic-Sealing Collar looked like a fake, too. That meant she’d successfully infiltrated the Detention Center. When you put all the pieces together, the answer is obvious. 

Rose Oriana is—the Owl.
Sorry, I’ve Got No Clue What’s Going On

“Cid… why are you in a place like this…?”

Senior Rose’s eyes went wide as she spoke.

“Well, you see, I came to the Oriana Kingdom because I was worried about a friend. Then things got complicated, and I ended up a suspect…”

I gave her my best performance of a background character caught up in a false accusation.

“T-that’s… to think you’d go so far out of your way because you were worried about me…”

“Eh? No, not really…”

I hadn't actually written a backstory for who exactly I was ‘worried’ about, but wait—wouldn't it be more convenient to just lean into her misunderstanding?

“Yeah. After everything that happened, I was just so concerned…”

“Cid…”

She gazed at me with eyes that were intensely earnest.

“I’m so sorry. This is all my fault… but even so, you recognized me instantly, didn't you?”

A small, slightly happy smile played on her lips.

“No, it’s fine. It’s just something I decided to do on my own.”

“That’s not it! I… I can’t… I can’t go back anymore…”

Tears welled up in her honey-colored eyes as she shook her head and looked down.

“Can’t go back?”

“…Please, just forget about me.”

“Huh…?”

“…I’m sorry, I can’t tell you why. If I did, you wouldn’t be able to go back either…”

“Uh, what are you even talking about?”

I’m sorry, but I literally have no idea what she’s talking about.

“My feelings haven’t changed. On that day we last spoke, I asked you to believe in me. And you did—you believed in me and you worried for me. Knowing that you trust me is enough. I don’t ask for anything more. So… it’s okay now… I don’t want to cause you any more trouble because of my own problems…”

She squeezed my hand tightly.

“Please don’t worry about anything, Cid. I’ll make sure arrangements are made for you to get out of here. So, please. I’m begging you. Forget about me…”

“…Alright.”

I gave her a solemn nod.

Oh, right. She's a high-profile fugitive now. If a common mob gets tangled up with a major criminal, it's just a recipe for a headache.

Still, I guess she’s that determined to reclaim her throne. Fine by me. If that's the path she's chosen, I'll adjust my plans to match.

“Thank you. From now on, we’re just strangers who don’t know each other’s names or faces… Our paths will never cross again…”

“…Yeah.”

“Goodbye.”

She said it with a smile, even as tears overflowed from her honey-colored eyes.

“Goodby—”

I was just about to finish the word when it happened.

“Hey, you the one they call Cid?”

A hand clamped firmly onto my shoulder. I turned around.

“I’m Cid, but…?”

Before I knew it, a group of prisoners from the Doem Faction had surrounded me.

“You were talking with Marco and his crew, weren't you?”

“…Marco?”

Never heard of him. At least, I don’t think so.

“Don’t play dumb with me!! I know those guys called you out!”

The man grabbed me by the collar with a terrifying intensity.

“Whoa, wait, hang on…”

Seriously, I have no clue what’s going on. Today is just one mystery after another.

I caught sight of Zack nearby and shot him a look. He just gave me a subtle, cryptic nod.

Okay, I still don't get it. What is that nod even supposed to mean?

“Calm down.”

A hand landed on the shoulder of the prisoner who was manhandling me.

“Boss…”

It was the grey-haired Handsome Boss I’d seen back in the Underground Storehouse.

“The name’s Maximilian. I run things around here. That group of five asked you for a favor, didn’t they?”

“Uh…”

Oh, right. The mission to drug Clara and kidnap her.

But I’m pretty sure I abandoned that mission via chest-punch.

“Those five were all killed by someone last night.”

“Oh…”

Wait, am I a suspect now?

“You’re going to tell me what you know, right?”

Maximilian’s tone made it clear that "no" wasn't an option.

“Ah, sure…”

I had no choice but to nod. Then, with my shoulders firmly gripped, I was led away.

Just then—

“Out of the way, move it.”

One of the prisoners shoved Senior Rose aside. She had just been standing there, frozen.

“Ah…”

She watched me with a worried expression.

“Hmm? You know her?”

“…No.”

“…I don’t know him.”

I shook my head, and she quickly averted her eyes to hide her face.

“Move it.”

They started dragging me away.

Even then, I could feel her gaze on my back the entire time.
Spy Action

I was hauled off to the Underground Storehouse without much ceremony.

They forced me into a chair, pinning my shoulders down while a gang of Doem Faction prisoners circled me like vultures. Maximilian stood right in front of me, looming over my seat.

"So..." 

He looked down at me with ice in his eyes.

"We found five corpses with holes through their chests in here this morning. Know anything about that?"

The floor was still stained with blood. Very subtle.

"I-I don't know anything! I swear! It’s the truth!"

"Then what were you doing last night? Weren't you supposed to drug the princess?"

Ah, so he’s in the loop on that part, too.

"I was definitely ordered to kidnap her. But... I just couldn't do it..."

"In other words, you got cold feet and bolted."

Maximilian’s gaze sharpened.

"Tell me, how does a coward like that have the nerve to stroll through the Detention Center courtyard in broad daylight? Normally, someone in your shoes would be cowering in a corner, wouldn't they?"

"Huh...?"

Wait... he’s right!

It made zero sense for a mob character who’d been threatened into a kidnapping plot—and then failed—to be walking around the courtyard like he owned the place. 

Maximilian, you’re sharper than you look.

"T-That's not it! I was just really scared..."

"You didn't look scared to me. At least, not until we showed up. Tell me everything you know."

Maximilian drew a knife. The lamp light glinted off the sharp edge of the blade.

I see. It looks like my cover has officially blown.

Fine then. Guess I’ll have to kill them all.

I was just about to prep my slime and enter Shadow Mode when—I felt her presence. Someone was entering the storehouse.

A heartbeat later, the lamp went out, plunging us into darkness.

"Who’s there?!"

And then, she descended.

Clad in a jet-black bodysuit, she launched a surprise attack on Maximilian with her slime sword.

"Kuh...!"

Maximilian’s reflexes were actually pretty impressive. He spun around instantly, parrying the slash as he leaped back to create some distance.

He didn't get away unscathed, though. Blood was already beginning to ooze from his shoulder.

"You... don't tell me... Owl? To think you were a woman."

She didn’t bother answering. Several Doem Faction prisoners were already sprawled on the floor at her feet. Damn, she’s actually improved her skills quite a bit.

"Hmph. Well, this saves me the trouble of finding you..."

Maximilian pulled a sword out of a nearby wooden crate and unsheathed it. He settled into a light stance, his eyes locked on her. Yeah, definitely looks like he can hold his own.

"...Surround her."

One by one, the remaining prisoners drew their blades and began to encircle her. 

If they were holding guns instead of swords, this would be a perfect scene from a spy movie. Now then, let's see how this plays out.

I watched with bated breath.

Then, Maximilian made his move. 

He closed the distance in a flash, delivering a sharp, sweeping horizontal slash. 

But the blade didn't touch her. She drifted back half a step to evade the strike, then sliced through another prisoner who tried to ambush her from the side.

Maximilian lunged for the opening. 

His swordsmanship was sharp and precise. He was a logical fighter—one who avoided unnecessary risks and stuck to a disciplined, calculated style. I was actually surprised; I hadn't expected to see this kind of technical proficiency in the Oriana Kingdom.

See, in this country, spellswords are generally looked down upon. Most of the local practitioners are either low-born commoners or foreign mercenaries.

So, what do the high-society types do? They become sword dancers.

What is a sword dancer, you ask? It’s exactly what it sounds like: you dance while swinging a sword. If you imagine figure skating with a lethal weapon, you’ve basically got it. In the Land of the Arts, these sword dancers perform their routines and victory is decided based on the beauty of the performance.

Needless to say, they’re useless in a real fight.

Apparently, their ideology dictates that beauty and strength are one and the same. I mean, I kind of get what they're going for, but I think their definition of 'beauty' is heading in the wrong direction. 

But hey, whatever.

That’s why Maximilian’s style caught me off guard. It was incredibly rational. It certainly wasn't an Oriana Kingdom style; if anything, you could call it the cutting edge of modern combat.

He pressed his advantage, his blade glinting in the dim light as it repeatedly grazed her jet-black bodysuit. He was playing it smart, using the other prisoners to maintain a superior tactical position.

"Give up. You have no path to victory."

Hmm, she’s in a bit of a tight spot. And the guy is a total hottie, to boot.

Just as I thought that, she lunged. 

Maximilian stood his ground, confident he was well outside her reach. He’d calculated his positioning perfectly. It was a thrust that couldn't possibly hit him.

Until, suddenly—her sword extended.

"—!?"

If Maximilian hadn't tilted his head at the very last microsecond, his face would have been skewered. The slime sword grazed his cheek, sending a spray of red blood into the air.

He barely managed to avoid a fatal blow, but the awkward evasion threw him completely off balance, forcing him to retreat.

Taking the opening, she wiped out the rest of the surrounding prisoners in a single blur of motion, then sliced through the storehouse door and bolted.

"Don't let her get away! After her!!"

Maximilian roared, and the surviving goons scrambled after her.

"Boss, what about this kid?" one of the prisoners asked, gesturing toward me.

"Owl is the priority! If we catch her, this nobody doesn't matter. Just make sure she doesn't escape!"

With that, Maximilian chased after her.

I was left completely alone in the Underground Storehouse, which had become very quiet very quickly.

"Well... now what?"

Upstairs, things were starting to sound pretty hectic.
WHEN IN DOUBT, SLICE YOUR WAY OUT!

I wasn't supposed to move yet. Seriously, I had a plan.

I could feel the heat of the pursuit on my heels as I sprinted through the corridors of the detention center. My mission was simple: establish a link between the Royalist Faction forces gathering outside the Royal Capital and my sister, Clara, who was meant to be our figurehead.

In a perfect world, I would have been that figurehead. But in the Oriana Kingdom, my reputation had hit rock bottom. To the public, I was the traitor who murdered the King and tore the country apart. That was the "Rose Oriana" everyone knew.

I didn't have the power to unite the people anymore. I could never stand in the spotlight again. There was no coming back from the path I’d taken. My only choice was to serve the Oriana Kingdom from the shadows—sacrificing my life to atone for my sins. That was the whole reason I’d volunteered for this suicide mission.

And then, he appeared.

Cid Kagenou.

The man I once dreamed of spending my life with. He had actually rushed all the way to the Oriana Kingdom just because he was worried about me. The moment I realized that, I thought my heart was going to literally explode.

I felt the pure joy of him coming for me. I felt the crushing regret of dragging him into my mess. And then… I felt the agonizing sadness of knowing I could never return his feelings. No matter how much we loved each other, I couldn't be with him. I was a high-profile criminal; staying with him would only end in his ruin, no matter how hard I struggled.

I was supposed to have given up on him. I really was. 

But seeing him again made me desperate to claw back those feelings. I wanted to forget the mission, forget the Cult, and just dive into his arms. But I couldn't. That would just be a momentary escape from a reality that was far too cruel. So, even though it felt like my heart was being torn to shreds, I told him we were over. I thought that was the end. Truly.

Then Maximilian took him, and my brain just… stopped. Everything went white.

Maximilian is a dangerous man. He’s one of the Cult of Diabolos’s Named Children, a man who carries the alias "The Cold-hearted." He’s a colleague of Doem, the guy leading the Anti-Royalist Faction. On paper, Doem is his boss, but their track records within the Cult are pretty much equal. They’re basically cutthroat rivals vying for a promotion. 

Word was that depending on how the Oriana Kingdom situation wrapped up, one of them would be bumped up to the Rounds. Of course, at the end of the day, they’re still just the "younger generation." 

The real shadow looming over the Oriana conflict is a man whose name is whispered even among the Rounds—Lord Mordred. Shadow Garden has been trying to sniff him out, but the guy is a ghost; we haven't found a single footprint. Still, there’s no doubt that Mordred holds a massive amount of weight within the Cult.

Shadow Garden’s goal is to drag Mordred out into the open and eliminate him. To make that happen, we have to corner the Doem Faction and secure a win for the Royalist Faction. By extension, that would save the Oriana Kingdom.

Logically, I understood what I had to do. My brain had the roadmap all laid out.

And yet, before I even realized what I was doing, I was already slashing at Maximilian.

No. It’s not time to move yet.

I should be waiting for an opening. I need to make sure I get to Clara.

No matter how much I tried to rationalize it or argue with myself, my feelings blew all that logic away. 

I have to save him!!

Which brings us to now. By this point, the name "Owl" is probably ringing through every hallway in the detention center. There’s no point in playing the silent infiltrator anymore. I’m just going to have to grab Clara by force and talk later.

My biggest worry is whether my sister will even listen to a word I say. Plus, there’s supposed to be a traitor hiding in her inner circle. I’d hoped to take them out before we made contact, but… yeah, I’ve officially run out of time for that.

"There she is!"

"Over here!"

Prisoners from the Doem Faction were screaming at my back, and armed guards were already blocking the path ahead. I didn't slow down. I leveled my black slime sword and let out a roar.

"Hyaaaaaaaaah!!"

If the path is closed, you just have to cut a new one.
The Signal Fire of Counterattack

CLARA

The Detention Center was officially a mess.

Guards were sprinting through the hallways like they’d forgotten to turn off the stove, and I could hear the lovely sound of things being pulverized through the walls.

I stared down at the chaos from my Private Room, trying to look composed while my world turned upside down.

"So, is it true? Has Owl actually shown up?" I asked.

A gust of cold wind caught my pink-blonde hair, making it sway in what I assumed was a very dramatic, cinematic fashion. 

"It appears so," replied Guin, the man who’d basically become my shadow. "The guards were just making a massive scene about finding Owl a moment ago."

"I see..." 

If that was the case, Owl was in a world of trouble. 

Common sense told me not to get involved. I mean, getting caught up in a localized riot isn't usually on the 'how to survive' checklist. But on the other hand, if I missed this window, there might not be a next time. I had to make a choice—for the sake of the Oriana Kingdom, and for all the members of the Royalist Faction who were foolish enough to put their faith in me.

"What do you think our move should be?" I asked the group gathered around me.

Naturally, they immediately started shouting over each other.

"We have to save Owl and get out of here! We can finally link up with the rest of the Royalist Faction’s forces!"

"Are you insane? We don't even know if Owl is actually on our side! We should wait and see!"

"The security is paper-thin right now! If we don’t move now, when the hell will we?!"

"Going off on a whim is a great way to get us all executed!"

Their faces were turning various shades of red as they argued. It was a real highlight of my day.

"We need to be cautious," Guin said, cutting through the noise with his usual 'voice of reason' act. "Owl’s identity is a total mystery. Even if we managed to save them, actually escaping the Detention Center in the middle of this isn't exactly a walk in the park."

Everyone’s eyes pivoted toward me. 

"Princess Clara, what’s the call?"

Oh, great. Everyone’s looking at me for the answer.

My heart did a painful little squeeze. I scanned their faces, trying to gauge the mood. The 'let's not die' faction seemed to have the numbers. And honestly, I got it. This wasn't a video game; there were no do-overs. If we messed this up, we were finished. 

Moving impulsively was a low-percentage play. I knew that.

But—.

If I let this chance slip by, would there ever be another one? We were currently living in the palm of Doem’s hand. For all I knew, we’d be sent to the guillotine by breakfast tomorrow. Did we really have the luxury of waiting for the 'perfect' moment? Did they not realize that 'next time' probably wasn't coming?

I looked down, feeling that gross, cold sweat start to seep into my palms. 

Maybe everyone had just gotten too used to being prisoners. When we first got here, we actually had a sense of urgency. Now? We were just picking out the most comfortable spot on the floor. The Royalist Faction didn't have the luxury of being picky anymore—at least, that’s what I thought.

But—.

I looked at their faces again. The cautious crowd was still the majority. These guys had way more experience than me, a mere fifteen-year-old girl who was basically a figurehead. Surely their collective wisdom was worth more than my gut feeling, right? Besides, if I ignored them, the whole Faction might just split apart.

I’m probably the one who's wrong, I told myself. Everything will be fine as long as I just do what everyone else wants...

"I... I think we should—"

"—Princess Clara."

A voice cut me off. It belonged to a middle-aged guy with a sunburnt, unrefined face.

"Listening to people is all well and good. But the moment you start living just to please them, you're finished."

His voice was husky and lacked any sort of noble grace, but it had a warmth to it that hit me right in the nostalgia.

"Bart..." 

He was the gardener. I’d known him since I was a kid. He didn't know the first thing about politics or high-stakes warfare; his only talent was making the palace gardens look pretty. 

But his words poked a hole right through my insecurities. I’d developed this nasty habit of reading the room because I had zero confidence. I was scared. I just wanted to cling to someone else so I wouldn't have to be the one to fail.

"Hey, gardener! Shut your mouth, you're being rude!" Guin snapped, glaring at him.

"Stop it," I said. "He’s one of us."

"One of us? This guy is useless. He’s just a gardener."

"Exactly. He’s just a gardener, which means he didn't even have to be here. But Bart followed me anyway. He actually trusted me."

"So what? A gardener's opinion is just background noise."

"Guin, that’s enough. I said stop."

I stared Guin down. He was the first to blink.

"...My apologies," he muttered.

"It’s fine. I know you’re just looking out for us."

I took a breath and thought about what I actually needed to do. I remembered the old days—running through the palace gardens with Bart and my older sister. 

If Sister were here, she wouldn't be overthinking this.

"We’re saving Owl and joining the fight," I declared. "We’re betting everything on this one shot."

I looked at Bart, and the old man was actually smiling.

"That’s the spirit," he said. "Everyone followed you because they trust you, Princess Clara. Right, boys!?"

"Hell yeah, we did!"

"We’ve been sitting on our hands for too long. Let's break some stuff!"

They all stood up in unison. Then, they started peeling back the fake walls of the room to pull out weapons they’d hidden away. Someone handed me a sword. 

I didn't actually know how to use it, but hey, it completed the look. 

"Alright," I said, feeling a surge of something that wasn't just terror. "Let’s raise the signal fire of counterattack."

And just like that, the boring routine of the Detention Center was over.
Only the Voice Can Be Heard...

By the time I made it back up to the surface from the underground storehouse, the place was a total circus.

"R-Run for it! You’ll get caught up in the crossfire!"

"Idiots, we’re breaking out! This is our only chance!"

A massive wave of prisoners was surging out from the courtyard. I was immediately swallowed up by the crowd and trampled underfoot.

In proper mob-like fashion, of course.

"Guh?! Glargh-h-h-h!!"

Oh, I know this one. It’s that thing on the news where people get crushed to death in a stampede. Well, if they were a normal person, anyway.

"Oof! Gack! Pffft!"

I was basically a human soccer ball—getting kicked, stepped on, and spraying fake blood everywhere. By the time the storm had passed, I was left lying in the courtyard like a tattered rag.

"Wh—?! S-Sid?! Are you okay?!"

I was really soaking in the mob vibes when Clara rushed over and pulled me into her arms.

"U-Uuugh..."

"Thank goodness, you’re still conscious. I’m so sorry for getting you dragged into this..."

She laid me down gently against a wall where it was safe.

"Wait here. I’ll definitely patch you up as soon as this is over. I have something I have to do."

She stood up and scanned the courtyard. Directly ahead of her, the prisoners from the Royalist Faction were duking it out with the guards, weapons in hand.

"Do it! Crush them all at once!"

"Don't stop! We're racing against the clock!"

They swung their blades, scattering the guards. It wasn’t just the Royalists, either; ordinary prisoners were joining the fray, taking shots at the guards in all the confusion.

"Dammit, where did these guys get weapons?!"

"This is bad! Call for reinforcements!"

Outnumbered and shaken, the guards were being completely overwhelmed. It looked like the tide had turned entirely in favor of the Royalists.

However, I could sense countless presences approaching from outside the perimeter. Reinforcements, most likely. And it sounded like there were spellswords in the mix.

If spellswords arrived, it was game over.

The prisoners couldn't use magic because of their magic-sealing collars. A fight between a spellsword and a regular human is like a heavyweight boxer going up against a toddler. They didn't stand a chance.

"Alright, we can do this!"

"At this rate, we'll rendezvous with Owl—!"

Just as the prisoners were finishing off the guards, the main gate swung open. The reinforcements had arrived, fully armed and ready for blood.

"That’s enough! Drop your weapons immediately!"

"Wh—reinforcements?! They’re too fast!"

"This is bad. Why are they here so soon...?"

Yeah, they’re right. That was a little fast. But hey, now that they’re here, the game’s basically over.

"No way... there should have been more time. Why...?"

Clara’s expression turned grim. It looked like being stopped here was definitely not part of her plan. Armed guards filed in, surrounding the courtyard.

"W-We had nothing to do with this!"

The fighting spirit of the prisoners who had just tagged along for the ride broke instantly.

"Th-That's right! We just happened to get caught up in it!"

You’re pretty heavily splattered with blood for people who just 'happened' to be there.

Well, that just left the Royalist prisoners. Even though they looked cornered, they kept their weapons raised and glared at the guards.

"This is your final warning. Drop your weapons," the lead guard declared coldly.

The Royalists looked like they still wanted to fight, but this was the end of the line.

"Sid, I’m sorry. It looks like I won’t be able to treat you after all."

Clara whispered the words to me, then stepped forward with the face of someone who had made her peace with death.

This was the end... normally. I made sure no one was watching and got ready.

"Everyone, stop—"

The moment Clara stepped out in front of the group to speak, I erased my presence, zipped around at ultra-high speed, and activated my Shadow Voice.

"—Is the battle already over?"

My voice echoed throughout the entire area.

"Eh? Who’s there?!"

"Who are you?! Show yourself!"

"The voice... it’s coming from everywhere!"

With my presence completely masked, there wasn't a soul who could find me.

"—You still have things you must do, do you not?"

God, I’ve been dying to do this! The classic "mysterious voice of the mastermind echoing from nowhere" trope!

"Who is it? Owl?"

"No, this isn't Owl."

"Just find him! He has to be nearby!"

The guards were panicking beautifully. 

"—Your sister is still out there, fighting. If you continue to struggle, your paths will cross eventually..."

"My sister...? Wait, who are you?!"

I dialed up the pressure in my voice.

"My name is Shadow... He who lurks in the shadows, to hunt the shadows..."

"You’re Shadow?! The one from the Bushin Festival?!"

"Shadow?! The guy rumored to have wiped the floor with Beatrix?!"

"I-It’s a lie! There’s no way Shadow would show up in a dump like this!"

"If Shadow is here, does that mean Shadow Garden is backing the Royalists...?"

Yes, yes! Make more of a fuss!

"—If you lack the power, I shall remove your shackles."

In an instant, I manipulated the slime I’d already tunneled underground, shattering every prisoner’s magic-sealing collar in a single stroke.

"The collars... they're gone..."

"No way... how did he break them...?"

"Don't tell me... the real Shadow is actually here? But why...? Whatever, we can actually fight now!"

As countless collars hit the dirt, I delivered my parting line.

"—Fight to your heart’s content. Show me that you can defy fate..."

Then, I let my magic power explode, dyeing the entire courtyard in a brilliant, violet-blue light.
Is it Finally My Turn?

The counterattack was underway.

The Royalist prisoners, now cloaked in magic power, lunged at the guards.

"Triple Tornado Slash!!" 

One of them shouted the name of his move while spinning three times in mid-air and swinging his sword. It was a truly wasteful movement, honestly, but since this was the daily life of a Sword Dancer, I supposed it couldn't be helped.

The guards’ movements weren't any less ridiculous, though.

"Sway-back Spin!!" 

The guard shouted as he arched his upper body back to evade the blade. So far, so good. But then, for some reason, he started twirling around on the spot.

I had to admit, watching two people unleash sword techniques and evade while spinning like tops was strangely impressive. In terms of emphasizing performance, it actually shared some common ground with the 'Way' of the Eminence in Shadow, but I’d learned the hard way that you had to know when to stop.

"Butterfly Step!!"

"Death Spiral!!"

Apparently, shouting technique names was a requirement for earning technical points. It was just like shouting "Men! Dou! Kote!" in kendo. 

It was all heading in a direction diametrically opposed to the "strength" I was aiming for, which actually made it kind of fascinating. Everyone looks for something different in a fight, after all.

They were fighting seriously in their own way. No one was half-assing it. I could read their aesthetics and convictions through their blades; it wasn't just about a simple victory. Within movements specialized for beauty rather than power, they fought desperately to snatch a win from one another.

They were playing by their own rules.

Despite myself, I was actually a little moved that such a style of combat even existed. I’d always believed that anything goes in a fight and that strength was everything—and that was true. The strength I sought lived within that reality. But that didn't give me the right to look down on their way of doing things.

For the first time in a while, I found myself watching someone else’s battle with sweaty palms.

Go for it! Do your best, both of you!

Nice! Right there! Give him a Groin Kick!

No! Stop spinning! Just use the Groin Kick!

Aaaargh, fine, whatever! Use an Eye Poke! Right now!

Why are you still spinning?! Why won't you just do it?! Bite him! Tear his carotid artery out with your teeth!

Gaaah, this is so frustrating... but I love it.

Maybe groin kicks and eye pokes were considered fouls in their world. Still, it should be fine as long as you did them beautifully, right? 

It reminded me of my younger self, watching martial arts on TV on New Year’s Eve. I was so immature back then. Come to think of it, the year was almost over here, too...

While I was lost in thought, the tide of battle turned heavily in favor of the Royalists. Most of the guards had been defeated. They didn't have any major wounds, but they seemed to have reached their physical limits. 

Well, yeah. Of course they’re exhausted.

And the Royalists didn't try to deliver any finishing blows, either. There it was again—that unknown conviction of theirs. Chivalry, Bushido... I didn't really get any of that, but they clearly followed the 'Way' of the Sword Dancer. 

People rarely died in battles between Sword Dancers. In that sense, maybe they were actually far more advanced than us when it came to the concept of combat. If all the world’s conflicts were settled like this, humanity would probably be a lot happier.

It would be a total misfortune for me, though. I loved a world where everything was settled with primitive violence. To me, this world was just a little too peaceful.

Finally, the fight reached its conclusion.

"We win! Now, get out of our way."

"D-Dammit..."

"We won... thank goodness..." 

Clara let out a sigh of relief.

Well, I guess that’s a happy ending. Wait, if it ends here, didn't I barely get any screen time? I mean, sure, the Detention Center Arc is over, but it looks like there’s more waiting once we actually get outside...

Just as I was debating whether I should forcibly create a scene for myself, one man moved.

"Honestly... you people do nothing but cause trouble."

The man, one of the Royalists, muttered those words as he suddenly slashed at his own ally. A middle-aged man fell to the ground, his back sliced open.

"Bart! Bart, please, stay with me...!" 

Clara screamed and rushed to the fallen man’s side. Then, she turned to the man who had attacked him. "Guin! What are you doing...?"

"You were an eyesore," Guin replied. "Both this man who kept getting in my way, and you."

"Guin, what are you talking about...?"

"I mean this." 

Guin leveled his sword at Clara’s throat. "I have no intention of entrusting my life to a little girl like you."

"N-No way... Guin, you told me you trusted me..."

"It was a lie, obviously. You don't have what it takes to lead. Everyone was mocking you behind your back. They called you a weathercock who does nothing but study her subordinates’ faces."

Clara’s face twisted as she fought back tears. Guin let out a mocking laugh, and I started getting ready, thinking it was finally time for my big scene.

But then...

"Well done, Guin."

A beautiful young man with gray hair appeared—it was Maximilian.
THE MASTERMIND APPEARS!?

Thick clouds smothered the sun, and snow started drifting down from the gloomy sky. It was a pretty cliché setup for a tragedy.

“I’m just looking out for number one,” Guin sneered. “It beats taking orders from a little brat like her.”

Maximilian gave a bored shrug. “Fair enough. As long as you do your job, I don't care about your motivations.”

“Once the Doem Faction takes the crown, I expect my payday.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

Clara just stood there in a daze, listening to them go back and forth. 

If only Big Sis were here, things wouldn't have gone to hell like this, she probably thought. 

She was convinced that if Rose were in her shoes, everyone would have stayed united. Rose was the kind of person people actually trusted and relied on. But Clara? She just couldn't live up to her sister’s shadow. 

Because she was "unreliable," Guin had betrayed them. Because she was "unreliable," Bart had been sliced open. And now, everyone was backed into a corner.

God, I wish Rose were here instead of a screw-up like me...

In her mind, she’d been playing the game wrong from the start. A girl who only had a fancy family name shouldn't have been calling the shots. She should’ve suspected Guin sooner. She’d heard the rumors about a mole, but she never even considered that Guin—a guy who had served her family forever—was the traitor.

Looking back, the red flags were everywhere. She’d just been too naive to see them, choosing to believe "there's no way" until the very end.

Everyone had helped her. I’d even helped her as Shadow. And yet, she’d still managed to fail. She started crying, feeling like garbage for letting down everyone who’d believed in her—especially Bart, who was currently bleeding out on her account.

“Alright, Owl! Show yourself!” Maximilian’s voice echoed through the snowy courtyard. “Do you really want to see what happens to this girl?!”

The wind picked up, whipping the snow into a frenzy and blurring the view. Very dramatic. 

“If she dies, who’s the Royalist Faction going to prop up?” Maximilian continued. “There isn't anyone else left with a bloodline the public will actually accept.”

He wasn't wrong. Her only real value was her DNA. She was propped up because she was "high-born," and that was the end of the story.

But hey, some people had actually believed in her anyway.

Clara wiped her eyes and looked at Bart, who was sprawled out on the frozen ground. The snow was piling up on his blood, turning it a vibrant, nasty red. 

Then she noticed his back was moving slightly. 

He’s still alive.

There might still be time.

And that meant she couldn't give up.

“I'll give you ten seconds. 10... 9... 8... 7... 6...”

Clara’s brain was finally kicking into gear. She needed a move. Anything.

“5... 4... 3...”

She scanned the perimeter and finally spotted it. 

Behind Maximilian, a group of Doem Faction prisoners had closed in. Right in the middle of them was the guy who had warned her about the mole. 

He was staring at her, waiting for a signal. 

Clara gave a small nod. 

Turns out, there were still people who hadn't given up on her yet.

“2... 1...”

Maximilian stopped the count.

“...The hell do you think you're doing, Zack?”

Zack, one of the Doem prisoners, had a knife pressed firmly against Maximilian’s jugular.

“I'm the son of that gardener over there,” Zack said, his voice thick with rage. “I'm Bart’s son.”

“I see. So you were the other mole,” Maximilian sighed. “A survivor of the Special Forces that guarded the royal family? I thought we'd purged every last one of you.”

“I'm just a trainee.”

“Small fry, then. I should've cleared you out with the rest of the trash.”

“Maybe I am small fry to a guy like you. But even small fry can put their lives on the line for a cause. Now, let Lady Clara go.”

Zack had his knife at Maximilian’s throat, and Guin had his sword at Clara’s. Total stalemate. 

“Well, this is a predicament,” Maximilian muttered, letting out a long, weary sigh.
Sigh—I Seriously Don't Want to Stand Out

CID

"I’d really rather not stand out, you know..." 

Maximilian let his gaze drift slowly across the scene. He took it all in: Clara pinned by Guin, Bart face-down in the dirt, and the edge of a knife currently tickling his own throat. 

"You’re awfully acting smug for a guy whose life is in my hands," Zack growled. 

"Heh... I suppose it looks that way to you. Not that I particularly care one way or the other."

"The hell are you talking about?"

"I was just debating exactly how much effort I should actually put in right now," Maximilian said, sounding way too casual. "To be honest, I was hoping to finish my set as a mere petty villain. Keep it low-key, you know?"

"You wanted to end as a mere petty villain...?" Zack’s eyes went wide as the gears turned. "Don't tell me... the 'malice' lurking behind both factions... is that what this is about?"

Zack shot a sideways glance at the black-haired boy—me—collapsed in the corner of the courtyard. 

"Oh? Zack, I didn't think you were sharp enough to notice... What a shame."

"A shame?"

"Yeah. A real shame... Now I have to kill everyone."

"—What!?"

In a blink, Maximilian vanished. Zack’s knife sliced through nothing but thin air as his target pulled a disappearing act.

A second later, the white snow kicked up, and flowers of blood bloomed across the courtyard. 

"Gah...!"

Bodies started hitting the floor, staining the pure white ground a deep, messy red. 

Maximilian just stood there in the center of the carnage, wearing one of those twisted, edgy smiles villains always seem to practice in the mirror. He flicked the blood off his blade with a nonchalant toss. 

"Y-You... why would you kill your own people?" Clara stammered, her voice shaking with pure shock. 

And she was right—Maximilian had just slaughtered the guards and the Doem Faction prisoners alike. 

"Why? Because they were close by and their guards were down," he said with a shrug, like he was explaining the weather. "I'm going to kill everyone besides you anyway. Does the order really matter?"

"Wh-what are you saying?! That wasn't the deal—!"

"—And that goes for you too."

Guin’s head went flying. 

A spray of lukewarm blood rained down on Clara, and the sword that had been at her throat clattered into the slush. Guin’s headless corpse followed a moment later, toppling backward in slow motion. 

"N-no... Guin..."

Clara slumped onto her backside, scrambling away in the snow. The whole stalemate had been flipped on its head in a heartbeat. Prisoners, guards, the guys who had been at each other's throats just seconds ago... they were all being discarded like they didn't even matter. 

This one guy had just decided the entire game was over.

"W-Who... what on earth are you?"

"Me?" Maximilian sneered down at her. "I'm just a filthy prisoner, a former bandit. Just your average, everyday ordinary prisoner. You can find 'em anywhere."

"N-no... you’re not... you're nothing like that..."

"Heh heh heh... and what exactly is the difference?" 

"D-damn it... Lady Clara, run!!" 

Zack scrambled to his feet and snatched up the sword Guin had dropped. He lunged at Maximilian with everything he had left. 

"I was planning on saving you for last," Maximilian noted.

Zack’s sword cut through empty air as Maximilian’s form blurred. 

Thwack.

"Gah!!"

Zack was sent flying, blood erupting from a fresh wound on his back. 

"Z-Zack—!!" 

Clara’s scream echoed through the courtyard as Zack writhed in the snow, trying to keep himself together. 

"I'll kill you last. For now, just lie there and enjoy the show. Watch your friends get slaughtered and feel the Royalist Faction’s hopes die with them..."

The remaining Royalists stepped forward, trying to form a human shield for Clara. 

"L-Lady Clara, please... just run..." 

But their swords were vibrating like tuning forks. They knew the score—there was zero chance of surviving against a monster like Maximilian. 

"Now then... I think I'll take my time killing you lot one by one. Come out already, Owl! If you show your face now, I might keep the body count down. Assuming you can actually beat me, that is..."

Maximilian’s eyes crawled over the survivors, one by one. Clara was trembling, desperately trying to put some distance between herself and the madman. 

And then there was Zack. 

Bleeding out from his back, he was dragging himself through the snow. He was focused on a single point with a terrifying level of intensity. 

He was looking at the black-haired boy—me—lying in the corner. 

"...P-please..."

Blood leaked from the corner of his mouth as his trembling fingers clawed at the snow. 

"Please... you're the only one... you're all we've got left..."

The boy’s body was already half-buried under the falling flakes. 

"I don't care who you are... or what you're after... just please, lend us your strength..."

Zack finally reached the boy’s side. 

"I beg of you... save Lady Clara..."

With a blood-stained hand, he brushed the snow off the boy’s body. 

—Except.

"Wait... what?"

What he found wasn't a boy at all. It was a black slime mass shaped like one. 

In that split second, an absolute mountain of magic power slammed into the atmosphere, making the very air scream.
**THE POWER OF DIABLOS**

My bluish-purple magic power stained the blizzard-choked sky. Man, I love this color. It really pops against the white.

“Kuh... what is this magic power...?!” Maximilian groaned, his face twisting into a grimace as he struggled to stand his ground against the blast.

I made my entrance, descending through the swirling snow with my jet-black longcoat fluttering just right. I had my hood pulled low and my face hidden behind a mask—total mystery man vibes.

“My name is Shadow...” I said, letting my voice resonate as if it were echoing from the depths of the abyss. “He who lurks in the shadows and hunts the shadows...”

“Shadow, you say... so it’s you...”

He looked genuinely rattled. I could practically see him mentally scrolling through the Cult’s ‘Most Wanted’ list. They probably think Shadow Garden is some world-threatening secret society that’s been systematically dismantling their shadow empire for years. In reality, it’s mostly just me making stuff up and the girls being terrifyingly efficient.

He was likely thinking about the Seven Shadows and how they supposedly rival the Knights of Rounds. He was probably even remembering some ominous, drunken rambling from Doem about me not being human—something about being the same kind of monster as Diablos. I’d actually overheard Doem saying that once; Maximilian had laughed it off as a drunkard’s nonsense back then, but now that he was seeing my magic in person, he was definitely having a moment.

“This magic power... it’s fascinating,” Maximilian muttered, trying to regain his composure. “It far exceeds the amount any human body should be able to manipulate. The quality is different, too. It’s denser than usual.”

I just stood there, letting my magic dissipate into the wind like I didn't have a care in the world. 

“I see. It seems you actually live up to the rumors,” Maximilian said, curling his lips into a smirk and giving me a mock bow. “I welcome you, Shadow...”

I stayed silent, keeping the bluish-purple magic swirling around me. The silent-but-deadly routine never gets old.

“Thanks for trekking all the way out to the Oriana Kingdom. I don't know what you’re after, but you’ve got some rotten luck. I’m ‘The Cold-hearted’ Maximilian. Dealing with magic-reliant idiots happens to be my specialty. I think I’ll dissect you and see what makes that magic of yours tick!”

In the next instant, he vanished. 

The snow on the ground kicked up, and the air right behind me wavered. 

“—Behind you, slowpoke.”

Maximilian’s sword sliced right into my back. I felt the impact—it was a solid hit.

“...What?” he gasped.

I didn’t budge. I just stood there, then turned around slowly to look him in the eye as if nothing had happened.

“Did you just do something...?” I asked. God, I’m so cool.

“—Tch. I hate how dull you magic-junkies are,” Maximilian spat, clicking his tongue in annoyance as he jumped back to create some distance. “Is that coat an Artifact? It’s pretty impressive gear if it can tank a hit from me. Fine, I’ll just start by stripping it off your corpse!”

He vanished again. 

“Over here!”

His sword came at me from behind. Then, before I could even ‘react’—

“Too slow!”

His blade appeared from the side.

“—Small fry!”

He started raining down attacks from all directions—left, right, above—without giving me a second to breathe. I didn’t even bother trying to dodge. I just stood there and let him slice away. It makes for a better show if the villain thinks he’s winning for a bit.

Finally, he went for the grand finale. 

“It’s over!”

Maximilian put everything he had into a massive strike that caught me in the back and sent me flying. I tumbled across the snow and slammed hard into the wall of the detention center. Solid 8/10 on the landing.

“Artifacts have their limits,” Maximilian said, looking down at me. “Your coat must be about ready to fall apart.”

Then, he shifted his gaze to the space right next to me.

“So, you’ve finally decided to show your face—Owl.”

Standing there next to my ‘collapsed’ self was a woman I hadn't noticed before—a woman clad in a jet-black bodysuit. It was Owl.
The Real Him

“Too bad, Owl. You’re a little late to the party. It’s already—”

“Will you please be quiet for a moment?”

Owl didn’t even give Maximilian a full look, just a dismissive glance.

“...Excuse me?” Maximilian’s eyes narrowed, sharp enough to cut glass.

“I don’t have time to deal with you right now,” she said flatly. 

“Keep talking. Shadow is finished. Once I’ve disposed of you, too—”

“You’ve been his plaything from the very beginning.”

“His plaything...?”

Owl turned her back on him and looked toward the pile of rubble I was currently calls-ing 'home.' “Master Shadow, I have something to ask you.”

I waited a beat. This was the moment for the dramatic reveal.

“...Very well,” I rumbled, my voice reaching that perfect, low-frequency gravel. 

I let my Bluish-purple Magic Power surge, violently shoving the debris aside as I slowly stood up. I made sure to move with a deliberate, haunting grace.

“Wh-!? You mean he still has that much power left!?” Maximilian’s eyes practically popped out of his head. 

Owl, on the other hand, was the picture of cool composure. “Why won’t you get serious?”

“...I wished to grasp the full extent of that man’s ability,” I said, looking down at my hands. “For the sake of the future, you see...” 

Translation: I was just messing around to see what kind of moves he had. It’s called research.

“For the sake of the future... I see.” Owl’s voice turned heavy, a certain tension creeping into the air. “I will ask you just one more thing.”

I gave her a silent, brooding nod to continue.

“What is the meaning of this...?” 

With a swift motion of her sword, she cleared the snow at her feet. As the white powder scattered, it revealed a lump of black material. 

Specifically, it was a slime double I’d fashioned to look like Cid Kagenou. 

“Answer me,” she demanded, her voice rising to a shout that cut through the howling blizzard. It was a total cry from the heart. “Cid-kun... where did the real Cid-kun go!?”

“That voice...” Clara murmured, staring at Owl as if she’d finally put the pieces together.

But Owl didn’t care about Clara. She was locked onto me.

I took a theatrical pause. “Cid is in a safe place...”

“And where is that?”

“...Is there a need to tell you?”

Owl flinched. For a few long seconds, we just stared at each other. The tension was so thick you could have sliced it with a dark-knight-grade blade.

“You saved my life,” Owl finally said, her voice trembling slightly. “You gave me power and showed me the path I should take. I... I don't want to doubt you. So I will believe those words... for now.”

She fixed me with a gaze that felt like it was trying to bore a hole through my mask.

“But if this is a lie... if Cid-kun isn't actually safe... I might never be able to forgive you!”

I caught her gaze out of the corner of my eye. “I never intended to ask for your forgiveness. No matter what you know or what you think, my path shall never waver...”

Man, I’m good at this.

Owl’s eyes narrowed into sharp slits. 

“Now then...” I said, lightly flicking my blade to the side. “Shall we continue?”

“Then I shall return to my mission,” Owl said, turning her back on me to approach Clara. 

“Princess Clara. My mission is to escort you to the Royalist Faction Headquarters.”

“You’re Owl... I heard the Royalist Faction had a trump card. Was that you?”

“It’s not just me; our organization is providing support. I was supposed to give you a more detailed explanation, but we’re out of time. Please, come with me. This is likely your last chance to get out of the Royal Capital.”

Clara stared at Owl’s outstretched hand for a long moment. “You’re... no, never mind. I understand. I’ll trust you.”

“Lady Clara, are you sure we can trust her...?” one of the Royalist Faction Prisoners asked, sounding pretty shaky.

“It’s fine,” Clara whispered, her voice almost lost to the wind. “I’m sure she cares about him much more than I do...”

“Follow me. We’ll take the underground route to rendezvous with the squad.” 

Owl hoisted the injured Bart onto her back and started leading the group out of the courtyard.

“Wait! You think I’m just going to let you walk away!?” 

Maximilian lunged toward Owl’s exposed back.

I didn't move a muscle—I just let out a massive wave of Bloodlust. The sheer pressure of it froze him mid-step.

“Wh-!? This Bloodlust—!?” Maximilian scrambled backward, looking like he’d just stepped on a landmine.

“—Did you think I’d let you go?” I asked. 

I’d cranked the intimidation factor up to eleven. The air itself seemed to vibrate. I locked him in place with nothing but the sheer killing intent in my eyes.

“Shadow...!” Maximilian’s face twisted in a mask of pure rage, but he couldn't do a damn thing. He just had to stand there and eat dirt while Owl and the Royalists made their exit.

Finally, there was only one person left—Zack. 

Just as he was about to make a break for it, I let my Bloodlust flare up one last time.

“—!?” 

Zack jumped about a foot in the air and spun around, trembling like a leaf.

I just stared at him. Staaaaaaaaare.

Zack started sweating buckets. He nodded frantically, over and over, his head bobbing like a toy on a dashboard. 

Yeah, you’d better keep your mouth shut about seeing me swap places with that slime.

Message received. Zack turned and hauled ass out of there as fast as his legs could carry him.
Power of the Demon Lord

SHADOW

"E-even if you unleash your bloodlust now, I’ve already seen through your true strength—!"

Maximilian was practically vibrating. He was doing his best to endure the killing intent I was radiating into the atmosphere as he lunged forward. It was a sharp, direct thrust—the shortest path to my throat. Honestly, his speed was actually pretty impressive.

But...

"Wh-?!"

I caught his blade with my bare left hand.

"I shall give you one piece of advice..." I said, making sure to keep my voice low and mysterious. 

"Guh, let go...!"

He tried to yank his sword back, but my hand didn't budge. It probably felt like he’d gotten his blade stuck in a mountain for all the luck he was having.

"Come at me seriously—unless you're looking for a pathetic death," I said, letting go of the blade. The sudden release of tension sent him tumbling backward into the snow. 

He scrambled to his feet immediately, glaring at me with pure hatred. "Don't you dare look down on me...!"

Then, he pulled out a Red Pill and swallowed it. Ah, the classic mid-boss power-up. Very predictable.

"You've had your fun with these little stunts," Maximilian growled. "I let you play around for a bit, and now you’ve gone and gotten cocky."

His Magic Power began to swell, and his eyes were dyed a deep, bloody red. 

"I'll show you—that the only one dying a pathetic death here is you!!"

And then, his figure blurred. 

A split second later, he was standing right behind me.

"—An afterimage."

A supersonic slash tore through the air, striking me right in the back. Or it would have, if it could actually cut through my coat. 

I started to turn around, but his body blurred again before I could even complete the movement.

"Too bad—that was an afterimage, too!"

Again, his sword lashed across my back. 

"As I thought, you can't even react. But I suppose that’s only natural. I’m not like those ordinary Awakened..."

I turned around slowly, meeting his gaze. He looked like he was having the time of his life.

"I am not a 3rd—I am a 2nd."

Maximilian sneered and blurred once more.

"Slow! Too slow, Shadow!! Is this your first time facing a 2nd!?"

His voice echoed from all directions. Slashes rained down on me incessantly. He was moving so fast he was leaving a trail of afterimages in his wake, cutting at me from every conceivable angle.

"This is my true style—'Cold-hearted Kaleidoscope'!"

In the middle of the white-out blizzard, a dozen Maximilians seemed to be dancing. It was actually a pretty aesthetic sight—a literal kaleidoscope of cold steel. I just stood there and let him keep at it. 

"Eventually, even an Artifact will break under this much pressure! That's when you're finished!!"

He must have swung that sword over a thousand times. It felt like it could have gone on forever. I just stood there, "helplessly" soaking up the blows. The sheer force of his strikes kicked up so much snow that the entire area was bathed in white.

Finally, the onslaught stopped.

"Huff... huff... Did I... get him?"

Maximilian stopped to catch his breath. He’d done a number on the landscape; the ground was gouged out, and the terrain was completely unrecognizable. The 'Cold-hearted Kaleidoscope' certainly had some kick to it. Most people would have been minced meat after an attack like that.

He started to sheathe his sword, looking satisfied.

"Wh-?!"

Then, a black silhouette emerged through the wall of white. As the snow settled, my figure became clear.

"No... how...?"

I was still standing there, exactly where I had been before.

Having tanked every single hit of his 'Cold-hearted Kaleidoscope,' I hadn't moved an inch. Not a single scratch on me. It was like the last few minutes hadn't even happened.

"You took all of that and you're unharmed?! Th-that’s impossible! No Artifact in existence could possibly—"

"An Artifact, is it? You seem quite interested in this coat." I spread the hem of my coat out for him to see. 

"O-of course! I’m clearly stronger than you! If you didn't have that ridiculous Artifact, you'd be—"

"This isn't an Artifact," I interrupted. "It's just slime."

"Don't lie to me! Slime doesn't have that kind of durability!!"

"You're right. Ordinary slime doesn't. But what if you poured an immense amount of Magic Power into it...?"

"H-humph, impossible. Sure, slime has high Magic Power Conductivity, but it’s too hard to control. The magic circuits are completely different from a human’s."

"You've done your homework, I see. Then let me ask you... have you ever tried mixing human flesh and blood into the mix...?"

"Wh—?!"

"You blend several species of slime and incorporate your own biological matter. Then, you force Magic Power through them, fusing things that should repel each other like water and oil."

"That's insane... Mixing monster and human circuits...? That would require a level of Magic Power control that's... it's beyond human!"

"Precisely. And as far as I know, there is only one person in this world capable of such a feat. Me."

"—L-liar! No way! No human could ever do that...!"

"Can you still say that after seeing this...?"

I let my coat flutter. In the white blizzard, the black material began to expand, spreading out like massive wings. No—at this point, they were wings. They swelled into pitch-black shapes, looking for all the world like the wings of a demon.

"Th-that's... no, this can't be happening..."

Maximilian’s mind was racing. If there was a material that could change shape that freely, there was only one answer. Slime. But the implications were too much for him to handle.

"A-Abomination... You're not human! You're an Abomination!!"

His face twisted in terror as he lunged at me one last time. But his "god-speed" slash was caught effortlessly by one of my demonic wings. 

"Too slow..."

"H-how...? You couldn't even react before..."

Despair finally settled into his features. By now, I had manifested four pairs of wings. They were large enough to blot out the sky as I began to hover, rising into the snowy air.

"He's... flying..."

"I'll tell you one more thing," I said, looking down at him. "My total Magic Power Amount isn't actually that much different from yours."

I flapped my massive black wings amidst the blizzard.

"However, when Magic Power is compressed, it releases with hundreds of times its original force. I simply perform that compression constantly... like this."

I began funneling my energy into my wings. My Bluish-purple Magic Power concentrated into the individual "feathers" of the slime.

"Hie... Abomination... no, you’re a Demon Lord...!"

"Total capacity is worthless. The true value lies in control. The precision with which one can compress and release... that is everything."

I must have looked like a beautiful, cruel demon up there.

"I Am Atomic Rain."

The attack poured down on Maximilian.

A rain of bluish-purple light dyed the white blizzard. The brilliance was blinding, vaporizing the snow and swallowing everything in its path. 

When the light finally faded, the Detention Center was gone. In its place was nothing but a massive, empty crater. 

Silence returned to the courtyard.

Then, with a single beat of my pitch-black wings, I took off into the snowy sky.
Mordred

I knew the escape routes under the Royal Capital like the back of my hand. 

It was part of the "Princess 101" curriculum—always have a backup plan for when the kingdom inevitably goes south. Unfortunately, the Detention Center wasn’t originally on the grid, but my squad mates had put in the literal legwork, digging a tunnel to connect the dots. 

I led Clara and the Royalist Faction Prisoners through the dark, cramped hole. 

Whatever was happening on the surface, I figured I could leave it to Shadow. I mean, the idea of him losing to a guy like Maximilian was actually laughable. If I hadn’t met Cid, I probably would’ve worshipped the ground Shadow walked on. His whole "enigmatic powerhouse" vibe was basically top-tier aesthetic.

But then there was Cid. Was he actually safe? 

The anxiety started gnawing at me again. 

I had to trust Shadow’s word, though. I couldn't just ditch my mission and go on a frantic boyfriend-hunt—not when people were counting on me. 

Still, if Cid really was fine, it raised a pretty big meta-question: why did Shadow feel the need to craft a perfect slime-body double of him? What was the point? Was it just for the dramatic flair? 

I couldn't wrap my head around it. 

Maybe they’re connected? I tried to picture Cid and Shadow in the same room, but my brain just hit a 404 error. No way. 

Eventually, we reached the rendezvous point to regroup with the rest of my squad. A pathetic sliver of light from the surface managed to poke into the gloom of the tunnel.

There was a dark silhouette slumped against the wall.

"Number 664...?" I called out.

I set Bart down—turns out carrying a grown man through a tunnel is a great workout—and cautiously approached the shadow.

"Where’s 665? Wait... what the—!?"

It was definitely Number 664, our squad leader. But she wasn't just resting; she was a mess. Dark, nasty-looking blood was smeared all over the stones behind her.

"664! What happened?!" I caught her before she could slide further down.

"Run..." she wheezed. 

Okay, she was still breathing. Small victories.

"Don't talk. I’m patching you up right now!"

"Run... 666... get out of here!"

"Huh?"

Then, the atmosphere shifted. Someone was there. 

A man suddenly appeared right in my line of sight, occupying space that had been empty a millisecond ago.

"Wh—!?"

I didn't feel a flicker of Ki. No footsteps, no presence, no nothing. It was like he’d been edited into the scene during post-production. It just felt... wrong.

"So, Maximilian botched it," the man said. 

His voice was like a bucket of ice water. He was tall, with snow-white hair swept back in a slick style that screamed 'villain with a high budget.' Honestly, between the hair and the face, he was almost distractingly beautiful in a cold, 'I'll kill you without blinking' sort of way.

"Number 665!?" I screamed, the sound echoing off the damp walls.

The newcomer was dangling Number 665 from one hand like she was a piece of dry cleaning.

"This one was a letdown," he remarked, casually tossing her toward me like trash.

I scrambled to catch her, immediately checking her vitals. She was out cold, but her heart was still thumping. 

"How dare you..." I growled, reaching for my hilt.

"No... 666... don't," 664 groaned, trying to stop me.

"But look at them!"

"You can't win... not against him," she whispered. "That’s... Lord Mordred."

"What!?"

I stared at the white-haired man. He gave me a graceful little bow, perfectly composed.

"I am indeed Mordred. A pleasure to finally meet you, Princess Rose."

A ripple of panic went through the prisoners behind me. I barked a quick order to Clara to get everyone back to a safe distance.

"You’ve got the wrong girl," I snapped.

"I see. Well, if that’s the story you’re sticking with, I’ll play along for now." Mordred watched me with the kind of amused look you give a kitten trying to roar. "Shadow Garden... I never expected a real rival organization to actually show up. To be honest, I find you people much more fascinating than the Key of the Oriana Kingdom."

"The... Key of the Oriana Kingdom?"

"Oh? I assumed Shadow Garden moved in specifically to snatch it. Don’t tell me you’re out of the loop?"

I kept my mouth shut. 

Sure, I was in the Garden, but I was basically an entry-level intern compared to the heavy hitters. The organization was massive. The Seven Shadows were literal monsters of efficiency and power, and even the Numbers were mostly better than me. I was just a grunt.

But the 'Key'? If it involved my kingdom, why was I the last to know?

"I'm not here to play twenty questions," I said, trying to sound tougher than I felt. "We’re leaving."

My friends needed a doctor, and fast. I knew Mordred was in a different league, but I figured I could at least buy them enough time to crawl away.

"Don't... leave me and run..." 664 stammered.

"Squad leader..."

"I’m in charge... so listen to me for once..." She forced her shaking body upright and stepped in front of me.

Mordred just stared at us, his eyes cold and clinical.

"Like I said, I’m interested in Shadow Garden. Way more than that Key."

"Is that your way of saying you're blocking the exit?"

"The Cult would probably prefer I didn't let you scurry off. But personally? I think it’ll be way more entertaining to see what you do next."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I want to see more of Shadow Garden. Specifically, the Seven Shadows." He let out a chilling little smirk. "It’s been a while since I’ve had that much fun."

"Fun...?"

"Indeed. And for her sake, I’ll let you pass today."

Mordred reached into his coat and pulled something out. He opened his palm, and something cascaded through the air. It was a lock of hair—shimmering and translucent, like sunlight hitting a clear spring.

I felt my stomach drop. I knew that hair. Epsilon was constantly bragging about how perfect it was.

"She was... quite the entertainment," Mordred chuckled.

My blood ran cold.

"By all means, proceed," he said, stepping aside. "The scrap between the Doem Faction and the Royalists is about to kick off. It looks like a standard Civil War from the outside, doesn't it?"

His body began to shimmer, turning translucent like a desert mirage.

"But it’s not. This is a Proxy War between the Cult and Shadow Garden. I can't wait to see how it ends."

He vanished, leaving nothing behind but the echo of a cold, condescending laugh.

"Lord Mordred..." 

The sheer weight of his presence left me with a sinking feeling. This wasn't just a local skirmish anymore. Things were about to get very, very ugly.
The Eminence in Shadow I Strived to Be

I soared through the blizzard on my Slime Wings, lost in thought.

My battle with Maximilian had ended only moments ago. When I’d used Atomic Rain to wipe that Detention Center off the face of the earth, leaving not even a trace behind, a sudden thought had struck me.

Was this really the right move?

Is this the "Eminence in Shadow" I’ve been aiming for?

I looked back on all my Eminence in Shadow moves up until now. I’d been playing the role exactly as I’d imagined it. At least, that’s how it was supposed to be...

But why did it feel so empty? Why did I feel like something was missing? 

Had I drifted off course somewhere? Or—god forbid—was I just stuck in a rut?

"Hmm..."

I couldn't put my finger on the cause. But if one thing was crystal clear, it was that I was feeling profoundly unfulfilled.

I tried to remember: what kind of Eminence in Shadow had the old me—the me from my previous life—actually wanted to be? Thinking back, I realized something. 

Honestly, anything worked. As long as it felt like something an Eminence in Shadow would do, I was happy. That meant I didn't actually have a concrete "vision." I didn't have a final "form" to strive toward. I was just vaguely going through the motions of things that seemed cool.

Maybe that was the root of this hollow feeling.

Is it okay to keep going like this?

I didn't know if this was just a phase or a permanent slump. One thing was for sure, though: I couldn't truly enjoy being an Eminence in Shadow as long as I was carrying this baggage. 

"I have to do something..."

I needed to sit down and organize what actually mattered to an Eminence in Shadow. I had to strip away the fluff and find the core essence. The answer had to be out there somewhere.

And that's why... I was going to become a "mob."

Luckily for me, the Oriana Kingdom was still a total mess. I’d look at things from a background character’s perspective. How did an Eminence in Shadow look through the eyes of a common mob? What should my next move be?

For the first time in a literal age, I was actually using my brain to think.

I was so focused on my deep philosophical journey that I didn't notice something approaching.

"Hebugh!?"

Splat. Something suddenly slapped onto my face and stuck there. I peeled the object off and tilted my head in confusion.

"Paper? Must've blown up here in the storm."

There was something written on it. I traced the words with my finger, trying to make them out through the snow-blurred ink.

『NOW RECRUITING: ROYALIST FACTION SOLDIERS! Rise up for your country, young patriots!! 
It’s an easy job—just kill enemy soldiers!! Beginners welcome! Our friendly veterans will support you every step of the way!! 
You can start a rewarding career today!! Some recruits even became squad leaders in just three days?! 
Starting salary is zero, but the sky's the limit for your earnings! After all, dreams and fulfillment are priceless!! Future heroes, assemble!! 
※ Includes Enlistment Aptitude Test; you will be assigned to the optimal unit to maximize your talents.』

I gripped the paper tight and threw a fist into the air.

"This is it!"
The Get-Rich-Quick Unit

An aptitude test for prospective soldiers was being held just outside a town that looked to have a population of maybe ten thousand.

The sky was a brilliant blue—the first clear day in ages—and the snow blanketing the plains shimmered in the light. 

About a hundred scruffy-looking men had gathered for the occasion. I slipped into the crowd, doing my best impression of a generic young man who’d stood up for his country.

"Hehehe, you hear that? Apparently, you can make unit leader in just three days. I quit my job for this!"

"No kidding. Word is, striking it rich isn’t just a pipe dream. I sold my fields to get here!"

"They say even total rookies can make it big. I even put my wife in hock!"

All around me, blue-collar middle-aged dudes were chatting with sky-high spirits. Ah, I can already smell the wonderful aroma of a workplace overflowing with dreams and hope.

"Welcome, brave warriors who have stood up for your country!!"

A bald man as fat as a pig waddled into view. Clad in a fluttering, nouveau riche outfit and wearing a suspicious smirk, the cueball spoke in a shrill, high-pitched voice.

"My name is TSURUPIKANO. I am very, very pleased to see so many high-minded warriors gathered here today! Without further ado, you shall all undergo an aptitude test! This is a necessary step to ensure we provide the stage where you can play the most active roles!"

Then, a group of sinister-looking soldiers appeared from behind the bald man.

Yeah, okay. No matter how you look at them, those aren't regular army.

"Hey, Mr. Tsurupikano. I'm QUINTON, a former mercenary," one man called out. "Before we start the test, there’s something I want to know. Are you guys actually the King’s soldiers?"

Nice. Quinton-san—a guy who looked exactly like a former mercenary turned villainous pro-wrestler—stepped up to ask the big question. I felt like I’d seen him somewhere before, though.

"Umu, umu! A very reasonable doubt! But please, rest assured! I am recruiting you all at the behest of a prestigious, long-established great noble! Behold, here is the certificate!"

Quinton took the document Tsurupikano held out and gave it a look.

"Whoa, it’s true! It’s got the seal of that legendary great noble right here! If we follow Mr. Tsurupikano, striking it rich is a done deal!"

Quinton shouted this at the top of his lungs, then handed the paper back to Tsurupikano without actually showing it to anyone else.

"What, for real?! If a veteran mercenary says so, it’s gotta be legit!"

"Hell yeah! Selling my fields was the right call!"

"Damn straight! I’ll be able to buy my wife back in no time!"

The old guys started whipped themselves into a frenzy.

I see, I see. So this is one of those 'get-rich-quick' setups. It’s nice to have dreams.

"And so, we shall begin the aptitude tests! You should be honored, for your examiner is the scion of that prestigious great noble—the one and only Lord GOLDOH KINMEKKI!!"

"Whoaa!!"

The crowd got even rowdier.

Standing there was a knight who looked like a pampered young master from a wealthy family, sporting blond hair and flashy, gold-colored armor. I felt like I’d seen him somewhere too, but it was probably just my imagination.

"W-wow, look at all that gold. But who is he?"

"I-I don’t know, but I can feel a noble Aura coming off him. That fortune is as good as ours!"

"C-could he be of royal blood...? I can see it now... my rise from the fourth son of a dirt-poor farmer to the top of the world!"

He does look like a genuine noble, so maybe, just maybe... Yeah, let's go with that.

"Now then, I am Goldoh Kinmekki. Despite my appearance, I am a hardcore practical combatant. We will conduct the aptitude tests one by one. I’ll have each of you spar with me using your weapon of choice. First... let’s start with you. Quinton, was it?"

"Heh, starting with me, huh...?"

"I can tell just by looking—you’re quite strong."

"Hmph. Right back at ya..."

The two of them took their stances with their swords in a heavily theatrical manner. Both seemed to be Spellswords.

Then, they started clashing with absurd flashiness.

It was like an action scene from a movie—completely unnecessary flair, 100% focused on looking cool. If I were adding sound effects, it would be CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! THUD! CRACK! KABOOM!

"Oooohh!!"

"Amazing!!"

"So cool!!"

The biggest cheers of the day erupted from the crowd.

I mean, any decent Spellsword can do that. It’s just flashy. It’s pretty obvious they aren't actually trying to hit each other... No, no. A mob character isn’t supposed to notice stuff like that.

The two of them slammed their Magic Power into the snow to create a massive explosion, then sheathed their blades in unison.

"Quinton... you are as strong as I expected..."

"Same to you..."

"Very well! Quinton, I’m putting you in charge of the rookies! Any objections?!"

Naturally, no one objected. There were a few other Spellswords in the mix, but none of them looked like they could take Quinton.

Guess I’ll have to suck up to Quinton-san later like a true background character.

"And one more thing, Quinton. As the coordinator for the rookies, you shall also serve as a unit leader!"

"What?! A unit leader on my very first day?!"

Goldoh and Quinton continued their scripted performance.

"That’s right! Because this is a wonderful unit where hard work is rewarded!"

"Incredible! Does that mean there's a chance for the other guys too?!"

"Of course! As long as you follow the unit leader’s orders, everyone will have an equal opportunity!"

"Uoooooh! I might actually get promoted too!! I’ll be rich within a month!!"

"Now! Let’s proceed with the tests! Who knows, perhaps a second unit leader will emerge today!!"

"UOOOOOOOOOOOOOHH!!"

The crowd’s hype was off the charts thanks to their little exchange.

And so, the aptitude tests continued.
The Dreams of Two Men

GOLDOH

I sat alone in the dim glow of a magic lamp, nursing a drink inside my tent.

The aptitude tests were finally over, and the sun had long since tucked itself away for the night. Outside, the sounds of a rowdy banquet for the new recruits drifted in. Poor bastards. They had no idea they were enjoying their very last supper. 

"...Damn, this is the good stuff."

I let the amber liquid linger on my tongue before exhaling a satisfied breath. 

I was drinking something called "Whisky." It was the latest craze on the streets—a flagship product launched by the Mitsugoshi Company, who had recently swallowed the Great Commerce Alliance whole and were now essentially running the world's economy. Rumors about this stuff had been circulating among the elite long before it hit the shelves, and as a man of refined tastes, I’d been dying to get my hands on some.

Of course, there was a minor catch: I was a slave. Buying premium booze isn't exactly an option when your life is owned by someone else.

I’d pretty much given up on the dream until my "master," Tsurupikano, decided to flex his wallet. He’d bought a bottle just to show off, took one sip, and immediately spat it out. Apparently, the high proof was too much for his delicate, pampered palate. His loss was my gain; I’d inherited the leftovers.

My opinion of Tsurupikano was somewhere south of rock bottom, but I had to give him credit for this one thing. That nouveau riche bald pig probably had no clue that this bottle was currently trading for ten times its retail price on the black market.

I took another sip and pulled a resume from the stack. It detailed the history of one particular boy.

"Cid Kagenou. Native of the Midgar Kingdom, huh...?"

When we’d crossed swords during the test earlier, I’d been hit with a strange sense of déjà vu. The "fight" itself had been over in seconds. I’d simply knocked the kid over while he stood there like a statue. He was a totally ordinary boy with absolutely nothing noteworthy about him.

And yet, something was nagging at me. I’ve always prided myself on my ability to read an opponent—to see the true depth of their power. In my entire career, there had only been one person whose strength I couldn't gauge with these eyes...

"...Wait. I remember now."

"Remember what?"

My partner, Quinton, stepped into the tent right as the realization hit me.

"Is the party outside over?" I asked.

"Nah, still going," he grunted. "I just don't have the stomach to memorize the faces of guys who are gonna be dead by tomorrow morning."

"Fair enough."

A heavy, somber silence settled between us.

"So," Quinton prompted. "What was it you remembered?"

"This kid." I tossed him Cid’s resume.

"Cid Kagenou? What about him?"

"We fought during the test today. I got a massive hit of déjà vu."

"What was he like?"

"Black hair, black eyes... the definition of average. The fight ended in an instant."

"Oh, wait. You mean the kid who ate dirt in spectacular fashion?"

"That’s the one. You recognize him?"

"Yeah, he was sucking up to me at the banquet earlier," Quinton said, scoffing. "I wasn't even trying to learn his name, but it stuck. So, what’s the deal with him?"

"The feeling. I was trying to figure out where I’d felt that before, and then it clicked. It’s the same vibe I got when I fought... Jimina Seinen."

"Jimina!?"

Quinton’s gaze turned razor-sharp.

"The only opponent whose true strength I couldn't see through. I still think about that day. The day the 'Ever-Victorious Golden Dragon' tasted defeat for the first time..." I shook my head, trying to dispel the memory. "But it’s probably just my imagination. There can't be more than one guy like Jimina out there, and the feeling only lasted a split second."

"Yeah, you're right," Quinton agreed. "There’s no way Jimina would be in a dump like this. That man was... in a league of his own. I still have nightmares about that loss."

"Our lives started spiraling the moment we lost to him."

"Dammit!" Quinton slammed a fist into his palm. "I couldn't accept it. I didn't want to accept it! I feel like I can't move forward until I take that guy down!"

"I’m with you. Though, I heard a rumor that Jimina was actually Shadow."

"So I’ve heard."

"Well, Shadow is out of the question."

"Yeah... Shadow is a hard pass."

The guy had toyed with Beatrix and Princess Iris like they were children. We didn't need to see the fight firsthand to know we were outclassed.

"Life is a bitch," I sighed.

"Tell me about it."

We both let out a long, synchronized sigh.

"Anyway, how’s the plan coming along?" I asked.

"We’ve got a hundred recruits. Maybe five of them are actually usable."

"And those five get shipped off to the slave markets once the job is done. What about the rest?"

"Trash. Just like we planned—disposable decoys."

"I see... No changes to the operation?"

"None. Tsurupikano is going through with it. The risk is suicidal, but if his intel is legit, it’s worth the gamble. If we pull this off, he might actually grant us our freedom."

"A night raid on a rebel lord’s castle, huh...?" I mused. "Count Ragitta. Word is the guy snatched a massive treasure when he betrayed the Royalist Faction. The King’s men are on their way to take it back, but they’re still a long way from the capital. It'll take them time to arrive. If we hit the Count while he’s off-guard, we can grab the loot and vanish across the border. This kind of crazy plan only works because the country’s at war."

"It’s a disgusting, low-life move—perfect for Tsurupikano. But the risk is still insane. Even if it’s a small castle, they’ve probably got five hundred regular soldiers in there. We’ve only got a hundred men."

"That’s why we’re hitting them at night and using the decoys. We just need to wait for the fodder to start a ruckus, then we slip in and grab the gold. We don't need to win a war; we just need to win the bag."

"But... the fodder. They’re all going to die."

"I know that!" Quinton snapped, slamming his hand on the table. "But we’re slaves! We don't have a choice but to obey! This is our only shot at being free men again!"

"Sorry," I said quietly. "I shouldn't have said anything. We follow orders, we finish the job, we get our freedom, and that’s the end of it."

I exhaled a sigh of resignation. A heavy silence filled the tent, made worse by the festive noise of the recruits outside. 

"Nothing ever goes the way you expect. I really believed I’d be further along in life than this..."

"...Yeah."

"Hey, Quinton. What are you gonna do once you're free?"

"Who knows? I’ve got no money. I’ll probably just end up back in the arenas, trying to scrap together enough coin to survive."

"Is that so? I think I’m gonna head back to the sticks. Open up a dojo."

Quinton glanced at me sideways. "A dojo? You?"

"I’m finally seeing the reality of my limits. I spent my whole life aiming for the top, believing that if I just kept winning, I’d get there eventually. But I’m not that guy. I was never gonna make it."

"Goldoh... so that’s why you... you were so obsessed with never losing..."

I looked down, a lonely, self-deprecating smile on my face.

"But even a loser like me has one thing left. These eyes—this power to judge an opponent's potential. I’d like to think I’m actually pretty good at it. So, I figured I’d use these eyes to raise the next generation. I’ll find pupils with real talent and lead them. Not a bad way to go out, right?"

Quinton gave a soft laugh. "Yeah. Not bad at all."

"One day, I’m gonna raise a disciple who can actually surpass Shadow. I’ll entrust my dead dreams to them. And... uh... Quinton. Why don't you come with me?"

I scratched my cheek, feeling a bit embarrassed by my own sentimentality.

"Heh..." Quinton smirked. "Give me a drink."

I poured the amber whisky into the cup I’d been using and handed it to him. He drained the whole thing in one shot.

"...Cough! HACK!"

He nearly choked to death.

"D-Damn... that’s some strong shit. I’ve never had anything like it."

"It’s called whisky. Apparently, they use a new process called distillation. Tastes good, doesn't it?"

Quinton didn't answer. He just held the cup out for more.

I poured him another, and this time he drank it slowly, letting it roll over his tongue before muttering, "...Yeah. It’s great."

"Better be. It’s expensive as hell."

"In that case... I better work hard enough to pay off my share of the booze."

"Exactly."

"A dojo, huh?" Quinton mused. "Can't believe I’m actually gonna be a teacher."

"It’s a riot, isn't it?"

The light in our tent remained lit until late into the night as we toasted to a future we hadn't quite reached yet.
Reflections on Mob Maneuvers

I stepped out of the tent, breathing in the crisp, refreshing air of the morning.

The lingering traces of last night’s banquet still hung in the atmosphere. I’d never imagined they’d actually throw a welcome party for a bunch of new recruits, but we’d been treated to meat, booze, and even sweets. Everyone’s hype levels had been through the roof. Naturally, I’d taken the opportunity to secretly suck up to Quinton.

"You awake, kid?"

"Ah, hello."

I gave a polite nod to an old-timer who’d quit his job in the sticks to come out here.

"Missions start today, apparently. Better make sure you've got your armor on."

"Ah, right. Good call."

Starting a sentence with a hesitant "Ah" is the secret to nailing that perfect mob aesthetic.

Yesterday, those of us who arrived without our own gear were issued leather armor and spears. Both were second-hand, but hey, you get what you pay for. 

The armor was light and thin, which meant it was easy to move in. Personally, I appreciated that it didn't get in my way, but if you asked me whether it actually offered any defensive protection, the answer would be a resounding "probably not."

The spear was as generic as they come. Unlike a sword, which requires actual finesse, anyone can just point the sharp end forward and poke. It was a weapon truly befitting a common foot soldier. I actually kind of liked it.

Equipped with my Thin Leather Armor and Common Soldier's Spear, I was—fufufu—the quintessential New Mob Soldier, no matter how you looked at me.

"Looking sharp there, kid."

"Ah, no, not really."

"Give it your best shot out there."

"Ah, thank you very much."

I was cheered on by one guy who’d sold his family farm and another who’d literally pawned his wife to be here. Their gear was identical to mine, though they looked more like bandits than soldiers. It was honestly impressive that they considered themselves law-abiding citizens.

"Well, don't sweat it. If things get hairy, we'll look out for you."

"If you run out of steam, I'll carry your pack. I might not look it, but I was the strongest man in my village."

"Just say the word if you need help. I once took down a wild boar with my bare hands."

The old-timers boasted, proudly flexing their biceps. They were a rugged bunch, but good-natured enough. As of yesterday, it had been decided that the four of us would be operating as a single squad.

"Ah, thank you so much! To show my appreciation, let me give your shoulders a rub!"

"Oh? Well, if you insist. Truth is, my stiffness has been killing me..."

Perfect. Now I can play the role of the mob who ingratiates himself with the 'strong' guys by giving them massages.

In reality, I’d seen at a glance that their range of motion was terrible. I happen to be something of a massage expert. I pride myself on my extensive knowledge of the human body. I know exactly how to break it—and, conversely, I know exactly how to fix it.

I placed my hands on the old man’s shoulders, checking the alignment of his bones and muscles. The culprit is a combination of tension around the scapula and a misaligned spine.

I used his arm as a lever to manipulate the bone structure while loosening the surrounding tissue. Since there's only so much you can do with physical pressure alone, I surreptitiously funneled in some Magic Power to further relax the area, performing a bit of Myofascial Release to reset his spine and shoulder blades.

And... perfect!

"W-Whoa! My shoulders feel light as wings! Holy crap, what did you do?!"

The man began windmilling his arms with a massive grin on his face. 

I thought so. All that experimentation on my sister and Alpha and the others really paid off.

"Whoa, seriously?! My neck’s been acting up too, actually..."

"My lower back’s been a mess lately. Can you take a look at me next?"

"P-Please, leave it to me!"

I performed the same treatment on the other two. Honestly, I’d probably make a killing as a chiropractor, a masseur, or even a doctor. The Eminence in Shadow must be well-versed in the medical arts, after all.

"This is incredible! I feel like I could fly!"

"I feel like I could take on a hundred guys at once!"

I was just happy they were happy. 

Apparently, humans are hardwired to feel joy when they make others happy. Joy is contagious, or so they say. 

I see. Personally, I think I prefer more direct forms of satisfaction.

"We're moving out! Pack your gear and form four lines!"

Quinton barked the order, and our march began.

Aside from a one-hour break at noon, we spent the entire day walking until the sun dipped below the horizon.

Compared to people from modern Japan, these guys had plenty of stamina, but this was still way too hardcore. Between the banquet and the lavish food, I thought this outfit might actually be decent, but experiencing this on day one... is this a black company? No, wait. A mob doesn't think. A mob just keeps walking.

Surrender yourself to the flow and don't resist—that is the law of the mob.

However, I could see the exhaustion setting in on the faces around me.

It was dark now, and we’d entered a dense forest. It wouldn't be surprising if people started dropping out soon. We must have covered over fifty kilometers.

The only reason no one had collapsed yet was likely the high morale. The dream of striking it rich, the memory of last night’s feast—it all played a part. 

They hadn't been trained worth a damn and were clearly just a ragtag bunch of amateurs, but if they had one redeeming quality, it was their spirit.

But spirit only gets you so far before the body hits its limit. Motivation is important, sure, but you can’t run on vibes forever.

Just as I was thinking that, the march came to a halt.

"From here on, extinguish all lights. Don't make a sound."

Goldoh gave the command, and we set off again.

Fortunately, the moon was bright tonight. Pale light filtered down through the canopy of the trees. Relying on that dim glow, we trekked through the woods for a while longer.

"We'll take a short break here."

Everyone let out a collective sigh of relief, some practically collapsing where they stood.

"But stay silent. No talking, and absolutely no fire."

"Goldoh-san, if we can't use fire, what about dinner...?"

"There is no dinner tonight."

"Huh?"

"We are currently near Count Ragitta's Castle. We'll wait for the garrison to fall asleep, then we're launching a night raid."

No one said a word, but the air was thick with sudden agitation.

"Don't worry. I know you're anxious, but this is a battle we're guaranteed to win."

Goldoh offered a reassuring smile and began to lay out the details of the operation.
Three Old Men

Goldoh’s plan went like this:

First, we’d split the troops into a Diversionary Unit and a Stealth Unit. The Diversionary Unit would use the cover of night to launch a preemptive strike on Count Ragitta’s Castle and sow chaos. Meanwhile, the Stealth Unit would slip into the heart of the enemy's base, take down the Count, and force a surrender.

The Stealth Unit was a small group of about ten elites, including Quinton and Goldoh.

The Diversionary Unit consisted of the remaining ninety or so recruits. I was one of them. My job was to fan the flames of the chaos and buy time. Apparently, as long as I bought enough time, the Stealth Unit would secure the victory... or so I was told.

Goldoh gave all sorts of reasons why it would be a cakewalk: the enemy had let their guard down, we had a map of the interior, their numbers were only around a hundred so we could win a fair fight anyway—that sort of thing. So, yeah, it was totally going to be fine. Definitely.

And supposedly, once we won this battle, we’d all become heroes.

Word was that when Count Ragitta betrayed the Royalist Faction, he stole some kind of Secret Weapon. If that weapon ever reached the Doem Faction, the Royalists would be screwed. The Stealth Unit’s mission doubled as a recovery operation for that weapon.

Once the mission was a success and the weapon was back in the right hands, this unit would be hailed as heroes of the Royalist Faction—at least, that’s how Goldoh and the others put it when they gave the squad a name.

"Oath of the Black Rose."

That became our official title. Black for the night raid, and the rose as the symbol of the Oriana Kingdom. Tonight, the legend of the heroes who rose up for their country would begin... supposedly.

I didn't really get the logic, but I had to admit, the name was pretty cool.

With that, the fatigue seemed to vanish from the recruits, replaced by a surge of motivation.

With determination in our eyes, we in the Diversionary Unit split off from the Stealth Unit and approached the castle. Only the sound of boots crunching through the snow echoed in the quiet night.

Even the three old men in my squad looked dead serious. When they noticed me watching them, they shot me fearless smirks.

The unit’s morale was through the roof. Based on the atmosphere alone, you’d think we were destined for success. The only problem was that our actual combat proficiency was zero.

As we drew closer to Count Ragitta’s Castle, I secretly pulsed out my Magic Power to scout the enemy's presence. The results?

Breaking news: there are over five hundred enemy soldiers.

Wait, didn't Goldoh say there were only a hundred?

This is one of those "we're screwed" situations, isn't it? We have officially entered a "guaranteed to lose" plot point.

What’s a mob supposed to do in a situation like this?

I stole a glance at the three old men and then turned to glare at the castle with a gaze full of resolve, matching theirs.

No, wait, that’s not right.

Well, as a reaction for a mob, it was fine, but I needed to think about what The Eminence in Shadow would do here.

When I break down the roles from an Eminence in Shadow perspective, the "power players" are the story's actual characters, while the mobs are basically the audience. In other words, by committing to the mob role and seeing the world through their eyes, the true nature of the Eminence in Shadow reveals itself. At least, that’s my working hypothesis.

I don’t actually know if it’s correct or not.

Regardless, I’ll start by tackling this battle as a mere mob. The answer lies within the struggle.

We crept through the darkness for a while until we finally reached the castle walls. It was a small castle, all things considered. Even if our side only had a hundred men, if the surprise attack was a total success, if everything went perfectly, and if we had a massive stroke of luck, there might be a slim chance of winning.

In this battle, what will the mob think, and what will The Eminence in Shadow accomplish...?

An inside mole opened the gates, and our battle as mobs began.



You could say the surprise attack by the "Oath of the Black Rose" was an initial success.

We swarmed inside all at once, overwhelming the enemy soldiers who had been caught completely off guard. After securing the gatehouse, we pushed straight toward the center of the castle.

"E-E-Enemy attack—!!"

We trampled the few soldiers who appeared with sheer numbers.

"Hah-hah! Quitting my job was the best decision ever! I’m freaking strooooong!"

"Outta the way, outta the way!! My body’s moving better than when I’m tilling the fields!"

"Hunh! Hunh! Hunh! Power is surging through me! My wife is waiting at the pawn shop!"

Thanks to those three power-type old men, I’d somehow been swept into the very front of the pack.

When it comes to group combat, once things become one-sided, they usually stay that way. It’s hard for individual strength to stand against numbers and momentum—unless you’re talking about high-level Spellswords.

Between their high morale and the success of the ambush, the "Oath of the Black Rose" had gathered a terrifying amount of steam. For a group of amateurs, their momentum was incredible.

As we tore through the castle, I actually wondered for a split second if we might just pull this off.

Only for a second, though.

I felt a massive cluster of enemy presences gathering up ahead.

"Uh, maybe we should start holding back a bit—"

"Hah-hah!"

"Move it, move it!"

"Hunh! Hunh! Hunh!"

Naturally, nobody was listening.

We surged into the central plaza and were immediately surrounded by a large contingent of enemies who had already moved into formation.

"That’s far enough, you brigands!"

I could tell at a single glance. In both numbers and training, the other side was vastly superior.

No matter how much momentum my squad had, they should have hesitated. They should have stopped dead in their tracks. Or so I thought.

"Hah-hah! We are the 'Oath of the Black Rose'!"

"Outta the way! Heroes coming through! Clear the path!"

"Hunh! Hunh! Hunh! Chaaarge!!"

Wait, are they for real?

But the three old men threw themselves into the fray, the rest of the unit followed their lead, and the real battle began.
**OATH OF THE BLACK ROSE**

The momentum behind the ‘Oath of the Black Rose’ was so intense it looked like they might actually shatter the enemy vanguard and trample right through them.

If this weren't a battle in another world—if we were back in my previous life—that charge might have actually worked. That’s how much spirit those three old guys and their amateur recruits were packing.

But this is a fantasy world. And unfortunately, fantasy worlds come with a healthy dose of complete and utter bullshit.

Namely: Spellswords.

"Hah-hah! Oh? Who the hell are you supposed to be?"

"Ora-ora-ora! Gwah?! You actually stopped my spear?!"

"Hmph, hmph, hmph! N-ngh! I'm being pushed back...?"

The Spellswords who stepped up to face the three old men ground their momentum to a halt. A normal human simply can’t beat a Spellsword. That’s just War 101 in this world; the only way to counter a Spellsword is to deploy one of your own.

But unfortunately, this Diversionary Unit didn't have any. Every single one of our Spellswords had been assigned to the Stealth Unit.

When the three guys at the front stopped, the rest of the line naturally followed suit. In an instant, the momentum of the Oath of the Black Rose vanished completely.

There’s only one ending for an amateur mob whose momentum has stalled.

"Surround them! Annihilate them all!"

The enemy commander’s voice echoed across the battlefield, signaling the start of the slaughter. Enemy soldiers fanned out to the left and right, encircling the Oath of the Black Rose now that they’d overextended.

To be honest, the situation was checkmate. We weren't just looking at a "losing flag"—this was a guaranteed-defeat scenario.

I’ve studied the basics of military theory. While I mostly focused on how to fight person-to-person or person-to-group, I did dabble in army-on-army tactics for a bit. Even with my surface-level knowledge, the writing was on the wall.

A tiny force surrounded by a massive one? Game over.

All that was left was to wait for the massacre. The fleeting lives of us mobs were about to be snuffed out. This is what war looks like from the perspective of a background extra.

"D-damn it... what a monster. So this is a Spellsword..."

"Guh... his speed is on another level..."

"I can’t do anything... if only... if only I had more power..."

This was the reality of the world—the kind of wall an individual just can’t climb. Even if a mob gave it their absolute best, they couldn't change the outcome.

So this is what it’s like to be a mob...

How unreasonable, I thought. And most mobs probably live their whole lives suffering through this kind of absurdity.

Wait a sec. If I were to dispel this absurdity from the shadows, wouldn't that make me the 'Eminence in Shadow' from the perspective of the mobs?

With that brilliant idea in mind, I decided to give it a shot immediately. This was a new challenge for me—a fresh take on the role.

I erased my presence, blending into the crowd of the Oath of the Black Rose, and fired a massive burst of refined Magic Power into the night sky.

Since they’re the 'Oath of the Black Rose,' I might as well make it a literal black rose.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

The impact of the Magic Power was so immense it made the atmosphere itself shudder. Everyone stopped fighting and craned their necks toward the heavens.

"...! What happened?"

"What the hell is that? In the sky..."

"That thing, blacker than the night... is it a rose?"

A giant black rose had bloomed in the night sky.

It pulsed with a faint, magical glow, asserting its presence even against the moonlight. It was devastatingly beautiful—and terrifyingly powerful.

"The Black Rose... just like the one from the fairy tales..."

"No way. Is that really the Black Rose?"

"Every citizen of the Oriana Kingdom knows it... the symbol of our country... the Legendary Black Rose..."

The giant petals slowly unfurled. Then, they suddenly shattered.

The shards danced through the air like beautiful, dark snow. The fragmented petals rained down upon the Oath of the Black Rose, brushing against their right hands. The petals were absorbed instantly, leaving behind small black marks.

The marks were shaped like rose petals.

"No way... was I chosen by the Black Rose? Me? A guy who couldn't keep a job and joined this fight out of sheer desperation...?"

"Why me? I only came here to get rich quick... I didn't care about the country..."

"I’m a piece of scum who pawned off my own wife... O Black Rose, are you really giving power to someone like me?"

As if answering their pathetic questions, the marks on their hands flared with light. A moment later, an absurd amount of power surged through them.

"Wh-at... is this the power of the Black Rose?! If even a loser like me is allowed to fight... then I’ll give this power to the country!"

"Amazing... such power. Mr. Black Rose, I guess there really is something even I can do for my home..."

"I get it now... this is the last chance for scum like me to start over. Thanks."

In unison, they all raised their spears with their right hands. It was a valiant, heroic sight—as if they were offering a sacred vow to the black rose.

"Th-that’s impossible! Could the Black Rose actually be...?"

The soldiers of Count Ragitta’s Army were white as sheets. The only thing on their faces was pure terror. After all, the Black Rose was the ultimate symbol of the Oriana Kingdom—it was justice itself.

"Hah-hah! We are the Oath of the Black Rose! In the name of the Black Rose, we shall deliver the iron hammer of justice to you rebels!"
Stop Stealing My Spotlight

Thanks to all of you, the release date for Volume 2 has been set for March 5th!!

I’ll share more details later, but I’ve added five new episodes to this volume as well!

Pre-orders are already live on Amazon, so I’d really appreciate it if you could head over there and grab a copy!!



The new experiment I wanted to test after launching my magic into the sky was the "Soldier Remote Enhancement Operation" via a mysterious power.

It was that classic trope where characters suddenly power up mid-battle thanks to some enigmatic force and clinch a victory. They’re all like, "What is this power...?" and then the mystery of its origin becomes a major plot point as the story progresses. That was the pattern I was going for.

This operation was going to be a real test of my skills, though.

First, I released my magic into the sky to create the visual effect of a black rose, then injected mana into the soldiers via the falling petals to provide a temporary buff. So far, so good.

The problem was that if I injected too much magic too quickly, the soldiers' bodies wouldn't be able to handle the load and would literally fall apart.

I could enhance them, sure, but the safe upper limit was quite low. If I left it at that, I wasn't confident they could take down actual Spellswords.

And that’s where my technique comes in.

As I injected magic through the petals, I simultaneously wove threads of mana throughout their entire bodies. I had to focus every fiber of my being to maintain ultra-precise control over every single member of the "Oath of the Black Rose." I honestly thought my brain was going to short-circuit.

But through that, I achieved the remote control of an entire unit. I call it: "Shadow Puppet."

"Hah-ha!! This power is insane! I can cut through three of 'em at once!"

"Take that! Can you even keep up with this speed?!"

"Yeah! Someone try and stop me! I’m gonna send 'em flying past the horizon!"

The empowered "Oath of the Black Rose" tore through the encirclement with terrifying momentum. It was a physical impossibility for a small, surrounded force to push back like this under normal circumstances.

"W-what is happening?! Stop them! Stop them at all costs!" the enemy shouted.

If they allowed a breakthrough here, their entire formation would collapse. Naturally, that was when the Spellswords stepped in.

"Tsk! You again?!"

"Guh! You blocked my spear again?!"

"Hmph! Not bad...!"

As I expected, the old-timers were held up by the Spellswords. Even with my buffs making them equal in raw power, the geezers were still amateurs while the Spellswords were pros. Their skill and experience were fundamentally different. In a fair fight, defeat was inevitable.

But it’s fine. This is where "Shadow Puppet" really shines.

I manipulated the threads of magic woven into their bodies.

And then—

"Wha—? This movement... it’s like my body is being guided by something!"

The old man’s movements changed instantly. Supported by my remote control, his spear-work now far surpassed the skill of the Spellswords.

"I reacted to a blind-spot attack?! I can see the enemy everywhere!"

Don't worry if you can't see the guy behind you; I've got you covered with 360-degree Complete Support.

"It’s useless to dodge! You can't escape my spear!"

I even included an Automatic Tracking Function that predicts enemy movements.

Transformed into masters of combat via my remote control, the old men absolutely decimated the Spellsword Unit. Once the Spellswords fell, the tide of battle was completely decided.

The "Oath of the Black Rose" was nothing short of overwhelming.

"This is impossible... this is the power of the 'Black Rose'?! Contact headquarters! Tell the Royal Capital Headquarters immediately! The 'Black Rose' has appeared! The 'Black Rose' is here!"

With their line broken, the enemy army fell into total disarray. Once the commander ordered a retreat, the rest was over in a heartbeat. The plaza was now fully under the control of the "Oath of the Black Rose."

"Don't pursue them too far! Secure the castle!"

"With this power, we can do it!"

"Nothing is impossible for us!"

Riding that momentum, the "Oath of the Black Rose" charged straight into the castle. I ran along behind the old-timers, acting like a background mob character while I ran some mental notes.

Regarding this new experiment, I had two major points of dissatisfaction—well, minor complaints, really.

First, the burden on me was huge. I’d never tried to control nearly a hundred soldiers with threads before. Just fully grasping the battlefield via Magic Power Detection was taxing enough, but I also had to move their bodies manually. I could probably only maintain that level of precise control for a few people at a time. Seriously, I felt like the blood vessels in my head were going to pop.

Second, the pattern I wanted was for them to go, "What is this power...?" and then slowly unravel the mystery over time. At this stage, the power was supposed to be an enigma. Then, at the very end of the story, The Eminence in Shadow would appear and reveal the grand truth. That was the plan.

And yet...

"The 'Black Rose' is with us!"

"O 'Black Rose'! Grant us victory!"

"Forward, warriors chosen by the 'Black Rose'!"

...Why is some fairy tale legend like the "Black Rose" snatching away my spotlight?



Thanks to everyone, the release date for Volume 2 has been set for March 5th!!

If you thought "That was fun!" "I want to see what happens next!" or "Congrats on Volume 2!" please click the evaluation button below to show your support!

It really motivates me, so thank you!
Don’t Go Kicking the Pedestal

GOLDOH

I was currently deep inside the castle, operating as part of the Stealth Unit. My mission? Scour the place for Count Ragitta’s hidden stash of treasure. 

"Nothing here. Quinton, what’s it look like on your end?"

"Same here. Zip. That leaves the storehouse upstairs."

Quinton and I reached the end of the corridor and held our torches high, lighting up the path leading upward.

"Find it already! If the guys outside get wiped out, we’re the next ones on the chopping block!"

Tsurupikano was practically vibrating with anxiety, his face a mask of sweaty desperation as he barked at us. 

"Take it easy, Tsurupikano-san. We’ve still got time," I said, trying to keep him from blowing a gasket as we headed up the stairs.

Quinton, Tsurupikano, and the rest of the crew followed behind until we finally stumbled upon a door that had 'storehouse' written all over it.

"W-Who the hell are you bastards!?"

"Out of the way."

"Sorry, pal. You gotta go."

A couple of guards drew their steel, but Quinton and I were faster. We neutralized them before they could even finish their threat.

"Now what? We don’t have a key."

"Not a problem. I’ll just cut it."

I channeled my Golden Magic Power into my blade and sliced through the heavy iron door like it was parchment. Torch held high, I stepped into the storehouse to see what we’d won.

"What in the..."

It wasn't exactly the glittering mountain of gold we’d been hoping for. Instead of treasure, the room was filled with... well, parts. Organic parts.

"Is that... a finger?"

It was a shriveled, blackened thing with a wickedly long, sharp claw at the tip. It was way too massive to be human; the damn thing was thicker than my entire arm. This grotesque, Abomination of a finger was mounted firmly on a pedestal in the center of the room.

"The treasure... where is the damn treasure?! I don’t want this creepy piece of garbage!"

Tsurupikano lost it. He kicked the pedestal aside and started pacing around the room like a madman.

"Where is my gold?! Where is it?!"

"Tsurupikano-san, you’re being way too loud..."

"Shut up!! You two are just slaves—do your jobs and find my treasure!! Now, where is it—"

Suddenly, he stopped. 

A shriveled, monstrous claw was protruding right out of Tsurupikano’s bulging gut. 

"—Wh-?! Tsurupikano-san!!"

"Dammit!!"

As slaves, Quinton and I moved to protect him before we could even think about it, but it was a lost cause. Tsurupikano hacked up a mouthful of blood and checked out right then and there.

We stood frozen, staring at the corpse and the Black Finger. It was still impaling him, seemingly drinking his blood as if it were trying to quench a centuries-long thirst.

"What the hell is this thing...?"

"No clue. But whatever it is, we shouldn't touch it. We’re leaving!"

Tsurupikano was dead and there was no treasure to be found. We had zero reason to stay in this creep-show.

"I’m afraid I can’t let you leave now that you’ve seen this."

A low, gravelly voice echoed from the shadows behind us.

"Who’s there!?"

"Wait... you’re Count Ragitta!?"

"Ho, so you recognize me..."

The man standing there was the lord of the castle himself. At first glance, he looked like your average middle-aged noble. But his posture was perfect, he didn't have an ounce of wasted fat on him, and his gaze was sharp—he was already reading our every move.

"Quinton, watch yourself."

"I know, Goldoh."

We carefully tried to put some distance between us, but Ragitta was blocking the only exit. 

"You’ve certainly added to my workload. All I had left to do was hand this over to The Cult..."

"The Cult...? What are you talking about? And what the hell is that finger!?"

"Heh... Make no mistake, this is the treasure you were looking for."

"That thing... is treasure?"

"To those who understand its worth, yes. But enough talk."

Ragitta drew the sword at his hip. It wasn't some decorative toy for a Sword Dancer; it was a rugged, battle-worn blade meant for actual killing.

"—Become a Sacrifice of Diabolos."

Then, the air shifted. A gust of wind howled through the room.

"Gah!?"

"Guaaa!"

Blood sprayed from our chests as we were forced to our knees. 

"Oh? Still alive, are we?"

Ragitta had hit us with a strike faster than the eye could follow, but we’d barely managed to react. I’d sensed the danger and leapt back, while Quinton had dodged purely on instinct. 

It was the only reason our hearts were still beating. 

The rest of the Stealth Unit hadn't been so lucky. Every single one of them had been butchered into unrecognizable heaps of meat. 

"Q-Quinton... you okay?"

"I’m... managing..."

The wounds were deep. We tried to stand and ready our swords, but we both knew we wouldn't survive the next round.

"I suppose I underestimated you. Or perhaps I’m just getting rusty. Either way, the next one ends it."

Ragitta leveled his blade again, and I felt my face twist in a grimace. 

Damn it... we finally got our freedom, and it ends like this?

I was actually starting to think that dojo life wouldn't be so bad...

Right then, a massive explosion of magic rocked the world outside.

"What!?"

"What the hell!?"

"Where is all this Magic Power coming from!?"

We looked out the tiny window at the night sky. 

There, dominating the horizon, was a colossal Black Rose.

"Is that... a rose?"

"It’s a Rose of Magic Power... the density is insane..."

"No... how can the Black Rose be here?! Impossible! Why now!?"

Ragitta was losing his mind. He was more shocked than the two of us combined. He stared at the Black Rose with wide, manic eyes—he looked like a man watching his world fall apart.

"This can't be happening! The key hasn't even—"

High above, the Black Rose shattered.

The fragments transformed into petals, dancing down from the sky and drifting right into the storehouse toward us.

As the petals touched our right hands, they melted into our skin, leaving behind a Black Petal Bruise.

"What is this...?"

"My wounds... they're healing..."

A surge of power erupted from us the moment the petals hit. Our fatal injuries vanished in a heartbeat. 

"I can feel it... the power..."

"What the hell is this strength...?"

A haze of Black Magic Power began to radiate from our bodies like heat rising off a summer road.

"Th-This is the power of the legendary Black Rose!! With this much Magic Power... I have to finish you here and now!!"

Driven by pure desperation, the Count lunged.
Evil God - Instant Kill - OOO Sword!!

GOLDOH

Count Ragitta’s blade whistled past, a hair’s breadth from taking my head off. 

Wait, what? Quinton and I both dodged that strike—the same one that had rendered us total dead weight just moments ago—as if some invisible hand was guiding our limbs. 

“—Impossible!?” Ragitta’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. 

I couldn’t blame him. My own eyes were probably just as wide. 

Was my body moving on its own? No... it was like I’d seen it coming. Did I just develop some kind of super-powered Foresight?

“It’s not just that,” Quinton muttered, his voice shaking. “There’s something... squirming inside me. Is this the magic of the ‘Black Rose’?”

We both took up our stances, though my brain was still struggling to catch up with my hands.

“So the legends weren’t just bedtime stories,” I said.

“Guess we’re the chosen ones. Hell if I know why, but with this power...” Quinton grinned, a wild, dangerous look in his eyes. “We can actually win!”

We split up instantly, flanking Ragitta from both sides.

“Don’t get cocky!” the Count roared. “You think a couple of small fry can handle the power of the ‘Black Rose’ just like that?!”

Ragitta swung, and the sheer force of his sword pressure sent us both reeling back.

“Ugh...!”

“Still a beast—!”

I winced at the impact. Honestly, what was a guy like this doing as a local lord? With skills like that, he should’ve been an Expert Swordsman known across the continent. Even in the Oriana Kingdom, where Spellswords are basically treated like second-class citizens, it was weird that someone this powerful was a complete nobody.

Normally, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. We would’ve been dead meat.

“Quinton, buy me a second. Keep him busy.”

“You got it, Goldoh.”

We’d survived enough death matches as Tsurupikano’s slaves to know exactly what the other was thinking without needing a long-winded speech. Even with this crazy Black Magic Power buff, we couldn’t take this guy one-on-one. 

But together? That was a different story.

“Uwooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!!”

Quinton let out a roar that probably shook the rafters and charged with that oversized slab of metal he calls a greatsword.

“Too predictable! As if a move that simple would ever land!” Ragitta braced himself. He tracked Quinton’s movement, ready to mow him down.

Then Quinton hit the nitrous.

“Wh-what!?”

Jet-black Magic Power erupted from Quinton’s feet, catapulting him forward.

“Uwooooooooooooo!!”

“—Nuuuugh!”

Their blades collided with a deafening screech, locking into a desperate struggle for dominance. A pure contest of muscle and mana. Clad in that shadowy aura, Quinton was actually pushing the Count back.

“Inconceivable! The ‘Black Rose’ gives this much of a boost?!”

The floor beneath Ragitta’s boots disintegrated, cracks spider-webbing across the entire room. Finally, the Count had to twist his blade, parrying the blow just to stay on his feet.

But he was too late. Quinton had already bought me all the time I needed.

“Evil God - Instant Kill—”

My signature golden Magic Power began to swirl. This was it—the moment I’d unleash my ultimate technique: Evil God - Instant Kill - Golden Dragon Sword. Or at least, that was the plan.

“Wait, what’s happening—!?”

The gold was being eaten. The Black Magic Power was devouring it, turning my aura into something dark and ink-like. The dragon that usually formed from my mana didn't show up. Instead, it started weaving itself into the shape of a magnificent, terrifying rose.

My Magic Power was dyed completely pitch-black. And then, I let it rip.

“Evil God - Instant Kill - Black Rose Sword!!”

A literal torrent of Black Petals surged toward Count Ragitta.

“I-IMPOSSIBLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!”

The blast swallowed him whole. He didn't just die; he evaporated. Not a single speck of dust remained where he’d been standing.

Then, silence. Just beautiful Black Petals fluttering through the air.

The attack had been so powerful it punched a hole straight through the castle wall, revealing the moon hanging in the night sky. The petals drifted down like dark snow, staining the world below.

I looked down through the gap in the wall. The guys from the ‘Oath of the Black Rose’ were all standing there, staring up at me.

“You did it, Goldoh,” Quinton said, slapping me on the shoulder.

“Looks like they held their own, too...”

“Yeah. Go on, don’t keep ‘em waiting. Give ‘em a sign.”

“A sign...?”

Every single soldier of the ‘Oath of the Black Rose’ looking up at the castle had their right hand raised. And on every single one of those hands was the mark—the Black Petal.

“Those guys...”

“No clue why, but it looks like the ‘Black Rose’ picked all of us,” Quinton said. He gave me a knowing look. “Hey, Goldoh. Maybe it’s a bit early to start using ‘Foresight’ on your own life, don’t you think?”

“Quinton...”

“I don’t know what we’re supposed to do with this. I don’t know how far we can actually go. But if this country needs our power... then I want to see this through to the end.”

“Then you should be the one to—”

“Nah.” Quinton smacked my back. “I’m not the leader type. That’s on you.”

He gestured toward the window. “Go on. Everyone’s waiting.”

I looked out at the sea of faces, all those men raising their hands toward me. Not long ago, I’d been ready to leave them all behind. The guilt hit me like a physical weight, twisting my features.

But they weren't looking for an apology. They were looking for a flag.

I stared at the Black Petal etched into my own right hand.

Fine. If that's how it's going to be.

I wanted to see what I was capable of, too. 

If a guy like me can actually pull this off...

I stepped forward to the edge of the ruined wall and thrust my right hand into the air.

“THE VICTORY IS OURS!!” I screamed. “SWEAR YOUR OATH TO THE BLACK ROSE!!”

The crowd erupted into a roar, and the black roses danced in the wind.
Instant Death

Well, I’d say things turned out pretty well in the end.

Sure, they only won because I buffed them with my own magic power, and now everyone’s giving the credit to the "Black Rose," but hey, I can work with that. Maybe it’ll come in handy later?

For now, I’ll just call it a success.

The "Oath of the Black Rose" crew is busy with the cleanup after taking down Count Ragitta’s castle. Apparently, Tsurupikano bit the dust, so Goldoh-san is the new leader. I wasn’t really paying attention, but according to Goldoh-san’s explanation, they’re planning to link up with the Royalist Faction soon.

Which meant it was time for me to do some "cleanup" of my own.

The sun hadn’t risen yet, and the moon was still hanging high in the sky.

I pinged the area with Magic Power Detection and picked up two familiar signatures for some reason.

The first was up in the Castle Upper Level. It was emitting a pretty sinister vibe...

“Wait, isn’t that Violet-san?”

She’s a friend I made back in the Sanctuary—sort of a fantasy-style ghost girl. She faded away back then, but apparently, the real her is still out there somewhere in this world.

This signature felt like a fragment of her. There were too many people around for me to get close right now, so maybe I’d go say hi once things quieted down.

Then there was the second signature, located deep in the Castle Underground.

“What are they doing down there?”

I ditched the cleanup duty and slipped into the basement.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

Epsilon felt a massive Magic Power Wave pulsing through the Castle Underground.

This magic power is...?

Something was going down on the surface.

Epsilon didn’t know anyone besides her Master who could put out that much magic power. However, because her Master always masked his Magic Power Wave, she couldn’t be sure it was him—besides, she couldn’t imagine her busy Master visiting a backwater castle in such a remote region.

That left a few possibilities: a powerhouse on par with her Master, an Artifact, or some freak natural phenomenon.

Regardless, it meant some major incident was occurring on the surface.

“This is bad...”

Epsilon pressed down on the massive wound carved into her chest.

She’d been in the Oriana Kingdom on a Shadow Garden mission. Having gained high acclaim even in the Land of the Arts as one of the world's leading pianists, she’d managed to slip into the inner circles easily enough and gather information.

But while she was deep inside the Royal Castle, Mordred had sniffed her out.

The fight had started with an ambush. Mordred’s first strike had carved a deep line across Epsilon’s chest.

Usually, that would’ve been the end of it.

However—

“Ugh... if it weren’t for the slime, it would have been instant death...”

Her defensive performance was top-tier. In particular, she’d been sure to pack on extra protection around her heart.

Even so, having been caught in a total surprise attack, Epsilon hadn't been able to demonstrate her true defensive potential, leaving her with a serious injury.

Effectively, the match had been decided by that one blow.

The situation had then devolved into Epsilon fleeing upon realizing her disadvantage, with Mordred hot on her heels. Escaping with a serious injury wasn't easy, so she’d been forced to make a bitter decision.

She’d triggered the explosives she had planted as part of the plan, blowing up a part of the castle.

Epsilon had escaped from the castle by taking advantage of the explosion and shook off Mordred, but the Cult Pursuers were relentless.

It was winter, and snow was piled up everywhere in the Oriana Kingdom, making Epsilon’s escape a nightmare. Every step left a footprint... and in her case, a trail of blood and the metallic tang of injury.

Even if she endured the pain and put distance between them, the pursuers caught up immediately.

Her strength was flagging. In a desperate gamble, she’d decided to hole up in Count Ragitta’s castle to wait them out. The darkest place is under the candlestick, as they say. They probably never expected her to hide in a Cult Executive’s own home. Epsilon had managed to buy a few days of time there.

But the ruckus upstairs changed everything. A mana surge like that would draw eyes. Once people started swarming the place, her window for escape would slam shut.

Epsilon had to move immediately.

But she hadn't had enough time to heal her wounds.

“Kh...”

Mordred’s blow had wounded her that deeply, robbing her of her stamina and magic power.

She propped herself up against the tunnel wall and stood up.

She walked slowly to keep her wound from reopening—at that moment, she felt them.

Multiple presences were closing in from the front. A second later, she heard footsteps approaching from behind as well.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me...”

Talk about bad luck.

Epsilon drew her Slime Sword and pushed forward. Her only choice was to break through before they pinned her down.

Then, she encountered the enemy.

“We felt a massive surge of magic power and came to investigate. To think you were hiding here the whole time.”

Cult Pursuers. 

And five named ones at that...

“To send five after me, the Cult must have plenty of free time.”

“It means we view you as that much of a threat. Do you have any idea how much you’ve derailed our plans?!”

“I’m flattered.”

She kept her tone light, but facing five named members from the Cult while half-dead was a tall order. The footsteps behind her were getting louder.

Epsilon let out a soft click of her tongue.
King of the Hill

One of the assassins took a step forward, closing the distance.

The gap between them and Epsilon was still wide. Ordinarily, it was a distance she could have handled with ease, even if they’d lunged at her with everything they had.

—However.

"Wh—?!"

Suddenly, a head was playing fetch with the ceiling.

Epsilon’s sword strike carved through the spray of blood and the lifelessly collapsing body.

"This woman... she’s launching her magic power—?!"

The remaining four assassins scrambled into defensive stances with impressive reflexes, but they couldn't mask the "holy crap" looks on their faces.

I mean, sure, any halfway decent spellsword can technically hurl a magic-infused sword strike. But almost nobody actually does it in a real fight.

See, magic power is a fickle thing. Once it leaves your body, it loses its leash and starts to dissipate. To keep it from vanishing into thin air, you have to pump even more magic into it to hold the shape. That takes time—time you don’t have in a life-or-death duel. The further you want to throw it, the more the cost in mana and time hits you like a brick.

To pull it off, you need a superhuman level of precise control. You have to minimize waste, skip the charge-up time, and flick that mana across the room with surgical efficiency. And even if you’ve got the skills, you’d need a ridiculous magic power amount to keep it up for more than a few seconds.

"No charge-up? How is that even possible?"

Because they actually understood just how impossible a flying slash is on the battlefield, their shock was on a whole different level.

"Spread out! Don't let her target you all at once!"

"—It’s useless."

Numerous slashes tore through the air.

They echoed with an eerie, life-reaping hum, systematically dismantling the fleeing assassins.

"Dammit, I can't dodge them all!"

"Pull back! Get out of her range!"

"Don't you dare retreat! If we don't close the gap, we're just target prac—"

"I told you, it’s useless... You can never escape from my range."

Another head went for a spin.

Epsilon’s slashes minced the fountain of blood, turning it into a red mist that hung in the air.

"This is bad..."

"She's actually micro-managing all those slashes?"

"So this is the 'Seven Shadows'..."

Desperation started to cloud the assassins' faces. 

Then, another assassin was shredded into confetti by Epsilon’s slashes, joining the others as a cloud of blood mist.

—And then.

"Gah!"

A pained groan cut the offensive short.

Epsilon clutched her chest and hit the deck.

She just... collapsed.

I couldn’t... hold on...

Crimson leaked out through a tear in her slime suit. Her wound had finally given out.

"Lord Mordred said he did a number on her, but..."

"Looks like she finally hit her limit."

Yeah, she was at her breaking point.

Precisely because she knew that, she had gone for a short, decisive blitz. Against your average mooks, the fight would’ve been over in the first exchange.

But these guys were named members of the Cult.

She’d sniped one immediately, but the others had been slippery enough to stall for time. By the time she’d finished off the third, Epsilon’s internal clock had run out.

"Ngh...!"

The sword slipped from Epsilon’s hand.

"...Well, looks like we’re the first ones to bag a member of the 'Seven Shadows.' A promotion is definitely in the bag."

"True. But if there are six more like her out there, the Cult might actually have a problem..."

"Relax. Lord Mordred will kill them all. Including that 'Shadow' guy—he's just another king of the hill acting big in a small pond."

"Hope you're right... Hey, don't move."

They loomed over Epsilon as her face twisted in pain.

"We’re not killing you yet. Not until we’ve squeezed you for info—whoops."

Epsilon reached for her dropped sword. An assassin’s boot slammed down on her hand.

"Ugh...!"

"Give it up."

"Lord... Sha... dow..."

"Hey, what are you doing?"

"I'm... sor... ry..."

Summoning the absolute last of her strength, Epsilon shaped a tiny slime knife and moved to thrust it into her own throat.

"Crap, stop her!!"

The assassin’s foot lashed out, kicking the knife away just in the nick of time.

"Ah...!"

"That was close."

"H-Hey... your leg..."

"Hm? What about my leg?"

"Your leg... it's cut off..."

"Eh...?"

The leg of the man who had just kicked the knife tumbled onto the cobblestones with a dull thud.

"A-Aaaaah! My leg! My leg is gooooooooone!!"

And then, click, clack, click, clack.

Footsteps were approaching.
The Death of a Mob

SHADOW

Epsilon’s heart was racing. 

She heard the rhythm of footsteps echoing from behind—the same footsteps that had always been there to pull her out of the fire. They were the force that shattered every obstacle in her path and guided her through the dark.

"You... you came for me... didn't you...?"

She looked back with those watery, dramatic eyes. And what did she see? Just your run-of-the-mill, ordinary black-haired, black-eyed boy. Me.

"D-Damn it! My... my leg!"

The assassin whose leg I’d just lopped off was busy trying to stop the bleeding with his magic. He shot me a nasty look.

"You... some kind of small fry? Who the hell took my leg, damn it?! Whatever. You’re dead."

He swung his sword at me with zero finesse. Amateur.

"Eh...?"

One second I was there, the next I wasn't. His blade slammed into the cobblestones with a pathetic, dry clank.

"Wh-Where did you—Gwah!"

A massive hole had suddenly appeared in the man's chest. Through the gap, he could see me standing there. I was holding his heart, and let me tell you, it was dripping everywhere.

"M-My... heart... is...?"

Clutching at the void in his chest, the assassin hit the ground. He gave a few good twitches and then went still. A nice, dark pool of blood started spreading across the stones. Aesthetics.

"Wh-Who are you...?" the last survivor stammered, his voice cracking.

Splat.

I tossed the crushed heart aside like it was yesterday’s trash.

"Now then, I wonder who I am."

I gave him my best bored stare. Total mystery man vibes.

"What did you do? How did you get the heart...?"

"Like this."

I was in front of him before he could even register I’d moved. I placed my hand right over his heart. I could feel his pulse racing—thump-thump, thump-thump.

"Wh—Impossible! When did you... I couldn't even see the flow of your magic...!"

"Master Shadow... so beautiful..."

I heard Epsilon whispering in the background. She was totally mesmerized by my Supreme Magic Power Control. Glad someone noticed the effort.

"Sh-Shadow?! No way, it's him—!"

I watched the guy panic. It was honestly a bit dull. Then, I leaned in.

"You’re just a mob," I whispered, my voice so low only he could hear it.

"...Huh?"

And just like that, his heart was gone.

Blood geysered out of the fresh hole in his chest. I crushed the organ in my fist and turned my back.

"So this is... Sha... dow..." the man groaned, clutching his chest. "Lord... Mordred... be... careful..."

He collapsed onto the cobblestones and breathed his last right then and there. End scene.
A Peek into the Abyssal Plan

EPSILON

“Hey, Epsilon. Long time no see.”

I looked up at my master, my mouth hanging open like a total idiot. 

“I’ll fix you up,” he said.

I felt his warm Magic Power wash over me, stitching the wound on my chest back together.

“Thank you so much...” 

The pain vanished instantly. It was a masterpiece of healing—perfectly efficient, without a single drop of mana wasted. Every time I watch him work, it’s enough to move me to tears. 

I’d still need time to recover my stamina and the blood I’d lost, but looking down at my fully restored chest, I let out a massive sigh of relief.

And that’s when I realized.

“—Ah.”

The volume was wrong. My Breast Slime was missing.

A chunk of it had been sliced off when I was wounded, and I hadn't had a chance to replenish the padding. Since my master had just finished a hands-on repair of the area, there was absolutely no way he hadn't noticed the... structural deficit.

A cold sweat broke out across my cheeks.

“Ah, ugh... I, uh, well...”

Think, Epsilon! Think! What do I do?! My brain was a total white-out of panic.

“Ah, I see,” my master said, looking down at me. “You were in the middle of an undercover investigation.”

Wait. That’s it!

“Y-yes! Exactly! I was using a disguise! For the investigation!”

“Right, right. And you cut your hair short too.”

“Ah!”

Right, Mordred’s blade had ‘conveniently’ given me a trim.

“Precisely! That was also for the disguise!”

“Man, Epsilon, you really are something else. I'm impressed.”

“No, no, no! It was nothing, really!!”

Safe! I’m safe! Not only did I dodge that bullet, but he actually thinks I’m a pro! Talk about turning a disaster into a total win.

I stood up, plastering on my usual self-confident smile and giving him a graceful bow.

“Thank you very much, Master Shadow. You sensed I was in peril and rushed to my side. I am deeply moved by your profound insight and your dazzling skill.”

“Hm? Yeah, sure. Sounds like you’ve had a rough time, Epsilon.”

“It was a rigorous mission, sir. I owe my life to you. I’ll head back to the Main Unit now and report to Alpha-sama—”

“—Wait.”

“Eh?”

“You’re going to report to Alpha?”

“I mean... yes?”

“No. No reporting. Not until the heat dies down. Let’s see... Epsilon, I’m going to have you stick with me for a while.”

“W-w-w-with Master Shadow?!”

My face turned bright red. 

He had sensed I was in danger, saved me, and now he was specifically requesting me as his partner? He usually preferred acting as a lone wolf; lately, even Alpha barely got any quality time with him on the battlefield.

My heart trembled with pure, unadulterated joy.

“I-I-I would be honored! I’ll give you everything I’ve got, even if it costs me my life!!”

“Glad to hear it.”

“S-so, how should I proceed? What are my orders?”

“Maintain a High Level of Flexibility and Respond to Circumstances as They Arise.”

“Yes, sir!”

Translation: ‘My plan is far too complex to explain to you right now.’ Classic Master Shadow. He’s always looking so far into the future that he’s practically in another dimension. The sheer amount of information he processes is vast—he operates on a level of logic that ordinary people can’t even begin to comprehend.

Forbidding the report, making me his partner, showing up at this exact moment... every single move he makes has a deep, hidden meaning.

I gazed at him with nothing but pure reverence.

“Um, Master Shadow. I detected a massive surge of Magic Power outside earlier. Do you know what that was?”

I figured it had to be a major part of his plan. He went silent for a moment, staring at me as if weighing whether I was ready to handle the truth.

“I suppose... I’ll tell you.”

I swallowed hard. This is it. I’m finally touching a fragment of the grand design. This was his way of acknowledging that my question had merit.

“That Magic Power was mine.”

“I suspected as much... but why?”

“I imitated the Black Rose.”

“—What?!”

The Black Rose was the very heart of this Civil War.

It clicked instantly. I had definitely just touched a piece of his terrifyingly vast plan. I still couldn’t see the whole picture, but if my hunch was even remotely correct... just how far ahead was he looking? 

A thrill ran through me, so intense it made my soul tingle.

“In short, that’s the gist of it,” he said.

“I will support you with everything I have!”

I squeezed my trembling hands into fists, my eyes filled with a passionate heat as I looked at him.
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She’s the Type Who Overdoes Everything

I went ahead and retrieved Epsilon while she was busy fighting some mobs.

She mentioned something about reporting back to Alpha, so I figured it was some kind of trouble involving the Mitsugoshi Company. That was all fine and dandy, but having her report my location to Alpha would be a disaster. I was currently "on the run" until the heat from my previous escapades died down.

After a quick strategy meeting, Epsilon agreed to help out with my "Black Rose" play. Having an accomplice should really open up the possibilities for the performance.

And so, Epsilon went undercover as a Boy Soldier to infiltrate the "Oath of the Black Rose." For someone with her skills, it was a piece of cake.

"Does it look okay?" she asked.

She had changed into some men's clothes we’d managed to procure locally.

"You look like a Boy Soldier through and through. Nice work, Epsilon."

"It’s only possible thanks to the Magic Power Control and Slime Bodysuit techniques Master Shadow taught me. By using Magic Power Control to manipulate the slime, I’ve compressed my—well, my usually ample volume—to mimic the physique of a young boy. It’s a bit hard to breathe, but if it helps me serve Master Shadow..."

She gave me a detailed play-by-play I hadn’t even asked for.

"Epsilon, you’re incredible. Oh, and for our cover, I’ll be your older brother."

"Yes, Brother Cid."

"Yeah, just like that. They’re probably still busy with post-war cleanup, so let's just slack off around here for a while."

"I see. So we are conducting intelligence activities while the other units are occupied."

"I like the sound of that."

Nice suggestion. Intelligence Agent Play is always the best.

I raised my hand and gathered a tiny, imperceptible amount of Magic Power at my fingertips.

"That technique is..."

A small, bluish-purple light began to shine with increasing brilliance.

"Atomic Radar."

I then decomposed the minute Magic Power into even smaller particles and released them into the surroundings. They spread out like fireworks before vanishing instantly.

"A wide-area, high-precision detection technique that compresses a tiny amount of Magic Power to its limit and releases it at the particle level... To see such perfected compression and god-like control with my own eyes... I’m so moved I could cry..."

Epsilon’s eyes actually started welling up. She’s always been the type to blow things out of proportion.

"What’s most surprising is that this divine technique is theoretically learnable by anyone, provided they have even a sliver of Magic Power. And yet, the only person in the world who has actually mastered it is Brother Cid. It’s proof that your compression and control have reached heights that no one else can even hope to follow!"

"Mm-hm, totally."

"In all of history, there has likely never been a Spellsword with skills as transcendent as yours, Brother Cid. And naturally, one will never appear in the future. Because you are, and always will be, the one and only number one—"

"Ah, I found something."

I cut her off before her praise-loop could continue for eternity. Epsilon had been like this since she was a kid—a good girl who always tried her hardest to suck up to me. Back in the day, I used to start every morning drinking her tea while being showered with compliments. 

On the flip side, she could be incredibly prideful and harsh toward anyone who wasn't me, which often led to people misunderstanding her.

"As expected of Brother Cid! To have found an important clue in such a short time. With this much speed and precision—"

"This way. Follow me."

"—there isn't another Spellsword in the entire world capable of such detection. Yes, I'm coming!"

"It’s behind here."

I led her through an underground passage and stopped in front of a blank wall.

"It looks like a regular wall, but I see. A hidden door."

"Seems so."

The problem was, I had no idea how to open it. What now? Maybe I’ll just slice through it without making a sound.

"Truly incredible, Brother Cid." Epsilon looked up at me with sparkling eyes. "It’s cleverly hidden by the camouflage of an Artifact. Even if the entirety of Shadow Garden had investigated this area, it would have taken forever to find. The fact that this door has been discovered is entirely thanks to your power."

Epsilon reached out and casually pulled a single brick from the wall. As she channeled Magic Power into the gap, a vast array of magic characters surfaced across the entire surface.

Finally, Epsilon chanted in a dignified voice.

"Sésame, ouvre-toi."

With that, a door appeared.

"Hmm."

I see. I have absolutely no idea what just happened.

"I will go first to ensure there is no danger. If anything were to happen to Brother Cid—"

"Be careful."

"—I would lose my reason for living and be cast into the depths of despair! Right then, I’m going in."

I followed Epsilon as she stepped through the hidden door.
The Path Linking Past, Present, and Future

Stepping through the door, I found myself in a classic fantasy setting where dense magic power swirled through the air.

Ancient Letters were etched into every inch of the walls, pulsing with a magical glow. At the center of the room stood a weathered shrine. Illuminated by an ethereal light, Jet-black Magic Power began to coalesce there.

Looks like my little “intelligence agent play” to kill time actually hit the jackpot.

“Master Shadow, please be careful!” Epsilon cried out.

“...I see. So that’s how it is,” I replied. 

At times like this, the most important thing is to act like I know exactly what's going on.

“Do you know of this place?!”

“Everything has finally connected... the past, the present, and the future...”

“Wha—?! You’ve pieced it all together in an instant?!”

“—Gather.”

The magic power swirling around the altar grew denser and denser, until the entire room was dyed in a deep jet-black. I stepped forward to shield Epsilon. This might be a bit much for her to handle.

“Master Shadow?!”

Then the magic power reached its limit and detonated.

“Ugh! Such incredible power?!”

I threw up a barrier of magic to block the blast. The barrier wavered for a split second.

“Heh...” I muttered under my breath.

No doubt about it—this presence had “Boss Character” written all over it. As the Jet-black Magic Power finally subsided, the figure of a woman bound in chains appeared.

“It can’t be... she’s—!” Epsilon gasped.

Long Silver Hair and Crimson Eyes. Her beautiful features were clouded with a certain melancholy, and her limbs were heavily shackled.

“—The Human Hero Freya?!”

I see, I see. So that’s the narrative we’re going with.

“Reborn at last... after an eternity of slumber,” I said, rolling with Epsilon’s ad-lib. In this line of work, quick thinking is everything.

“B-But why would she be in a place like this?”

“If one traces the path of history, everything is inevitable.”

“Tracing history... could it be...?”

Freya (Temp) glared at us with those Crimson Eyes while wreathed in Jet-black Magic Power. Her gaze was vacant, devoid of any spark of reason.

“...So, you’ve fallen to the dark side, Hero.”

She had the jet-black mana and the hollow eyes; it was a textbook “fallen hero” trope.

“What is it you see... beyond the veil of your resentment?” I asked the shackled woman, throwing out a few lines that sounded like they fit the mood.

“Aaaaaghhh...” she groaned. 

The chains strained and clattered as she pulled against them.

“Is it regret? Or perhaps...”

I walked toward the altar, my boots clicking rhythmically against the floor.

“AAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRGGGGGHHH!!”

I stood beside the altar and looked down at her.

“—Revenge?”

“AAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRGGGGGHHH!!”

“Master Shadow?!”

Freya (Temp) reached for my throat, but with a sharp clink, she stopped just inches away. The Ancient Letters carved into her shackles began to glow.

“—Very well.”

I drew my Slime Sword and held it high above the altar.

“Show me what a mere ghost intends to accomplish...”

I brought the Slime Sword down in a clean arc, severing the chains that bound her.

“UUUUUUUAAAAAAARRRRRGH!”

The moment she was free, Freya (Temp) lunged at me. Her swordsmanship was breathtakingly beautiful—almost mesmerizing. But it lacked soul. A sword without reason is just a boring hunk of metal. 

I slipped past her strike and stood directly behind her. Then, I rested the edge of my Slime Sword against her neck and whispered.

“Will you... perish here?”

Freya (Temp) froze. She didn't move an inch, caught in the follow-through of her swing.

“Even after losing your mind, you noticed the magic within this blade, didn't you? This blade that can erase your very soul...”

We stayed like that for a long moment. I held the sword to her throat; she remained motionless in her pose. This kind of dramatic pause is essential for the right atmosphere.

“Surely you still have things left to do...”

Once I was satisfied that the mood was properly established, I lowered my sword. She turned around and looked at me.

“I... am...”

Her lips moved as if trying to form words, but she trailed off into silence. Even so, I felt a faint glimmer of reason return to her eyes. Slowly, her black magic power began to dissipate into mist, and she started to fade away.

“Go... to the path that lies beyond the past, the present, and the future...”

Freya (Temp)’s presence vanished completely.

I’d definitely like a rematch once she gets her head back on straight.
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EPSILON

I was glued to Master Shadow’s every move. 

My cheeks were flushed a deep cherry-blossom pink, and I could feel my eyes practically sparkling.

"As expected of Master Shadow...!"

God, that was cliché, I thought to myself.

His vast knowledge of history’s forgotten secrets, the profound insights he drew from them, and that combat prowess that could stir even a HERO'S SOUL... any words I could come up with were a pitiful, shallow description of his greatness.

But honestly? Even if I drained my entire vocabulary and slapped on the finest modifiers known to man, I still wouldn't have found words worthy of what he had achieved.

In that case, I didn't need fluff. 

I just needed to speak from the heart. 

For me, that was the ultimate expression of respect and praise.

"Go... to the path that connects the past, the present, and the future..."

Master Shadow was addressing the vanished spirit of the hero, Freya. 

Every little thing he did—even a casual remark—was so incredibly refined and beautiful.

The past, the present, and the future... I wondered just how much hidden meaning he’d packed into those words. The immeasurable weight of his voice left me completely overwhelmed.

"Epsilon, are you alright?"

"Y-yes! Thanks to you, Master Shadow, I don't have a single scratch! Of course, I dedicate my entire body and soul to—"

"Freya, was it...? Her swordplay wasn't half bad."

"You were a million times more incredible! The way you dodged her blade with such effortless, efficient grace... it felt like watching eternity itself unfold! And that final, supreme strike you unleashed—the one that seemed to slice through the very world—it completely dominated the hero Freya! It was the single most shocking thing I've seen this century—"

"The post-battle cleanup should be settling down soon. It's grown quiet around her as well."

"—and it will surely be carved into the history books and passed down for generations! Wait, by 'her,' do you mean...?"

I’d noticed her existence the moment I’d infiltrated this castle.

The WITCH OF CALAMITY, Aurora. One of her fingers was sealed away in this very land.

This was supposedly the spot where the hero Freya vanished from history. Perhaps the WITCH OF CALAMITY was involved in that, too.

But of course, this was a realm of understanding reserved only for Master Shadow—the man who had unraveled the truth of history.

"I think I'll go pay a friend a visit."

"Wait—what!?"

I shuddered at his words.

I was absolutely floored by his sheer nerve. To refer to the WITCH OF CALAMITY... no, to call the DEMON DIABOLOS a 'friend'?!

He treats even the DEMON DIABOLOS like a casual acquaintance... 

I gulped, hard.

"Well then, shall we?"

"I shall accompany you anywhere!"

I stared at Master Shadow’s back with an ardent, burning gaze as he led the way forward.
Because We're Friends!

I headed up the castle with Epsilon and eventually came to a stop in front of a heavy door that looked like it led to some kind of warehouse. Two guards were posted outside, but I let them take a quick nap.

"It's in here..." Epsilon said, her expression grave.

"That's right."

Classic Violet-san. I could feel a grim Ki pulsing intensely from the other side of the door. I pushed it open and stepped inside the warehouse.

A massive hole had been punched into the warehouse wall, allowing shafts of moonlight to spill into the room. A single pedestal sat in the center. Bathed in the lunar glow sat a lone, withered black finger.

Oh, Violet-san. Look at you. You’ve seen better days.

"Master Shadow! Please, exercise caution."

"It's fine, it's fine."

I waved her off flippantly and walked toward the pedestal. After all, we're friends. She was probably just trapped here, same as back in the Sanctuary. 

Still, that was a pretty big finger for a human. That hideous black look reminded me of Possession...

I wonder if the quality of the Magic Power is the same, too.

Hmm. If you can survive as nothing but a finger, you’ve definitely forfeited your humanity. She called me a Human Marvel once, but she’s way more of a marvel than I’ll ever be.

In my opinion, Possession is basically a Magic Power Frenzy or some kind of mutation. It’s less of a disease and more of a biological constitution. That’s the vibe I got when I cured Alpha and the rest—the term "genetic trait" fits it best. 

Possessed blood is unique. But even if Alpha and the others had let their Frenzy run wild, they probably wouldn't have ended up looking like Violet-san. Their blood isn't as concentrated as hers. If anything, it felt like Violet-san was the original source...

I reached out and touched Violet-san's Finger.

"It's dangerous, Master Shadow!!"

Violet-san's Finger reacted to me immediately.

"Yo," I said. 

I channeled a bit of Magic Power into it as a greeting, and the digit began to twitch and throb.

"Kill me," huh? Those were the last words she said to me. 

The finger curled, twitching as if to nod. If I wanted to respect her wishes, I could just erase it from existence without a trace right here and now. I certainly had the power to do it.

"Yeah, I'm not doing that," I muttered. "We're friends, after all."

The finger thrashed as if lodging a protest.

"Look, I'm gonna need a guide when I go looking for your other parts."

The finger wiggled as if pondering the point before giving a twitchy nod.

"I'd like to take you with me, but you're a little on the large side. Can you shrink?"

Again, Violet-san curled the finger in on itself as if thinking hard. For a finger, Violet-san's Finger was currently larger than my entire arm.

"It's fine if you can't. I'll handle it."

It was the same process I used to cure Possession. In Violet-san's case, the blood was so concentrated that she was way more of a pain to deal with than Alpha and the girls, but since I only had to fix a single finger, it wouldn't take long.

I flooded the digit with my full Magic Power, and Violet-san's Finger was soon enveloped in a Bluish-purple Magic Power. When the light subsided, a normal-sized woman's finger remained.

Specifically, a Left Little Finger. 

It was pale and slender, with a perfectly manicured nail. For some reason, it was trembling rhythmically. Perfect. Now it fits in my pocket.

The severed end was a little gross, but... wait. I could feel a faint Magic Power Trace on the stump. The signature felt similar to Freya (Temp). Did she cut this off? The Magic Power had weathered too much for me to be certain.

"All done. Let's move out."

I turned back to Epsilon, who was staring at me with her jaw on the floor.

"Wh-Wha—?! Whaaaaaaaaaaat?!"

"Come on, let's go."

"Wh-Wha? Uh, yes! But... whaaaaaaaaaaaa?"

I ended up dragging Epsilon along behind me. She’d basically broken and couldn't say anything but "wha."
You Should Have Been Born a Thousand Years Ago

I just stood there with my mouth hanging open, unable to believe my own eyes.

So, the Finger of Aurora—the Witch of Calamity herself—really was sealed inside this warehouse. And considering this was also the exact spot where the hero Freya went MIA, there was no way it was a coincidence. Those two things were definitely linked.

Even that Specter Freya we saw earlier was totally off. Those eyes, overflowing with pure hatred... she didn't look anything like the legendary hero the stories described. Something happened in this land a long time ago. Something the "official" records had scrubbed from the darkness of history.

Hero Freya.
The "Witch of Calamity" Aurora.
The "Black Rose" of the Oriana Kingdom.

I could feel it—these ancient legends were clawing their way back into the present across a thousand-year gap. And you just knew those bastards were behind it all.

The Cult of Diabolos.

The Oriana Kingdom Disturbance was clearly hiding something much more massive than we realized. I gulped, the weight of the situation finally hitting me.

Master started walking toward Aurora’s finger. He didn't look even remotely rattled. I couldn't help but marvel at him; he’d obviously unraveled the secrets of history and understood exactly what was going on. 

Up to that point, I was with him. But then...

"Wait, what?"

Master actually touched the finger. We’d already figured out back in the Sanctuary that the Witch of Calamity, Aurora, was actually the Demon Diabolos. Even if it was just a single digit, touching it directly should have been suicide. Plus, the seal was clearly failing. I know Master is the absolute GOAT, but that was just reckless!

And yet, he wasn't done.

"Are you serious right now?!"

I watched in total shock as Master started communicating with the thing. He channeled some of his Magic Power into it and spoke, and the Finger of Aurora actually started twitching in response, like they were having a little chat. Surprisingly, the finger didn't even try to attack him.

"Kill [me]..."

Twitch, twitch.

"Yeah, I'm not doing that," Master said.

Tremble, tremble.

"I'm gonna go find your other parts."

Quiver, quiver.

The atmosphere felt... weirdly peaceful? No, I had to be imagining things. 

Actually, come to think of it, Master did go toe-to-toe with Aurora's Memories back in the Sanctuary. He absolutely crushed her, obviously, but maybe those memories were somehow linked to this finger? Based on what I could hear, it sounded like they were cutting some kind of deal. But why would he—

"Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?!"

Then came the biggest shock of the day. Master gathered a god-tier amount of healing magic—the kind of finesse you only see once in a lifetime—and directed it straight at that hideous, blackened finger of the Demon Diabolos. A brilliant Bluish-purple Light flared up, enveloping the digit, and then...

A normal woman’s finger appeared in its place.

Okay, I get it. The Demon Diabolos is the Witch of Calamity, Aurora. The heroes were born from Diabolos Cells, and their descendants have the potential to come down with Possession. If Aurora became the Demon Diabolos for some reason, then technically, she could be treated just like any other case of Possession.

Sure, the logic holds up. It makes sense. But still...

"Is he actually for real?!"

My brain just couldn't process it. Honestly, if Master had been around a thousand years ago, none of those ancient tragedies would have ever happened. Everyone probably would have just lived happily ever after. I stared off into the distance, my mind racing.

If he really can cure the Demon Diabolos, then that deal he made with the Finger of Aurora makes a lot of sense. The Witch of Calamity was just a persecuted, tragic woman. If there’s still a scrap of Aurora’s consciousness left inside the Demon Diabolos... then maybe she actually has a shot at a happy future.

I don't know for sure, though. There’s no guarantee her soul will still be there by the time all the seals are broken. And if you read between the lines of the Legend of Diabolos, the odds are pretty slim.

But I know Master. He’s not the type to throw away even a "slight possibility" like that.

If he’d been there a thousand years ago, the world would have been a different place. But he’s here now. I watched him, feeling a sudden heat in my chest as I realized the weight of his presence. 

The tragedy won't repeat itself. I could just feel it.
Bad Taste

Morning came. 

We’d headed back to the camp for a quick nap after the night’s events, and now it was finally breakfast time. 

Under a biting cold sky, with the snow-covered plains glittering in the dawn light, I sat there feeding wood into a campfire. The flames crackled and popped. The pot rattled as its contents danced inside, and a mouthwatering aroma began to drift through the air.

Meanwhile, Violet-san was busy doodling in the snow with that finger of hers. 

I let out a yawn while keeping a close eye on the pot to make sure nothing scorched. Suddenly, I felt a series of tugs on my pant leg.

"What is it?"

Tug, tug.

Violet-san pointed toward the doodles she’d been scratching into the snow.

"Hmm?"

I’d assumed she was just messing around, but it looked like actual writing. She wiggled back and forth in front of the characters as if pleading with me to read them.

"I see..."

I gave the text a once-over and nodded sagely. They looked like Ancient Letters. 

"Right, right. I get it."

I have absolutely no idea what this says.

"I understand completely."

It was probably something about her remaining body parts. I’d communicated with her last night through the power of pure, unadulterated body language, so we were on the same page. She’d pointed toward the Royal Capital of the Oriana Kingdom. As long as we headed that way, there wouldn't be any problems.

I decided to just appreciate the sentiment behind her effort and gave her a wide, confident smile. Violet-san bent her joint in a reciprocating nod. Then, she started rolling over the snow like a tiny log to erase the characters. I didn’t really mind if she left them, though—it wasn’t like anyone else could read them anyway.

While we were playing around, the pot started to boil over.

"Crap, hang on."

I hurriedly pulled the pot away from the fire. After confirming the bottom hadn’t burned, I gave it a slow stir. It was just Vegetable Scraps and Potato Soup. My culinary style for the day was "bringing out the natural flavor of the ingredients," which was code for "I only have salt for seasoning."

Well, whatever. Flavor wasn't the priority here.

"But man, we are seriously lacking in protein..."

Having finished her snow-clearing duties, Violet-san hopped up onto my lap. Her finger was ice-cold. I pinched her and held her over the fire to warm her up, and she seemed to bask in the heat quite comfortably.

"Precious, precious protein..."

Violet-san froze with a sudden twitch over the flames.

"I wonder... if I ate the meat but left the bone, would it just grow back?"

Violet-san began to tremble.

"If that works, wouldn't that basically be an Infinite Meat Loop?"

She started flailing frantically.

"Relax, I’m not going to eat you. I’d probably just get an upset stomach anyway."

I’d just been idly wondering about the mechanics, that's all.

"There, your finger's all warmed up now."

I let her go, and Violet-san gave my hand a sharp smack before settling back down on my lap.

"Anyway, the meat situation is fine. I asked Epsilon to handle it."

She’d probably bag a rabbit or something. It’s times like these when Delta really comes in handy—she would’ve finished the hunt in record time. I took a moment to imagine what it would be like if Delta were here. 

I pictured her dragging a dead dragon back to camp with a massive, blood-stained grin on her face. I immediately shut that thought down.

"Yeah... better that she’s not here."

Just as I muttered that to myself, a voice called out.

"Brother Cid, I’ve returned from the hunt."

Boy Soldier Epsilon had arrived. She was holding a White Wild Rabbit in her hand. I let out a breath of genuine relief.

"I’m glad it was you, Epsilon. Truly."

"I-I beg your pardon?"

Despite looking like she was about to accidentally slice her own hand open with her knife, Epsilon skillfully butchered the rabbit and tossed the meat into the pot.

As we sat there waiting for the stew to finish simmering, the Three Middle-aged Men wandered over.

"Yo, you kids sleep alright?"

"Smells like the food’s almost done."

"Hey, kid. What’s with the finger?"

One of the older men had noticed Violet-san relaxing on my lap. The trio looked at me with varying expressions of disgust.

"Ugh, is that an Enemy Soldier's Finger?"

"That’s creepy as hell, kid."

"Toss that thing out before it starts to rot."

They gave me a few pitying pats on the shoulder.

Right then, I felt Violet-san's Magic Power begin to spike.
A Pair of Socially Ineptiles

The Oath of the Black Rose finally mobilized three days after we occupied the castle.

Goldoh-san had apparently been in contact with the Royalist Faction, and it was decided that we would merge with the main unit. Word on the street was that, thanks to our recent achievements, we might actually be recognized as an official division.

And so, we were on the march.

The Royalist Faction was gathering at the Oriana Plains. The Doem Faction likely intended to meet them there for a showdown. A full-scale war was finally about to kick off. I can’t wait.

Once we cleared the Oriana Plains, the Royal Capital would be right there. I imagined the flow of events would be the Royalists winning on the plains first, then advancing to the capital for a siege. Since my destination for the parts was also the Royal Capital, it was like killing two birds with one stone.

Epsilon was allowed into the unit under the guise of being my younger brother. After marching for a while with the three middle-aged dudes, our group of two—plus a finger—suddenly gained two more "relatives."

I mean, I’ve never seen these people in my life, but sure.

During a break, Epsilon brought over two new elves.

"My name is Kai."

"I am Omega..."

Kai was a blonde beauty in men’s clothes with a short haircut. She looked incredibly dependable. Omega was a black-haired half-elf with heterochromatic gold and silver eyes—the quiet, agent type. They were both using Slime Bodysuits to compress and hide their feminine curves.

"These two are operating as my subordinates," Epsilon said, puffing her chest out with pride.

Subordinates from the Mitsugoshi Company, huh? Epsilon had really moved up in the world.

"I guess it’s fine to call them relatives for now," I said.

"Yes, Brother Cid."

"We’re short on manpower anyway, so we can probably just strong-arm the others into accepting them."

As it turned out, I didn't even have to try; they were accepted as members of the Oath of the Black Rose without a hitch. I mean, what kind of spy would bother infiltrating a ragtag unit like this?

With the two newcomers, we ended up acting separately from the three middle-aged men. It was just me, Epsilon, Kai, Omega, and Violet-san.

Perfect. Now I can play ‘Elite Shadow Unit.’

I figured I could probably use Violet-san like a Funnel from a mecha anime.

With that in mind, I decided to propose a "strategy" while we set up camp after finishing the day's march. The sun had already dipped below the horizon, leaving us illuminated only by the glow of the campfire.

"Alright, everyone gather 'round."

I called over Kai, who had been prepping the pot, and Omega, who was sorting the bedrolls. Epsilon was out in the mountains hunting for meat, but she’d be back soon. I, meanwhile, was the designated fire-watcher. Which is a fancy way of saying I was just staring at the flames.

"Master Cid, do you have some business for us?" Kai appeared with a sharp shwip, looking like she was seconds away from dropping to her knees.

"Is it a mission...?" Omega arrived right after, moving so fast she left an afterimage.

"No, you guys can just walk over normally, you know."

"Y-Yes! I am terribly sorry!"

"I will redo my approach..."

When I looked closer, both of them were stiff as boards. Kai was doing that awkward thing where your left arm and left leg move forward at the same time. Omega’s hands were trembling like leaves. They retreated to their original spots and then walked back toward me, faces pale as ghosts. 

This is definitely not normal. But I’m not gonna say anything. 

And what was the point of "redoing" it anyway? Actually, I’m not gonna ask that either.

"Master Cid, do you have some business for us?" Kai asked, still doing the robot-walk.

"Is it a mission...?" Omega trembled.

"Let’s just warm up by the fire until Epsilon gets back," I said. 

Are they just really sensitive to the cold? Wait... maybe they’re just socially inept.

"To eliminate fear and anxiety, one must first recognize them correctly." I decided to provide a little campfire counseling.

"Yes, sir."

"I see..."

Just for the hell of it, I pulled Violet-san's Finger out of my pocket to warm it up. Both of them jumped and started shivering. 

"If you don't identify what you're afraid of, you'll never be able to counter it. A common mistake is to deny the fear and avert your eyes from reality."

"This is very educational."

"The secrets of the battlefield..."

"Denying your emotions is just running away from reality. First, you must accept the fear."

Both of them were listening with such terrifying intensity. Since I was mostly just making it up as I went, I averted my eyes from their piercing, straightforward gazes and looked off toward the horizon.

"Now, look into the fire and face yourselves. What is it you fear? Find the truth..."

"Face... ourselves..."

"Find the truth..."

And there we go. I think we managed to bond a bit before Epsilon got back.
Epsilon’s Secret Ingredient

EPSILON

I was tearing through the darkness, Kai and Omega trailing in my wake. Master had already disappeared into the shadows, tossing out a casual "I'll go on ahead" before leaving us in the dust.

The plan? A simple night raid. Classic trope, really.

We were going to jump the Doem Faction under the cover of darkness and leave them with a body count they wouldn't forget.

Look, if the Royalist Faction and the Doem Faction fought a "fair" war, the Doem Faction would probably win.

But this war is anything but fair.

Shadow Garden is backing the Royalists, and the Cult is propping up the Doem Faction.

It’s basically a proxy war, and we're the ones holding the sharpest knives.

Given how ridiculously overpowered every individual in Shadow Garden is, a surgical strike by a small elite unit is just basic logic.

Our current roster included one of the Seven Shadows—that’s me—two of the Numbers, and the Master himself.

Honestly, depending on how many mooks they have, we could probably delete their entire army in a single night.

But just like we're the muscle for the Royalists, the Cult is the muscle for the Doem Faction.

We were currently charging straight into a camp where the Cult’s combat power was concentrated.

I couldn't afford to be sloppy.

If Master wasn't here, I never would’ve picked a fight this lopsided.

"Our job is to support Lord Shadow," I told my subordinates. "Once we're in, find the guys with the fancy hats and kill them. Make it messy."

Kai and Omega just nodded. They aren't much for conversation.

"I won't tolerate any failures while Master is watching. Don't you dare make me look bad."

My tone was a bit on the harsh side, but that’s just business as usual for me, so they just kept nodding.

"By the way, Master said that the snow rabbit I caught was delicious."

I don't know why I brought that up—it had zero relevance to the mission—but since I’m their boss, they just nodded along like always.

"I mean, of course it was. The secret ingredient was love... or whatever."

God, I’m so embarrassing, I thought, feeling myself turning beet-red. I was totally flustered by my own internal monologue, but my girls just gave me the usual stoic treatment.

Then, the enemy camp finally materialized out of the gloom.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

DOEM FACTION SOLDIER

This was the Doem Faction Encampment.

The Royalist Faction Army was still miles away, so things were pretty chill.

"Fuaaaa~ah."

I let out a massive, soul-crushing yawn and rubbed my eyes.

That was when it happened.

"...Hm?"

I felt a breeze. Like something—or someone—had just zipped past my shoulder. I spun around.

"Must be seeing things."

There was nothing there. Just the empty night. Great, now I'm hearing ghosts, I thought.

I rubbed my eyes again and tried to get back to the boring reality of guard duty.

"...Hm?"

A bit later, I scanned the area again.

I could’ve sworn I heard a tiny sound. Like a squeal, or a muffled scream.

But all I saw was the dim, orange glow of the torches.

It was a quiet night. Too quiet.

The Battalion’s Lieutenant Colonel was currently snoring away in the tent right next to me.

On a whim, I lifted my torch toward the tent. The light chased away the shadows, revealing the white fabric.

"...Wait, what?"

The white canvas was covered in red spray.

Panic spiked in my chest. I lunged inside.

"L-Lieutenant Colonel! Are you alright!? Wha—"

My heart nearly stopped.

There he was: the Lieutenant Colonel, his head neatly removed from his shoulders, slumped on the floor.

The inside of the tent was a crime scene of blood and gore, but there wasn't a single sign of a fight.

He’d been decapitated in a heartbeat.

"E-e-e... e-e-e..."

My voice was a vibrating mess of terror.

I'd missed them. I was the guard, and I'd let the enemy waltz right in. I'm so dead, I thought.

I tripped over my own feet, scrambled out of the tent like a dog, and finally managed to suck in some air.

Then I let it all out.

"E-E-E... E-E-E-ENEMY ATTACK!! WE'VE GOT AN ENEMY ATTACK!! ENEMY ATTACK!!"

The camp went from zero to sixty in a second.

I crawled away from the tent as fast as my limbs would take me, screaming my lungs out like a broken toy.

Then, I happened to glance at the tent next door.

"A-ah... no... no way..."

That one was drenched in red, too.
Epsilon’s Spectacularly Fake... Everything

"An enemy attack...!"

I hissed the words as I lit the lamp inside my oversized tent. Outside, the night was screaming.

"The enemy is small in number, sir! We believe they managed to slip through the perimeter under the cover of darkness!" my aide reported, looking like he was about to piss himself.

This camp was the nerve center of the Doem Faction, packed to the gills with elite Cult members. For anyone to raid this place with such suicidal confidence, it could only be one group.

"Shadow Garden..."

My face twisted. The losers in the Royalist Faction didn’t have the stones for a stunt like this. But Shadow Garden? Their intel network was basically a cheat code. They probably knew where I hid my spare socks and the exact coordinates of every Cult movement.

"Dammit... just how much of our data has leaked?!"

"I-I don't think it's a leak, sir! Our countermeasures are perfect! This has to be a fluke—"

"Shut up!" I barked. "How many 'flukes' do we need before you realize we're being played? Did you already forget that Ragitta was murdered? Do you have any idea how many times those masked freaks have trashed our plans?!"

"Hiee... p-please forgive me!"

The aide’s voice was a pathetic tremble.

"Don't underestimate them," I growled. "Things have been a mess ever since Ragitta got taken out. If they’re raiding us here, we have to assume they already know everything."

"T-That’s impossible. How could they possibly know the details of our plan?"

"They know things they have no business knowing. That is what Shadow Garden is..."

I reached for the coffin sitting in the middle of the tent. It wasn’t much to look at—no gold trim or fancy carvings—but it was built like a fortress. Thick chains were wrapped around it multiple times, and right in the center, there was a tiny hole.

It looked like a keyhole, but it wasn't. It was, quite literally, just a hole.

"They probably know about this, too," I muttered. "The Hero, the Subject... even the Secret Elixir..."

"N-No way! Not the Hero's Subject! There's absolutely no—"

A sudden gust of wind sliced through the tent.

"I see. So that’s how it was..."

The voice was beautiful, melodic, and terrifying. In the same breath, my aide’s body was bifurcated. A spray of blood painted the air as his upper half slid off his lower half. 

"Y-You...!"

I glared at the owner of that silk-spun voice. 

"Long time no see, Doem. You were such a help back at the castle," she said.

Standing there was Epsilon, the beauty with hair like a shimmering mountain spring. 

"Epsilon... I thought you were dead after that injury."

"It takes more than that to kill me. Though, being chased around by a mob of your men was quite the chore. I suppose beauty is a heavy burden to bear."

I scanned her figure. "You’ve gotten thinner. I guess life as one of the Seven Shadows is catching up to you."

"It's just a disguise," she replied instantly.

"A disguise?"

"Yes. I am disguised. Totally."

"Hmm..." 

I mean, 'thin' was an understatement. Her "proportions" had vanished so completely it was almost suspicious. Was it a bluff to hide her fatigue, or was she actually serious? A weirdly specific tension hung in the air between us.

"Aren't you going to treat that?" Epsilon asked, her eyes locked onto mine.

I felt a sting and looked down. A fresh cut had opened on my right shoulder. I hadn't even seen her move. She’d sliced my aide and tagged me in the same heartbeat.

"It's just a scratch. Nothing to worry about."

"You did well to dodge it at all. But Mordred isn't here to save you this time. I'm in perfect condition, and your odds of winning are basically one in ten thousand."

"I see... so, how much do you actually know?"

"Most of it."

We kept talking. I was stalling for time; she was fishing for more details. 

"The reason the Cult is so obsessed with specific cases of Possession... I finally put the pieces together," she said.

"Oh? Enlighten me. I'll let you know if you're getting warm."

"A long time ago, there were three heroes who defeated the Demon Diabolos. One of them was Freya. For some reason, the Cult managed to get their hands on her corpse."

"So that was why you hit Ragitta’s castle..."

"Exactly. The Cult studied Freya’s body—specifically how it was compatible with Diabolos Cells—to try and manufacture a new Hero. But you needed a fresh vessel to host that power. You went looking for three candidates who had inherited Freya's bloodline most strongly."

"Bingo," I sneered, glaring at her. "And as you well know, our Subjects—Rose Oriana, Alexia Midgar, and Claire Kagenou—are all currently hiding under your protection. Seriously, how much of a pain in the ass do you intend to be? We hadn't even confirmed the data ourselves, yet you people already managed to find the right answer! Tell me, how?!"

Epsilon didn’t answer. She just looked away, staring off into the distance as if she were looking at someone far, far ahead of us.

"All truth lies at the end of the path Master Shadow walks."

"Shadow... that man again! Always him...!" 

The memory of the Bushin Festival flashed through my mind. I could still see the arc of Shadow's Sword. It was a masterpiece of violence, a sharpened work of art that had been burned into my retinas.

"Now then," she said, "I think our chat is over."

"Don't be in such a rush. I've got one more thing to show you. It’s true we wanted those three Subjects. But even if they’re out of reach, I managed to scrounge up a 'budget' version that’s perfect for reuse..."

I stood by the coffin. I had just finished pouring the last of the red liquid—the Secret Elixir—into the small hole.

Magic Power began to hemorrhage out of the sealed box.

"Come on, wakey-wakey. You want to kill the man who murdered your father, don't you—Milia?"

"Wait... what?" Epsilon stammered.

Then, the coffin exploded.
A Stroll in the Forest

EPSILON

Epsilon recognized the name Milia.

It was a story from the days before her Master had enrolled in the academy. Shadow Garden was still a fledgling organization back then, consisting of nothing more than the Master and the Seven Shadows.

At the time, the Cult of Diabolos had kidnapped the Master’s older sister, Claire. In the process of getting her back, the girls had completely annihilated a Cult Branch.

The executive in charge of that branch was a man named Olba. And the name carved into Olba’s Dagger was Milia—his daughter.

Further investigation had revealed that the Cult was holding Milia hostage to keep Olba in line.

Eventually, Milia was found.

However, she had been transformed into a mindless monster by a Cult Experiment. Alpha was supposed to have disposed of her.

Does this mean the Cult recovered her corpse?

"You people really have no souls, do you...?"

Epsilon glared at Doem, who maintained that insufferable, flippant smirk.

"I’m sorry you went to all the trouble of coming here to finish me off, but I’m afraid the tables have turned. I think I’ll have you leave the head of one of the 'Seven Shadows' right here."

A beautiful girl emerged from the shattered remains of the coffin.

Looking at those innocent eyes and that Grey Hair, Epsilon could see the faint resemblance to Olba, whom she had seen only once.

Doem retreated, using Milia as a human shield.

"…!"

Epsilon stepped back as well, her guard up.

She could feel a Magic Power emanating from Milia's body that rivaled the ghost of the Hero Freya.

The commotion outside the tent was drawing closer.

It seemed Kai and Omega’s diversion had finally reached its limit. This position would be completely surrounded any second now.

—Time to pull out.

Doem would get away for now, but they had successfully shaved down the Cult’s fighting strength. More importantly, uncovering the Cult’s latest plan was a massive win.

It would be foolish to let my emotions cloud my judgment and make a mistake now.

Utilizing her Precise Control, Epsilon concentrated her Magic Power into her blade.

Milia reacted to the sudden movement instantly.

However, Epsilon wasn't aiming for her.

Her target was the man behind her—Doem.

Epsilon swung.

The concentrated Magic Power transformed into a vacuum blade, hurtling toward Doem.

"What?! Milia, protect me!"

Milia, who had been about to pounce on Epsilon, reacted to Doem’s command and pivoted mid-air.

She threw herself into the line of fire, unleashing a burst of enormous Magic Power that negated the blade entirely.

Behind her mask, Epsilon’s eyes widened slightly.

I didn't think she could just brute-force a cancellation like that.

Still, the move served its purpose.

Epsilon leaped through the tent's opening and vanished into the darkness of the forest.

"After her, Milia! Don't let her escape, no matter what!!"

Epsilon felt the presence of a massive Magic Power pursuing her through the trees.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

SHADOW

I was the one who’d cooked up this grand Assault Operation for my Elite Shadow Unit, but after I split off from Epsilon and the others to sprint through the woods at full speed, Violet-san’s Finger started acting up.

She was wiggling around inside my pocket, restless.

"Hey, stop it. That tickles."

I didn't really have a choice, so I stopped running and pulled Violet-san out.

"What’s up? What’s the matter?"

Violet-san twitched on top of my palm.

"Are you hungry?"

Tap, tap. She slapped my palm.

"No? Ah, do you need to use the bathroom?"

Smack, smack. She punched my palm.

"Man, I’m stumped."

I took a look around to see if there was anything interesting nearby.

It was just a normal forest.

However, a gorgeous moon was hanging in the sky.

"The moon is beautiful tonight, isn't it? But I’m kind of busy right now, so let’s look at it together later."

Violet-san’s Finger started fidgeting.

Reading body language is hard.

She hopped off my palm and started rolling along the ground like a little tumbleweed.

"Oh, are we going for a walk?"

I decided to follow her.

After walking for a bit, a faint light and a gathering of Magic Power began to swirl in the middle of the woods.

The glow grew brighter and brighter until it coalesced into the form of a woman.

"Yo. We meet again."

I gave Freya-san a casual greeting.
Everything Is Connected (Exactly as I Planned)

Freya-san wasn’t looking at me.

I’m sure she’d noticed me, but her gaze was fixed on the void—or at least, that’s what it looked like from my perspective. She was just staring intently at thin air.

But I was wrong.

When Freya-san reached out toward the empty air, her hand vanished. Or rather, "sucked in" would be a better way to put it. Her hand was pulled into the void and simply disappeared.

Something invisible was definitely there.

Freya-san turned her gaze toward me. Then, she muttered something. I couldn't hear her, but I could read her lips well enough.

“Come.”

That’s definitely what she said.

Her body began to be sucked into that empty space, starting from her fingertips. All the while, she kept her eyes locked on me and Violet-san. And just like that, Freya-san was gone.

“Looks like she’s gone,” I remarked, just to state the obvious.

Violet-san gave my leg a series of annoyed little pats, as if to say, No kidding, Captain Obvious.

Still, something felt off. What was this sensation? It was familiar, similar to what I’d felt back in the Sanctuary. There, Magic Power was being drained away. Here, though, the air wasn't being sapped of magic. In fact, I could barely feel any magic power at all. Yet, I had the distinct impression that something was being drawn in.

I spent a moment observing the void where Freya-san had vanished, but I couldn't make heads or tails of it. Naturally, I decided to just dive right in.

“Hup!”

I executed a stylish leap, opting for a Competitive Swimmer's Diving Style. I made sure to activate my Shadow Mode disguise on the way down, just to be safe. Violet-san clung to my leg for the ride. 

Then, the light swallowed me whole.

◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇◆◇

I emerged into a space defined by a White Wall, a White Floor, and a White Ceiling. Pods lined the hallway at regular intervals on both sides. It looked like some kind of Research Facility.

Freya-san was already there, standing in front of one of the pods. I took a peek into the nearest one.

“This is...”

Inside the pod was something vaguely humanoid. It looked like some kind of Failure, a grotesque mishmash of a human and the Possession. It was a woman with white hair, but she wasn't breathing anymore.

The contents of the next pod over didn't even look human anymore; it was just a Mass of Organs. The one after that was the same, and the one after that. Every single one of them was a Failure, and none of them were alive. It was as if they were being kept here as biological samples.

As I scanned the countless pods, I noticed a common thread. They were likely all women, and they all looked strangely familiar. One pod contained a woman who looked like Olivier, the hero I’d fought back in the Sanctuary. Another looked like a fusion of Violet-san and someone else. The Beastkin girl in the next pod over...

Finally, I looked into the pod Freya-san was standing before. Inside was a girl who was her spitting image. Freya-san just stood there, frozen, staring at the pod.

“It’s all connected now...” I muttered, sounding as profound as possible.

I’d clearly stumbled onto some high-level facility, and while I didn't have a clue what was actually going on, it was vital to project an aura of absolute understanding. That’s the secret to the craft.

“The beginning was Diabolos... a grand saga spanning over a thousand years. But in the end, this is merely the simple conclusion one reaches after unravelling the threads of history.”

Twitch-twitch. Violet-san’s finger moved in what I assumed was agreement.

“The point where the past, present, and future converge... it seems everything has unfolded within the scope of my assumptions.”

I was laying the 'all-knowing' act on thick. For The Eminence in Shadow, everything is part of the plan. Nothing is ever truly a surprise.

I gave my coat a dramatic fwoosh, and at that exact moment, the space began to warp like static on a TV screen.

“I thought we had an Uninvited Visitor... I see. So you’re Shadow.”

A voice called out from the distortion. 

“I didn’t expect anyone to reach this place so quickly... though it seems you already knew everything.”

And then, a man stepped out of the rift.
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Witness My Masterful Magic Power Control

He was a white-haired pretty boy.

He certainly looked like a high-level character, but I had no idea how he’d just appeared. Space itself had seemed to warp, yet I hadn’t felt even a lick of magic power.

“I believe you already know who I am. I am Mordred.”

The pretty boy introduced himself with a flourish.

“—I’ve heard the name.”

I wasn't about to tell him who I’d heard it from. Mostly because I hadn’t heard it from anyone.

“Out of curiosity, may I ask how you found this place?”

I flashed a thin, enigmatic smile, letting the silence linger for dramatic effect.

“—The past guided me.”

“I see. The past...”

Mordred turned his gaze toward Freya-san.

“Indeed, a mere remnant of the past. A pitiful woman...”

Freya-san glared at him. Are they acquaintances or something?

“The Black Rose was observed, and a remnant of the past appeared. This is no coincidence. This is your handiwork, isn't it, Shadow?”

If you’re asking if it’s my fault, then yeah, I guess it is.

But based on his vibe, this Mordred guy was clearly a VIP in this high-tech research facility. Plus, with a pinkie finger and a ghost for an audience, this was the perfect stage to drop a deep, brooding response befitting an Eminence in Shadow.

“The finale is nigh—the time has come to settle all scores.”

Letting my voice resonate with gravitas, I released a Magic Power Wave.

My bluish-purple magic power flickered around my body like a crown of flames, the resulting wind pressure sending my jet-black longcoat fluttering dramatically. 

Man, I’m cool.

“That magic power... is it the real thing?”

I used the wind generated by my magic to ruffle Mordred’s hair. 

This is actually surprisingly difficult.

Doing it for a split second is easy, but sustaining it for a long period consumes a massive amount of magic and makes the control incredibly complex. To keep the pressure high while minimizing consumption, I had to cycle through high-speed compression and release while maintaining a perfectly uniform output. 

My wind pressure remained rock-steady.

In other words, my control was flawless. Mordred was probably shaking in his boots right about now.

“Your magic and its density are indeed staggering... but strength is not determined by magic power alone.”

No, that’s not it. 

I intentionally fine-tuned the wind pressure to give it a subtle pulse. Look! Witness my masterful magic power control!

“I wouldn’t mind dealing with you here and now, but... the time for our final settlement is still a ways off.”

As Mordred spoke, space began to distort again. Cracks spread through the air like digital noise.

“You should come through the front door next time—you uninvited guests.”

Ah, I see. This is one of those "you can't fight the boss yet" scripted events.

“Is that so... Very well.”

I felt a sensation like being ejected from the dimension by a force that wasn't magic power at all. It felt just like the power I’d encountered in the Sanctuary—which meant...

“I... am... Atomic.”

I unleashed it with the simple philosophy that if I just blew everything up, it’d probably work out.



“This is...”

Mordred shuddered.

The parting shot Shadow had unleashed had dealt catastrophic damage to the very fabric of the dimension. 

The experimental subject pods had collapsed, and a literal hole had been punched into the space. If he had been even a second slower, this entire realm likely would have been consumed.

It was a black void, looking as though it were ready to swallow the world whole. It would take a significant amount of time to repair.

“Are you telling me his magic power can influence space itself? No... he gathered that much magic power specifically for that purpose.”

It was the only logical conclusion.

“In other words, he knew from the very beginning. He knew exactly where this space was located and what it truly meant...”

Cold sweat rolled down Mordred’s cheek.

“‘The finale is nigh. The time has come to settle all scores.’”

Mordred whispered the words Shadow had left behind.

The finale was indeed near. That was exactly why the Cult had begun to move.

And as for settling all scores...

“Does he intend to make us pay for our sins?”

There was no doubt about it. Shadow knew. He knew absolutely everything.

“We have no choice but to accelerate the plan. He... he knows of the existence of the ‘Demon Realm.’”

The moment he turned on his heel...

Drip.

Something hit the floor.

“What...?”

It was blood.

Brilliant red blood began to spread across the white floor.

It was only then that Mordred realized he had no sensation in his right arm. His arm was hanging there, nearly severed from the shoulder down.

“Shadow—is this how far your reach extends?”

Mordred stared into the void where Shadow had vanished, his eyes cold and hollow.
Misfires Don’t Count

EPSILON

I was tearing through the dark forest, pushing my pace to the limit. I’d probably managed to ditch the Cult’s grunt-tier soldiers, but something massive was gaining on me—a wave of magic power so heavy it felt like the air itself was thickening.

Is her physical ability really that much higher than mine?

Dragging this out into a battle of attrition was a losing move. At this rate, I’d hit my limit and run out of steam long before she did. I was just about to skid to a halt and stand my ground when Kai and Omega burst through the trees to join me.

“Raid successful,” Kai reported, not skipping a beat.

“We’ve thinned the Cult’s numbers,” Omega added, glancing back. “Wait—who’s the girl on our tail?”

We kept up the sprint, all three of us casting a look behind.

“She’s the Cult’s sin,” I said. “And by extension, she’s Shadow Garden’s sin, too.”

I finally stopped. Kai and Omega followed suit, turning back to face the encroaching threat.

I’d been there when Olba was killed. I’d read the reports about Alpha finishing off Milia. I knew better than anyone that the Cult was the root cause of everything, the ones who had ripped that family apart. Somewhere deep down, I guess I’d been hoping that Milia, at least, could find some scrap of happiness.

But I wasn't naive. I knew that "mercy" here was just a way of postponing a tragedy.

“The cycle of hatred has to be severed here,” I declared.

The three of us readied our blades. Milia was closing the gap with terrifying speed, but right as she reached us, the world seemed to fracture under the weight of a sudden, gargantuan surge of magic.

“—Atomic.”

A voice resonated from somewhere deep within the abyss, and everything—the trees, the sky, the air—was dyed in a brilliant Bluish-purple Light.

Then, nothing.

When I finally came to, I was facedown in the dirt. I’d only been out for a few seconds, it seemed. The Bluish-purple Light had faded, but the atmosphere was still vibrating with the lingering traces of an impossible amount of magic power.

“...Did I miss?”

That voice made me whip around.

Standing there, his back to me, was my beloved master. He stood tall, his black longcoat fluttering in the wind. I hadn’t felt even a hint of his presence until the very moment the Bluish-purple Light had swallowed us. It was an absolutely unavoidable, ultimate strike—an attack that felt like it had manifested out of thin air.

If I’d been the target, I would have evaporated before my brain even registered the threat. I started trembling, caught between the sheer terror of being caught in such overwhelming magic and the profound awe of a master who could pull off such a feat as if it were a casual afternoon stroll.

“Master Shadow…”

I had a thousand words of praise ready to go, a monologue about his unmatched greatness, but the words died in my throat. As he turned around, he looked… shaken?

No, surely that was just my imagination. He was probably just staring down at Milia’s scorched remains.

Wait—it wasn't a corpse.

“She’s still alive…”

The girl’s vitality was nothing short of staggering. It was then that I realized what he meant when he asked, “Did I miss?” To a man who transcended the very concept of perfection, a target surviving at all was, by definition, a failure.

Master Shadow gathered Bluish-purple Magic Power in his palm and began walking toward Milia. 

He’s going to deliver the finishing blow.

He understood everything. Milia’s past, the horrific experiments she’d endured, and the bottomless pit of hatred she carried… He knew it all. And just as I had intended to do, he was going to break the cycle of hatred right here.

“W-Wait! Please!”

I threw myself in front of him before I could talk myself out of it.

“Please, leave her to us! We can treat her! We can save her!”

My voice was shaking. The last thing I ever wanted to do was incur my master’s displeasure, but this was Milia’s final chance at a do-over. It was her version of the moment Master Shadow had saved me all those years ago.

“I understand how you feel, Master Shadow. I really do. But… she’s a victim in all of this, too.”

I looked down, too terrified to meet his gaze.

“Of course.”

His voice was unexpectedly gentle. The Bluish-purple Magic Power didn't strike; instead, it washed over Milia like a soft rain, healing her broken form.

“I’ll leave her in your hands, then.”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

He reached out and gave my head a gentle pat. I think I’ll carry the warmth of that gesture with me for the rest of my life. And then, just like that, he vanished into the darkness.

“Incredible…” Kai whispered, sounding breathless.

“That magic power was just… insane,” Omega added, staring blankly at the spot where he’d been.

“Move it! We need to get her to Alexandria immediately!” I snapped, shaking off the daze. 

Master Shadow had healed her, but I was still worried about the lingering trauma from the experiments. A full recovery was going to take some serious time. Kai and Omega hoisted Milia up, and I led the way as we disappeared into the heart of the forest.

SHADOW

A short while later, after the girls had cleared out, the forest was finally empty. Or it would have been, if I wasn't still standing there.

“It was a misfire, so it doesn't count, right?”

Smack.

“Ow.”

And with that, the forest fell silent.
**A Noble Sacrifice for World Peace and Science**

CID

Doem woke up to the delightful sensation of a dull throb in his skull.

"Ugh... where am I...?"

The scenery was great for a kidnapping—dark, gloomy, and filled with the sound of wind whistling through the trees. We were deep in the forest.

He was propped up against a large rock, looking like a man who had absolutely no idea how he’d ended up as a guest in my impromptu interrogation room.

"Finally awake, are we?" I asked.

I looked down at him, doing my best to project my 'mysterious yet perfectly average' aura. 

To him, I was just some black-haired, black-eyed, Ordinary boy. Your standard background extra. I’d suppressed my presence so thoroughly that I basically blended into the scenery. Even looking right at me, I bet he could barely believe I was actually there.

"Who... who the hell are you...?"

He tried to scramble to his feet, but his body was leaden. I’d already messed with his internals, so his Magic Power wasn't going to behave no matter how hard he tried to knead it.

"I know you. And you know me. Come on, use those brain cells. Think back."

"I know... you?"

Doem seemed like the type who made a point of memorizing faces, probably to keep track of who to backstab later. I could see the gears turning as he looked at my perfectly mundane face. 

"You... you’re that kid who was sitting next to Princess Iris at the Bushin Festival."

"Ding-ding! Gold star for you."

"A Midgar Kingdom affiliate? Do you have any idea what kind of international incident this will cause?"

Back at the festival, I was just a mob character. I certainly didn't look like someone with the stones—or the sheer strength—to abduct a high-ranking official like him. He's probably thinking I was playing the long game, hiding my true power while meticulously planning this strike.

"Who knows?" I gave him a thin, enigmatic smile. Nailed it.

"What’s your goal here?"

"Let's say, hypothetically, there was a girl whose life was about to be snatched away for no good reason. Would you think that’s a pity?"

I looked down at him, keeping my Jet-black Eyes as empty as possible. No emotion. Just the cold, hard gaze of a protagonist who’s seen too much. 

For some reason, Doem looked like he was glued to the spot.

"Is this about revenge?"

"Nah. It’s just a simple question."

"Who cares? Maybe I’d pity her, maybe I wouldn’t."

"Well, for the record, I think it’s a pity."

"Hah... and?"

"See, I have these rules I made for myself about killing people. I’ve followed them pretty loosely until now, but one of them is: 'Try not to kill people if it feels like a waste.' You know, if it’s too much of a pity."

"How touching."

"The thing is, I almost broke that rule just now. My aim was a little off. So, to balance the scales for world peace, I’ve decided to kill you instead. On a global average, it’s a net zero—or maybe even a net positive. Not that I actually care about world peace or anything."

"...What are you even talking about?"

He looked up at me, clearly wondering if I was joking or just insane. He couldn't wrap his head around my logic. Typical NPC. 

My unchanging Jet-black Eyes continued to stare him down.

"You're a bad guy. I can smell it on you."

I gave a loud, theatrical sniff. Sniff, sniff. 

"Hah... ridiculous."

"Maybe. But that's the reason you're going to die."

"Liar. If you wanted me dead, I’d be a corpse already. What do you really want? Money? Information?"

"Half-right, half-wrong. I’m keeping you alive for a reason. You’re a big shot in the Oriana Kingdom, so I figured you might have some 'interesting' info tucked away."

"Information? What, are you going to torture me for it?"

"I'm not really into torture. I’ll do it if I have to, but it won't be necessary. Even without all that messy stuff, I’m pretty sure you’re going to spill everything."

I said it with total confidence. In my head, the scene was already written. I didn't have a single doubt that I’d get exactly what I wanted.

It clearly creeped him out. To him, I looked like a normal kid, but everything coming out of my mouth was pure 'final boss' material. For the first time, I saw real fear flicker in his eyes.

"What do you mean by that...?"

"Your head is thumping, your body feels like lead, and you can't knead your Magic Power worth a damn, right? Do you want to know why?"

It was exactly as I described. No ropes, no wounds, yet he was completely paralyzed. He couldn't run, and he couldn't fight back.

The fear in his eyes was growing.

"Y-you... you did something to me..."

"I tried streaming some Magic Power directly into your brain. Just a little bzzzzt. It worked out better than I expected."

I gathered my Bluish-purple Magic Power into my palms, letting it glow.

"So I got to thinking... if I do it again, maybe you’ll start talking about all sorts of fun things."

The magic crackled like miniature bolts of lightning. It was dense, delicate, and controlled with the kind of terrifying precision that only I can pull off. 

Doem actually shuddered. He realized he was looking at Magic Power from a completely different dimension.

"W-wait, wait! This is torture! This is definitely torture!!"

"How rude. This is an experiment. It’s science. Think about it—your sacrifice might help doctors cure brain-dead patients in the future. Now, try to stay calm. If you struggle, your brain might turn into literal mush."

I reached out and grabbed his head with both hands.

"Alright, here we go. For world peace and science!"

"St-Stop—!"

"Bzzzzt."

"STOPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP!!"

And just like that, Doem’s consciousness was dyed in a lovely shade of Bluish-purple Magic Power.



Doem disappeared that night, and the Doem Faction Army didn't waste any time. They struck their tents and retreated before the sun even came up.

The Royalist Faction marched across the empty plains without a single soul to stand in their way. 

Inside the Doem Faction, nobody had a clue where their leader had gone. 

On the other side, the Royalist Faction didn't even realize Doem was missing yet. They spent the whole march being paranoid, constantly bracing for traps that never came.

Eventually, the Royalists reached the Capital of the Oriana Kingdom, and the stage was set for the Final Battle.

As for the Mystery of Doem? Well, that was one riddle nobody was going to solve anytime soon.
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**THE SECRET PEOPLE WANT TO HIDE MOST**

I channeled Magic Power into Experimental Subject Doem’s brain, performing Lobotomy Surgery guided by nothing but sense and feeling.

I hope he tells me lots of secrets.

I sent a burst of magic—bzzzzt—while offering up that silent prayer. The result?

"Sp-sp-sp-spanking! D-D-D-Doem wants a spanking—!"

I’d just given birth to an old man who demanded a spanking with glazed-over eyes.

Maybe that was a bit too much stimulation?

Let's try sending some Magic Power toward the frontal lobe instead.

"Bzzzzt."

"M-m-m-m-my buuuuuuuuutt—!! I-it’s... it’s... h-hnnng..."

"Ah... too strong."

With that, my momentous Experimental Subject No. 1 went silent.

He had departed for heaven.

How should I interpret this outcome?

Was the experiment a failure? Hardly.

"It wasn't the information I was after, but I did learn the secret he wanted to hide most. Honestly, you could call this a success."

After all, I’d wished for him to tell me a lot of secrets.

And he’d just confessed his greatest one.

"The experiment was a success. To suggest otherwise would be an insult to the man."

This experiment taught me a valuable lesson.

The secrets people want to hide most aren't necessarily about their organizations or their work—they're their own personal ones...

"I promise to take your secret to the grave."

I offered a silent prayer to the foaming, blissfully-happy-looking Mr. Doem, then erased the remains with a Short Range Atomic.

"I got one interesting lead out of it, so all's well that ends well."

Aside from the spanking thing, Mr. Doem had shared one actually interesting piece of news.

Oh, right. I should tell Violet-san, too.

"Wakey-wakey."

I pulled Violet-san out of my pocket. She curled her finger sleepily.

It’s honestly impressive that even a finger needs sleep.

"I found some interesting info. You know that guy I caught? Well, turns out he’s really into spankings—"

Smack.

"—Ah, my mistake. I actually succeeded in obtaining some top-secret information through an underground route."

Pat-pat.

"According to my dangerous underground sources, inside the Oriana Kingdom’s Royal Castle..."

I flashed a meaningful smile and shared the juicy details with Violet-san.
It is Highly Likely a Natural Phenomenon Resulting from a Combination of Various Factors, or Some Other Supernatural Phenomenon

MORDRED

I was lounging in the Royal Castle of the Oriana Kingdom, forced to endure a report from a man who looked like he was about to piss himself.

"So, word on the street is that Doem has dropped off the map," I said, leaning back.

"Y-Yes, sir..."

The man standing across from me was a Cult of Diabolos Contact Personnel. I’d made sure to sweep my snow-white hair back into a perfect, sleek look today, but this guy was too busy trembling to appreciate the aesthetic. 

"Tell me what happened," I commanded.

"Y-Yesterday, at midnight, we were hit by Shadow Garden. We believe it was a small-scale tactical strike."

"You believe? That's a strong word for someone who sounds like he’s guessing."

"W-Well, nobody actually confirmed their physical forms, you see..."

"I see. And the damage?"

"We lost a significant number of executives, but we’ve already requested replacement personnel from The Cult, so it—it’s really not a problem!"

I stared at him. Is this guy for real? "You let them waltz in, assassinate our high-ranking officers, and you think that’s 'not a problem'? Our definitions of the word must be light-years apart. What about Shadow Garden’s casualties? Surely you bagged at least one of them."

"T-That’s... well... they were so terrified of our overwhelming prowess that they turned tail and fled almost immediately..."

"Alternatively," I countered, "one could say they achieved their objective and executed a clean withdrawal."

"N-No! Our official investigation of the scene concluded that they definitely ran away in fear of us!"

The color was draining from the guy’s face so fast he was practically turning translucent. Poor bastard. He’s clearly just repeating the 'face-saving' script his superiors shoved into his hand.

"What a fascinating investigation," I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. "So, did Shadow Garden snatch Doem, or what?"

"W-Well, as for that... it’s currently unknown."

"Unknown?"

"Y-Yes. After Shadow Garden fled, Lord Doem was right there on the scene, taking command. But then, in the middle of it all... he was just gone."

"Suddenly disappeared, huh?" I blinked. The plot thickens. Or thins. It’s hard to tell with these idiots.

"Y-Yes. Right in front of our eyes. Just... poof. Vanished. He’s gone."

"Do you honestly think a human being just 'vanishes'?"

"N-No, of course not..."

"Precisely. And I assume you performed a thorough investigation of the scene?"

"Y-Yes, sir..."

"And?"

"And... uh... would you like to hear the official results of said investigation?"

"Why else are we talking? Am I the idiot here, or are you? Or is this just a collaborative effort in stupidity?"

I gave him a look that promised a very short future. Cold sweat started pouring down his face like a damn waterfall.

"N-N-No, sir! Never! A-As a result of our investigation, we concluded that it was highly likely a crime involving an Ancient Artifact, or perhaps some unknown magic or monster... or a natural phenomenon resulting from a combination of various factors... or some other supernatural phenomenon!"

I felt a migraine coming on. I rubbed the bridge of my nose. "...So, in layman's terms, you have no idea what happened."

"Y-Yes... I mean, no! No! It was a conclusion reached after carefully considering every single possibility! It’s exhaustive! It covers the entire spectrum of reality!"

"I’m sure it does. That was truly the most 'interesting' report I've ever heard. As a reward for your... creativity, I’ll let you hear my take on the situation."

"L-Lord Mordred's view...?"

"That initial attack by a handful of people? Pure bait. A Shadow Garden trap."

"A... trap?"

"Exactly. They used the distraction to slip in the real Abduction Culprit. We’re talking a top-tier elite here. Probably one of the Seven Shadows, or maybe Shadow himself."

"S-So it really was Shadow Garden's doing?"

"Without a doubt. They have specialists who excel at disguise. My guess? The culprit snuck in, put on a mask... and played the part." I had a sudden epiphany, the pieces of the puzzle clicking together in my brilliant mind. "They were disguised as Doem the whole time."

I looked up, a smirk playing on my lips. 

"They pretend to be Doem, then 'vanish' right in front of the witnesses. A little smoke and mirrors to make it look like a supernatural phenomenon. That way, nobody suspects a kidnapping. Clever, in a theatrical sort of way."

"B-But how did they actually disappear?"

"There’s always a trick. I’d need to see the scene to debunk the stage magic, but honestly? It’s much easier to make yourself 'disappear' when you’re an intruder in a mask than it is to haul a struggling victim away. Don’t you agree?"

"T-That makes a lot of sense..."

"Well, whatever. The point is, Doem is gone and the Royal Capital is under siege. I imagine Shadow Garden is already crawling through the city like vermin..."

I couldn't help but let out a dry chuckle. 

"W-What should we do, sir? The plan is starting to suffer from some serious discrepancies."

"Who knows? I think things just got a whole lot more entertaining than the original plan. Once word of Doem's Disappearance gets out, the Anti-Doem Faction is going to crawl out of the woodwork like cockroaches."

"W-We must deal with them immediately, then!"

"No, don't bother. Let them gather. In fact, encourage it. Since things have gone this far, I’m just going to end the Oriana Kingdom entirely. But before that, it’s best to sweep all the Trash into one pile before I incinerate it."

"Y-You don't mean you're going to use that?!"

I didn't bother answering. I just smiled.

And then, I took his head off.

Blood sprayed across the floor as his headless body crumpled into a heap. Clean cut. I've still got it.

"Come on then, Shadow Garden—show me what you've really got."
Battle of Darkness

CLARA ORIANA

I stood there, squinting at the closed gates of the Royal Capital from a distance. 

The sky was a miserable shade of gray, providing a bleak backdrop for my pink-blonde hair as it whipped around in the wind. I suppose I looked the part—Clara Oriana, the tragic princess of the Oriana Kingdom, standing in the center of a brewing storm.

"Our forces have successfully laid siege to the capital, Lady Clara. Nobles from every corner of the country are flocking to our banner as we speak. Honestly, the moment they’re all accounted for, I’d say we launch a general offensive and get this over with."

The voice belonged to the elderly man standing behind me. 

"I appreciate it, Marquis Grant," I said, my eyes still glued to those distant gates. "It’s only because you rallied the troops that we’ve even made it this far."

"You’re too kind, my lady. But let’s be real—I couldn't have herded these cats on my own. This is all thanks to your influence."

"My influence, huh...?"

I let the words trail off into the wind. 

"Is something bothering you?" he asked.

"I’m a royal on paper, and that’s about it. I haven't actually done anything. I don’t know anything. I can't even wrap my head around..."

"Ah. You're thinking about that mysterious group that busted you out of the detention center, aren't you?"

"It’s my sister. Rose is the one behind this. She’s acting for the sake of the kingdom."

The Marquis’s face stiffened. "Regarding Lady Rose... it might be for the best if we don't make a habit of mentioning her."

"And why not? Everything—literally everything—started the day she stabbed my father. Everyone wants to paint her as the villain, but Father was acting completely bizarre before it happened. She knew something. I know she did."

"She’s a patricide, Clara. No matter how you spin the 'why,' the 'what' remains the same. She killed her father."

"But if we don't understand the why, we don't understand anything! Why did my father lose his mind? Why did she have to kill him? How did the Doem Faction grab so much power so fast? How did I get out of that cell? Why did an entire army just 'happen' to show up for me? We've surrounded the castle without even breaking a sweat. Doesn't any of this seem... I don't know, weird to you?"

"Well..."

"Marquis Grant, be honest. Doesn't it feel like this entire stage has been set for us by someone else?"

Grant looked up at the gray sky, his expression turning grim.

"...Shortly after I decided to dive into the wonderful world of politics, my grandfather gave me a piece of advice. He told me there’s a 'Darkness' in this world that you should never, ever go near."

His voice had gone quiet, almost a whisper.

"Darkness?"

"A great shadow that’s been pulling the strings of the world since ancient times. I have no clue what it actually is. I took my grandfather’s advice to heart and never went looking for answers. But in all my years in politics... I’ve felt its weight. Rigged trials, unfair demotions, records being 'corrected' out of nowhere, people vanishing... and then there are the 'accidental' deaths. Anyone who tried to shine a light on the darkness was snuffed out."

"So, what is it? A cult? A secret society?"

"Like I said, I don't know. I was too busy being terrified. A colleague I worked with yesterday would die in a carriage accident today. Then, like clockwork, his entire family’s manor would burn to the ground. Every trace of their existence, gone. I have a wife and kids, Clara. So... I learned how to look the other way."

He sounded like he was confessing his sins to a priest.

"When Lady Rose’s incident happened, I felt that pressure again, heavier than ever. It was so intense I hauled tail back to my territory and went into hiding before anyone else could."

"But you’re here now. You gathered an army and stood up."

"Because I realized the darkness wasn't alone. There are two of them. One is backing the Doem Faction, and the other is..."

Grant looked behind us. I followed his gaze, but there was nothing there but the endless, empty gray sky.

"I’m just a pawn," he continued. "Two massive shadows are duking it out, and one of them decided to move the 'Marquis Grant' piece across the board. That’s all this is. But hey, even a pawn has its own pride. I have past mistakes to atone for... and a dear friend’s death to avenge."

"Marquis..."

I looked up at him as he white-knuckled his fists. 

"I guess it takes a darkness to kill a darkness," I muttered. "Maybe that’s fine. If they’re both shadows, they’ll never be able to step out into the light anyway."

"They say 'only light can banish darkness,' but that’s an old story. Right now, I just want the truth. I want to know what’s actually happening behind the scenes of this war."

I stared straight at him, trying to project more confidence than I felt.

"I suppose my own light was a bit too dim for that task," Grant said with a small, tired smile. 

"But the Volunteer Army is gathering under your light, Lady Clara. We’ve even got a group rumored to be chosen by the legendary 'Black Rose.' All these little lights are starting to add up."

"Wait, the 'Black Rose' is here?"

"Indeed. They’re led by a very... enthusiastic young man named Goldoh Kinmekki. Who knows? If these lights keep growing, maybe they’ll actually take down the darkness one day. But that’s probably a long way off."

Grant offered his arm to escort me back toward our camp. 

"For now, let’s just play our parts on this staged-managed map and aim for the best possible outcome. I suspect the answers you’re looking for are waiting at the finish line."

"Right... and I’m sure my sister will be waiting there, too."

We walked back together, two small figures heading into the heart of a game we didn't even know the rules to.
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The Case of the Forgotten Door

I made it back to the Royal Capital of the Oriana Kingdom. Violet-san was tagging along with me, too.

Outside the city walls, the Royalist Faction Army had the place surrounded. Word on the street was that they were planning a full-scale invasion in a day or two.

“It sure is quiet...” I muttered to myself as I strolled down the empty streets.

The sun had already dipped below the horizon, so the lack of foot traffic made sense. But the fact that none of the buildings had their lights on? That was unnatural. I couldn't even hear the sound of people talking.

I can definitely sense people nearby, though...

As I walked along, wondering what was up, the wind carried the unmistakable stench of blood to my nose.

“Well, there’s a war on. A little blood in the air is par for the course,” I told myself.

But then I saw it: the snow piled along the street was stained with a massive amount of gore. Shredded clothing was strewn about, and I even spotted a severed human finger lying on the ground.

I panicked and fished Violet-san out of my pocket to check on her. 

“Phew. I thought I’d dropped her.”

Violet-san gave a little puru-puru tremble.

“Well, there’s a war on. A few dropped fingers are to be expected.”

Pechin.

There were multiple sets of bloody footprints trailing down the street. At least ten people’s worth. Curious, I decided to follow the clearest set. They led straight out of the Commoner District and into the High-class Residential Area.

And that’s when I heard it.

“KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

A scream pierced the distance. 

I dashed toward the sound and found myself in front of a noble’s mansion—a three-story grand estate sitting on a massive lot. More bloody footprints circled the area. I kicked the fancy double doors of the entrance wide open and marched inside.

“Oh, man. This is just like a horror movie.”

The grand hall was a literal sea of blood. Mounds of human flesh were piled on top of each other, and the expensive murals and decorations were completely ruined by the spray. Unfortunately, everyone was already dead. It looked like there’d been one hell of a struggle.

I hopped over the puddles of gore and headed for the second floor, following the noise. Running down a blood-slicked corridor, I delivered a R*DER KICK to the door at the end of the hall.

“Kh... Get away from me!”

Two people were locked in a struggle inside. A man in a tailcoat was pinned on top of a woman, trying to sink his teeth into her. The woman, dressed in a gown, was desperately trying to dodge his biting attacks.

What the hell is this setup? Wouldn't it be faster to just strangle her?

Suppressing the urge to ask why he was so obsessed with biting, I decided to intervene like a proper mob character.

“S-S-Stay away from herrrrr!”

I launched a MOB KICK at him.

“Huh?”

He didn’t even flinch. It was a pathetic little kick, sure, but I thought I’d aimed it at a pretty good spot. The man on top of her turned to look at me with eyes that were completely bloodshot.

This time, I kicked him in the face with a little more juice.

Splat.

“Ah—”

He was way more fragile than I’d anticipated. His head basically exploded, scattering bits of meat and blood everywhere. The woman, now drenched in the guy’s remains, looked up at me.

“Thank you. You saved my life.”

She was surprisingly calm. She used a bedsheet to wipe the gore off her face and picked up a sword from the floor. I noticed the emblem of the Midgar Academy for Spellswords engraved on the hilt.

“Wait... I know you from somewhere.”

She lit a lamp, and light filled the room.

“You’re... Cid Kagenou, right?” she asked, peering at me.

“Uh, and you’re... Mob-ko-san?”

“No.”

I tried to play it off with a random name, but no dice.

“I’m Christina. We’re in the same class. Did you seriously forget?”

“Of course I remember! It was just a joke.”

Now that she mentioned it, her face did look familiar. I had a vague memory of her being part of the popular crowd in class, though obviously, I’d never spoken to her. She was quite the beauty—red hair, red eyes.

“You have a strange sense of humor, being able to joke in a situation like this. Still, I’m impressed you took him out in one hit.”

Christina looked down at the headless corpse in the tailcoat.

“It wasn't one hit. I kicked him twice, for the record. Besides, he felt kind of flimsy. Maybe he had osteoporosis or something.”

“Osteoporosis? What are you even talking about...? Well, whatever. It’s true that while these things have a lot of power, they’re surprisingly brittle. I would have been in trouble if I hadn't dropped my sword. I really owe you one, Cid.”

Christina gave me a small smile.

“I just happened to be passing by when I heard your scream,” I said.

“You heard a scream?” Christina’s expression darkened instantly.

“Yeah. Why?”

“This is bad. They’re attracted to noise.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“I mean these things!”

Christina pointed at the headless man in the tailcoat, but I just tilted my head, acting confused.

“Do you really not know what’s happening?”

“I, uh, got sick during my vacation and I’ve been passed out in an inn this whole time.”

Yep, let’s go with that backstory.

“A vacation at a time like this...? Look, there’s no time.”

Christina threw a coat over her dress.

“Uh, what’s going on...?” I asked, doing my best to act like a bewildered mob character. To be fair, I actually had no idea what was going on.

“The ones who heard that scream are going to swarm this place. They aren't human, Cid. They’re... Abominations.”

“A-Abominations...?!”

Whoa, what is this? This setup is getting exciting!

Right then, I remembered something very important.

“Oh, now that you mention it, I think I left the front door broken wide open.”

“...What?”

Christina’s cheek twitched. 

Suddenly, from the floor below, a roar echoed through the house—a sound that was definitely not human.
Everything is the Americans' Fault

As Christina and I rushed out into the corridor, a blood-soaked crowd was surging toward us from the far end. Their faces were drained of all color, looking for all the world like the walking dead. 

I knew exactly what they were—Zombies.

"Get inside!" 

I grabbed Christina by the hand, pulled her back into the room, and slammed the door shut.

Finally, I can relax. Everyone knows zombies can’t open doors!

I hadn't spent my previous life in Japan just daydreaming; I had spent countless hours planning exactly what to do in the event of a zombie apocalypse. I was prepared for everything.

"Help me! We need to barricade the door with furniture!!"

"No, no, it’s fine. Zombies can't open do—"

Click.

The moment the sound hit my ears, I whipped around. A zombie had already turned the handle and was poking its head inside.

"—Hwah!"

I sent the zombie’s face flying with a Sonic Back-Spin Kick, slammed the door shut again, and gripped the handle with white-knuckled intensity.

"F-f-furniture! Hurry!"

Opening a door is a total rule violation!

Christina scrambled to gather every piece of furniture in the room to build a barricade. We even wedged the doorknob shut. 

Okay, now I can relax—

CRACK!

"Whaaaaaaaaat!?"

Unbelievable. A zombie’s hand had just punched a hole straight through the wood.

"Dammit... the door won't hold for long."

Breaking down doors is also a rule violation!

"No, no, no... how? Why is this happening?" I stammered.

"It’s no wonder you’re shocked," Christina said, her voice trembling. "They’re stronger than humans and faster, too. To make matters worse, they still retain a lingering trace of their human intellect."

"T-that's..."

I finally realized the truth. These weren't just Zombies—they were Super Zombies!

Allow me to explain. Traditionally, zombies were slow, dim-witted fodder. The trade-off for their immortality was their lack of mobility. But if they stayed that way, Americans would just go "HAHAHA!" and mow them down with machine guns and rocket launchers. The horror movies would just turn into mindless action flicks.

Thus, the Super Zombie was born! 

They’re agile, they’re strong, they possess a shred of intelligence, and they swarm Americans in massive groups! Even the "HAHAHA" Americans with their heavy artillery struggled against the Super Zombie hordes. Eventually, the Americans had to evolve, too, gaining superhuman abilities of their own...

"H-how did things end up like this...?"

"It’s all the Doem Faction's fault," Christina spat. "They went around the city distributing Red Candy to the citizens, claiming it was a 'prayer for victory.' Everyone who ate them turned into... that... the very next day."

"I take it you didn't eat any?"

"I only eat candy from the Mitsugoshi Company. Specifically, the 'Fighting Women are Beautiful from the Inside: Special Beauty Drop DX.' They're ten thousand Zeny per drop."

"I see. Very 'special beauty' of you."

The manufacturing cost on those has to be ten Zeny, tops.

"They're incredibly strong," she continued. "Once they grab you, even a Spellsword would have a hard time shaking them off. If we get surrounded, it's over."

As she spoke, the door was being hammered with heavy thuds, and the hole was widening by the second. I could see at least thirty zombies crowding the hallway through the gaps.

In a situation like this, what would a mob character do? Should I scream, "I’m getting out of here!" and try to bolt on my own? No... that felt like an event for a little further down the line. 

Either way, staying here was a one-way ticket to a "Bad End" for a mob.

"We have to get out of here."

"Right... let's head for the Mitsugoshi Company Oriana Kingdom Branch."

"The Mitsugoshi Company? Why there?"

"Word is they’re providing shelter for the citizens. I don't know if it's true, and for all I know, they’ve already been wiped out, but..."

"But it’s our only shot. Right?"

"Exactly."

The Mitsugoshi girls will be fine, I thought. But if the Anti-Doem Faction enters the city in this state, it's going to be a bloodbath. It was a foregone conclusion that getting bitten meant certain infection.

"There aren't many of them below the window yet. We’re jumping!"

Christina hooked her leg over the windowsill and looked back at me. "Sid-kun, you were in Division 7 of the Royal Capital Bushin Style, right?"

"I got promoted to 6th recently."

"Division 6, huh...? W-well, that kick of yours was actually pretty sharp. I’m sure you’ll make it to the upper classes in no time!"

Christina’s expression darkened for a split second before she forced a reassuring smile. I couldn't blame her. In the Royal Capital Bushin Style, being in Division 6 meant you were the bottom of the barrel.

"I'm in Division 2, so I'll take the lead!"

Division 2 after only a year? That’s actually impressive. Definitely not mob material.

I followed Christina and leaped out the window.
The Mysterious Architect, Eta Lloyd Wright

Just as my feet hit the ground, I heard the sound of the door upstairs splintering apart.

"Run for all you're worth! As long as we use Physical Reinforcement, they shouldn’t be able to catch us!"

If I actually ran for all I was worth, I’d turn into a shooting star. To maintain my cover, I trailed behind Christina-san at the "background character" pace of a Mob Spellsword.

She accelerated, her Magic Power Control smooth and efficient.

"Keep it up! They’re going to swarm us any second. If we stop, we’re dead!"

Christina-san mowed down the zombies blocking our path and glanced back over her shoulder.

"O-okay...!" I stammered.

Behind us, I could hear the rapid thumping of footsteps.

They were moving at about the speed of a dog. If zombies can sprint like that, the average citizen is basically toast.

It’s a real shame this world doesn't have any Americans. Oh, wait—we have spellswords. Close enough.

"Straight down this street!"

"Hah... hah...!"

I made sure to pant heavily, never missing an opportunity to play up my mob appeal. Since Christina-san was clearing out everything in front of us, life as a mob was pretty easy.

"There it is!"

And there, standing amidst the local cityscape of another world, was a Japanese Modern building. 

There was no mistaking it: the Mitsugoshi Company.

The architectural style was pure modern Earth. Why on earth did they decide to go with Japanese Modern in the Land of the Arts? No matter how you looked at it, the styles clashed horribly.

"It’s breathtaking every time I see it! An artistic masterpiece that seamlessly integrates an alien culture into our monotonous cityscape! It’s a bold, revolutionary aesthetic that defies tradition, yet somehow evokes a sense of ancient history! A toast to Eta Lloyd Wright—the legend who swept last year's Architecture of the Year awards and secured her place in history!"

"Wha—!?"

Hearing Christina-san gush about a Japanese Modern Department Store at a mile a minute while sprinting for her life made a weird noise leak out of my throat.

Why? 

What is so great about this building?!

Isn't this basically cultural blasphemy? It’s like putting mayonnaise on chilled ramen.

Still entirely unconvinced, we arrived at the Mitsugoshi Company.

"Damn, it’s locked."

"We’ll just break in."

The moment I drew my sword, the atmosphere around Christina-san shifted.

"I won't let you."

For some reason, she spread her arms as if to shield the door, glaring at me.

"This is the structure of which it was said: 'Even if the royal palace is razed, the Mitsugoshi Company Oriana Branch must be preserved!' It is a treasure of humanity! I will not let you lay a single finger on it!"

"No, no, no, look at the situation!"

The zombies were closing in at a full-on sprint!

"Sid-kun, do you really not understand the exquisite beauty of this door’s detailing?!"

"I don't get it at all!"

It was a door. It looked like a door.

"Then I shall educate you. You see, the ornamentation on this—"

Mid-sentence, Christina-san spun around and sliced through a zombie behind me.

"—this door is delicate and possesses a sublime—"

She continued her lecture while hacking away at the growing pile of corpses.

"The nuisances are busy. I’m wrecking it."

Since Christina-san was occupied with the zombies, I funneled magic into my blade and pulled it back for a swing.

"NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!"

I ignored her grief-stricken scream—the kind of soul-crushing wail you’d hear from someone whose lover was being held at gunpoint.

Besides, "Eta Lloyd Wright" was obviously just Eta. If it breaks, I’ll just grab her by the scruff of the neck and make her build ten or twenty more.

Just then, there was a loud click, and the door swung open.

"Stop trying to break it! Get in here, now!" a man's voice barked from inside.

I grabbed Christina-san by the collar and dove through the entrance.
A Tiny Bit of Food DX

"Shut the door!"

The moment we stepped inside, a bald middle-aged guy slammed the door shut and bolted it.

Thud. Thud.

The sound of pounding came from the other side, but the vibrations were surprisingly weak.

"As expected of the Mitsugoshi Company," Christina noted. "That’s one sturdy door."

"Yeah," the bald guy agreed. "Whether it’s the materials or some kind of gimmick, this thing is solid. You’d need to be a Spellsword to break through it."

He let out a heavy sigh.

"Good grief, what a stench. I’m never opening that door again. The name’s Margari. I’m a mercenary Spellsword. Who are you two?"

"I’m Christina. This is Cid-kun. We’re students from the Midgar Academy for Spellswords."

"Midgar students? What are you doing in the Oriana Kingdom?"

"My mother’s family is from here, so I have certain... connections. Cid-kun is just here on a trip."

"A tourist? At a time like this?"

"Haha..." I forced out a polite, awkward laugh to dodge the question. Don't mind me, just a background character passing through.

"I heard the Mitsugoshi Company was sheltering residents, but..." Christina trailed off as she scanned the room.

There were dozens of people who looked like local residents, but not a single Mitsugoshi employee was in sight.

"Apparently, they evacuated with a group of people last night," Margari explained. "The place was a hollow shell by the time we got here."

"So we were too late..."

"It’s a bad break, but we’ll just have to manage on our own."

"That’s not true," Christina countered. "The Anti-Doem Faction should be arriving to help any time now."

"If only..." Margari spat the words out.

"Are you saying they won't come?"

"How many townspeople do you think have turned into Abominations? There are probably far more of them out there than there are soldiers. If the people outside knew what it was really like in here, they wouldn't come within a mile of this place. If it were me, I’d do the opposite—lock the gates and wait for the monsters to starve to death. These city walls have basically become a cage to trap us all in."

Christina’s expression darkened. 

He’s actually being quite rational, I thought. A very realistic, level-headed assessment of the situation.

"In other words... our only options are to wait here for the Abominations to starve, or find a way to escape on our own."

"That’s the long and short of it. Some people here still think rescue is right around the corner, but I’d say their hopes are pretty slim."

Margari looked over the other residents with the pitying gaze of a veteran mercenary who had seen it all.

"Look, we’ve got a mountain of problems, but I’m just glad you two look like you can actually hold a sword. If things go south, it’ll be the three of us doing the fighting."

"Are we the only Spellswords here?" Christina asked.

"Worse. We’re the only ones with any combat experience at all. Forget Spellswords; there isn’t even anyone here who’s finished their basic military service."

"...If it comes down to it, we won’t be able to protect everyone," Christina whispered.

"I know. But we still have to do what we can."

"I suppose you're right."

"For now, we’re staging a siege here," Margari said. "I’m the one calling the shots for this group. I’ll need you two to follow my lead."

"Understood."

"Glad to hear it. Now, straight to business—there’s something we need to handle immediately. Do you know what the three essentials for a siege are?"

"Water, food, and firewood," Christina answered promptly.

"Exactly. For water, we can just melt the snow on the roof. Firewood should last us a while. But the food..."

"T-T-That’s why I said we shouldn't let them in!"

A resident interrupted Margari, his voice cracking with desperation.

"F-Food is scarce! We should have just left them to die out there!"

"You're not getting a single bite of our rations!" another chimed in.

"Yeah! That’s right! This is our food!"

Only a few were shouting, but the glares from the rest of the crowd weren't exactly what I'd call "welcoming."

"These two are students from the Academy for Spellswords!" Margari growled, his voice dropping into a low, intimidating rumble. "If anything happens, the three of us are the only ones standing between you and the monsters!"

"Ugh..."

The residents recoiled, properly intimidated by the mercenary’s aura. They hung their heads and went quiet.

"Sorry about that," Margari sighed. "Everyone’s just hit their limit."

"I don't mind," Christina said.

"Well, you get the gist. We’re short on food."

"Aren't there products left in the store?"

"The high-value items were cleared out by the Mitsugoshi Company before they left."

"I see. Specifically, how many days' worth do we have?"

"I couldn't tell you how many days it’ll last, but... this is it."

Margari opened a large crate sitting in the middle of the crowd. I could feel the hostile gazes of the residents practically drilling holes into us.

"Is... is this..." Christina stuttered.

Inside the box was a mountain of candies wrapped in obnoxiously luxurious packaging.

"S-So many Special Beauty Drops DX!?" Christina shrieked.

She was staring at a pile of candy that usually retailed for ten thousand Zeny a pop. 

The fact that they didn't even bother to take these with them pretty much confirms the theory that they only cost ten Zeny to manufacture, I thought.

I looked at the star-struck Christina with a gaze of pure pity before scanning the room for anything else the Mitsugoshi Company might have "accidentally" left behind.
Fraudulent Company

Mostly clothes and furniture left behind, huh? It looks like they ditched the high-volume, low-margin stuff.

The paintings and precious metals, on the other hand, had been thoroughly cleared out. 

Searching further, I found a stack of pamphlets for financial products. Most of them were tied to the Mitsugoshi Bank.

"Hmm..."

Intrigued, I flipped one open.

『A Premier Investment Opportunity with Fully Guaranteed Principal!! Monthly payouts of 3% on your initial investment!! That’s a staggering 36% annual yield!!』

"It's a total scam!"

I nearly shredded the pamphlet on the spot.

Back in my previous life, I’d made a point of studying the ins and outs of investing alongside my training. After all, you can’t be an "Eminence in Shadow" without a massive war chest.

Anyone with even a basic grasp of finance would snort at the phrase "guaranteed principal," burst out laughing at "monthly payouts," and spray tea out of their nose at "36% annual interest." But for the ignorant, those are magic words. 

The less someone knows, the more they’re comforted by a guarantee, lured by the stability of a monthly check, and blinded by the promise of a 36% return. People seek safety and stability because they’re anxious, yet they can never quite let go of their greed. Scams thrive by waltzing right into that psychological gap.

"This is a textbook Ponzi scheme..."

Allow me to explain. A Ponzi scheme is—an incredibly famous fraud!

The basic strategy involves taking funds from investors and "managing" them, then returning the "profits" as high-yield monthly payouts. 

For instance, if a customer invests one million Zeny, you pay them back thirty thousand every month. In one year, that million becomes 1.36 million. If they’re bold enough to entrust you with ten million, they get three hundred thousand a month—enough for a commoner to live on comfortably without working.

Naturally, the deposited money can, in theory, be withdrawn at any time. (Though "in theory" is doing a lot of heavy lifting there.)

To be clear, not even the world’s greatest investor could consistently maintain a 36% annual yield. So, the scammer doesn't actually invest the money. They just skim the principal from new investors to pay the "dividends" to the old ones.

Obviously, a system like that is destined to collapse eventually. However, as far as scams go, a Ponzi scheme is one of the most efficient ways to rake in a fortune in a short amount of time. 

There are three reasons why.

First: It’s easy to build trust.
The payouts are actually paid every month, at least initially. People feel safe once they’ve seen the money hit their hands for a few months. If you can buy a customer's total confidence by just handing back a tiny fraction of their own money, it’s a steal.

Second: The customers do the recruiting for you.
Once those monthly checks start coming in, people get greedy. An initial one-million-Zeny investment swells to two, then four, then eight million as they try to set themselves up for life. They’ll borrow money to invest more, or recommend the "opportunity" to friends and family. The customers essentially become unpaid walking billboards, hauling in more and more cash.

Third: It’s hard to get caught.
As long as the distributions are being paid, it’s technically not a crime yet. This period can last for months, or even years. The scammer just sits back, living in luxury on the customers' money while waiting for the pool of new investors to peak. Then, the moment they decide they can’t squeeze any more out of the market, they vanish with the loot.

The marks don't even realize they've been conned until the moment the scammer is gone. It’s an efficient fraud that perfectly meshes the gears of human psychology.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa. Mitsugoshi should not be dabbling in this."

A Ponzi scheme is efficient, sure, but it has one fatal flaw: it always collapses.

That’s why you have to have an exit strategy. An individual can just disappear, but the Mitsugoshi Company has nowhere to run. If this blows up, the whole company goes under. The risk is way too high.

Wait, maybe a 36% yield isn't impossible in this world?

In my old world, it was a flat-out lie, but things are a bit more "wild west" here. There are probably plenty of lucrative, untapped opportunities, and I’m sure they’re planning to make full use of the modern knowledge they’ve been pilfering from my brain.

...Yeah, I could see them pulling it off.

"Oh, it says the maximum investment period is three years."

If that’s the case, maybe they really do intend to manage it at 36%. Mitsugoshi has been expanding at a terrifying pace. They’re likely dumping every cent of profit back into the business.

"So this is just a way to raise quick capital, huh?"

They must be desperate for cash right now. Collect money from customers, multiply it through credit creation, and keep fueling the expansion.

"Are they trying to conquer the world or something...?"

If they don't reel it in, they’re going to end up with another Mitsugoshi Company Encirclement on their hands. Still, knowing them, this might actually be a legitimate, high-tier product... maybe.

"I wonder if there’s anything else good in here."

I flipped through the rest of the pamphlet.

"Are you kidding me...? This insurance doesn't use compound interest... and this interest rate is only for the first year... This pension doesn't even start paying out until age fifty-five? In a world where the average life expectancy is sixty-five?!"

The whole thing was a minefield of "number magic." 

Then again, it wasn't much worse than the financial products back home. You always have to watch out for those legal scams—excuse me, "rip-offs"—I mean, those products where banks and insurance companies sell you "peace of mind" at an exorbitant premium.

"Hold on... this one’s a whole life annuity."

As the name implied, it was a pension you received every month until the day you died. The average life expectancy here might be sixty-five, but with my magic power, I planned on living at least five hundred years.

Heh... is this not an overwhelming victory?

I scanned the page for the absolute best plan.

"This is it...! A million Zeny every month for life... wait."

At the very bottom of the pamphlet, in text smaller than a grain of rice, was a single disclaimer.

『*Note: This plan is not available to Spellswords.』

I ripped the pamphlet to shreds.

"There isn't a single decent product in here!"

Thinking about it, that 36% yield might just be the hook. People in this world aren't familiar with things like investments, insurance, or pensions. You lure them in with sweet bait for three years, and then you hit them with the real money-makers.

"That's just cold..."

A thought struck me: if I started a Ponzi scheme in this world, I’d be guaranteed to succeed. No, no—I needed to stay focused on the Zombie Event. I was also curious about that business at the Oriana Kingdom Royal Castle that showed up in Doem's Testament.

"Still, it's weird that there’s almost no food left."

The only thing remaining was the Special Beauty Drops DX. Usually, shops would leave behind the stuff that was cheap or had a short shelf life.

"There's a reason the food's gone," Margari-san said, answering my unspoken question.
The Classic "I'll Be Right Back" Trope
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"So, why exactly is there no food?" 

Margari-san answered my question with a look of pure bitterness.

"Blame the damn nobles. We were the ones holed up here first, but they waltzed in after us and hogged every last scrap of food for themselves."

"Whoops..."

Total post-apocalypse vibes.

"I see. That’s why you wouldn't open the door when we first arrived," Christina noted.

Margari-san gave a heavy nod.

"Where are these nobles now?" I asked.

"They've barricaded themselves on the upper floor. They’ve got guards with them, so we can't even touch 'em."

"To save only themselves... that’s the lowest of the low," Christina said, her voice dripping with disdain.

"Yeah! What she said!"

I made sure to chime in with my agreement.

"Though, I do wonder why they left the Special Beauty Drop DX behind," she mused.

"Because those candies taste like crap," Margari grunted.

They’re gross? Okay, now I have to try one.

"How rude. You should say they have a 'healthy' flavor."

"Gah—ugh, disgusting!"

I immediately spat the candy out. I’d made sure to pocket a few earlier just in case something like this happened. 

"That's defamation! They aren't bad!" Christina protested. "Their reputation is that of a sophisticated flavor that can only be understood by a 'Chosen Beauty.'"

Ah, the Emperor’s New Clothes system.

"So, in other words, one requires an artistic palate to truly appreciate them?" I asked.

"Exactly, Cid-kun. You get it."

Christina picked up the candy I’d just spat onto the floor. "It’ll be fine if I wash it," she muttered.

...Well, food is precious, I guess.

"The question remains: what are we going to do about the food situation?" Christina asked.

"You two are nobles, aren't you?" Margari suggested. "Can't you go up there, negotiate with that lot, and get them to share?"

"I’m just the son of a Poor Baron Family from the Midgar Kingdom," I said.

"Figured as much. Don't worry, kid—I wasn't expecting anything from you in the first place."

I trembled with genuine emotion. This is it. This is the peak of perfect 'mob' treatment.

"But the lady here is different," Margari continued. "I can tell just by looking at her."

He wasn't wrong. Christina was practically radiating a high-class "protagonist" Aura.

"I am from a Marquis family in the Midgar Kingdom, but... do you know who exactly is up there?" she asked.

"If I remember right... it was the Marquis Ijirwa Family."

"I am so sorry."

Christina apologized instantly.

"Wait, does that mean negotiation is impossible?" Margari asked, sounding worried.

"No. It’s just... I had a specific reason for coming to the Oriana Kingdom."

"Indeed," I interjected, completely ignoring the fact that I had no business being here either. "Why did you need to come here during such a chaotic time?"

"I have relatives in the Oriana Kingdom, and they brought me a marriage proposal."

"At a time like this?"

"Apparently, they wanted to settle the matter before the war broke out."

In other words, they wanted the money.

"I’m a fourth daughter, and the deal would have provided a deep connection with the Marquis Ijirwa Family of the Oriana Kingdom. If things had gone smoothly, it wouldn't have been a bad arrangement."

"Doesn't sound like things went smoothly," I noted.

"Right. The proposal was finalized, but then I got swept up in all this mess. Honestly, the fact that my family managed to escape was a stroke of luck in the midst of all this misfortune."

"So, basically, your fiancé is the Marquis Ijirwa currently upstairs?"

"That’s the long and short of it."

"Man, being a Marquis family sounds like a lot of work."

"I’m the fourth daughter; I was prepared for this. I didn't have anyone I loved, so as long as the partner wasn't a horrible person, I was fine with it."

"He’s hoarding food while people starve downstairs, though," I pointed out.

"I'm sure he's not a bad person! There must be some kind of misunderstanding!" Christina paused. "...Is what I wish I could say."

"I really wanted you to say it. That would have been a great dramatic beat."

I could feel the commoners around us staring at her with literal murderous intent.

"I think I’ll pass. Still, the Marquis seems to have a thing for me, so I think I can at least negotiate."

"Spoken like a pro. To be honest, the moment I saw you, I knew you were a beauty whose face could topple an empire. Please bring back lots of food."

"Hehe, thank you. I suppose I have the Special Beauty Drop DX to thank for that."

"I'm sure that's it."

"Well then, I'm off to negotiate."

And with that, Christina headed up the stairs.

"So," I turned to Margari-san. "Do you think she’s actually coming back?"

"Who knows? We just have to trust the lady’s conscience."

"She is a Marquis’s daughter, after all."

Statistically speaking, the 'abandoning the commoners' move is a total classic.

"Well, if she were in love with a kid like you, then maybe she’d hurry back, but..."

"No way. Don't worry, though—I took out an insurance policy."

"Insurance?"

"I told her she was a beauty that could topple an empire."

"And?"

"That’s it."

"...I see."

We both stared up at the landing in silence.

A few moments later—

"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!"

Christina’s scream echoed through the building.
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"KYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!!"

Margari-san reacted to Christina’s scream instantly.

"Kid, move it!"

"Y-Yes, sir!"

The two of us sprinted up the stairs and skidded to a halt in front of a pair of extravagant doors.

"She’s in there!"

"Should I kick it down?" I asked.

"You idiot! You'll be executed for violating the Cultural Property Protection Law if you do that!"

"Wait, really? But this is an emergency..."

"Where do you think we are?! This is the Oriana Kingdom, the Land of the Arts!"

Margari-san scanned our surroundings. "Over there! We can get in through that way!"

He pointed toward a small service door used by the staff. Looking closely, it was cracked open just a sliver.

"KYAAAAAAAAAAHHH!"

Christina’s second scream echoed through the hall.

"Hurry!"

"Right behind you."

I followed Margari-san through the small door. 

We emerged into what looked like a massive ballroom. It was decked out in decorations, likely for some planned event. However, the beautiful marble floor was now stained with streaks of fresh, crimson blood. There were claw marks etched into the stone and long smears, as if something heavy had been dragged across the floor.

In the center of a growing pool of blood stood Christina. She was clutching her shoulder with one hand, her sword drawn in the other. 

Surrounding her was a literal horde of zombies.

"Are you okay?!" Margari-san yelled.

"—! Get back! Be careful, these are all Noble Zombies!"

Christina parried a lunging zombie as she spoke, her blade ringing against its flesh. 

"Kuh... they're so tough..."

Her sword had bitten into the zombie’s arm, but it stopped halfway through the bone. I see. So the blue bloods holed up in here have all turned into ghouls. Since they actually had some training in Magic Power, it resulted in a batch of zombies with boosted Physical Ability.

"UOOOOOOOOOOHHH!"

Margari-san let out a war cry and charged. He swung his greatsword, batting the zombies aside and carving a path through the encirclement.

Huh, Margari-san is actually holding his own.

I secretly sent a few zombies flying to give him a bit of a boost. Not that he needed much—the guy’s actually got some chops.

"You alright, missy?"

"Y-Yes, I'm fine."

"I’m in top form today for some reason—but we’re outnumbered. Let’s get out of here!"

I have to hand it to Margari-san; he doesn't let a little momentum go to his head or cloud his judgment.

"I suppose you're right..." Christina agreed.

"H-Hurry, this way!" 

While putting on my best "shaking-in-my-boots" act, I cleared out the obstructive Noble Zombies in our path with god-speed, securing an exit for our retreat.

"Move it, missy!"

"..."

Margari-san and I dove back through the small door while supporting the sluggish Christina.

"Close the door! Fast!"

"I'm on it!"

Margari-san slammed the door shut at the exact moment a zombie’s hand shot through the gap to grab Christina’s leg. The arm got caught in the doorframe, but the fingers remained clamped around her ankle, refusing to let go.

Ooh... nice, nice. 

I was practically vibrating with excitement as I "panicked" and started weakly batting at the zombie's arm with my foot.

"Kuh... dammit!"

Christina plunged her sword into the zombie's arm, severing it completely.

Finally, the door slammed shut. 

I never dreamed I’d get to see the classic 'zombie arm through the closing door' trope in real life!

While I was basking in the afterglow of a perfect cliché, the service door began to rattle violently.

"We need something to block it!" Margari-san screamed, throwing his weight against the wood.

"Let's move that furniture!" I suggested.

"Right!"

Christina and I hauled a heavy-looking wardrobe over to barricade the door. Only then did Margari-san finally slump back and exhale.

"I don't think they'll break through immediately, but..."

"There's no telling how long it will hold," Christina finished.

"Yeah. We should probably take turns keeping watch. So, what happened with the food?"

"It was in the back. But before I could grab it..." 

Christina glared resentfully at the rattling door.

"Nothing you could do in that mess," Margari-san grunted. "If only there was a way to get back in there and retrieve it."

"It would be difficult. I never imagined the nobles would be wiped out like that. They were supposed to have guards with them."

"Now that you mention it, you're right..." Margari-san nodded.

"I saw claw marks in the bloodstains," I chimed in. "Big ones."

I figured I should report my findings. There’s definitely a mutant, powered-up zombie in there. It’s the rules of the genre.

"I saw them too," Christina said.

"Claws...? You mean a beast or something?"

"I don't know... but something else might be lurking in there."

"If that's the case, we're in deep trouble here. I don't know if the three of us can hold this position..."

As Margari-san spoke with growing gravity, Christina shook her head.

"I'm sorry, but this is where I make my exit."

"Eh?"

"What are you talking about?"

Margari-san and I both stared at her.

"I mean this."

She flashed a sad, weary smile and turned her left shoulder toward us.

"T-This is..."

"Yikes." 

There was a gruesome bite mark on her shoulder. The flesh around the wound had already begun to turn a necrotic black—the universal sign of infection.

"I'm sorry... I'm going to end up just like them soon..." She hung her head, her voice barely a whisper.

"Missy..."

"I'll leave. I don't want to cause you any trouble."

"B-But...!" 

Margari-san started to protest, then turned a desperate, pleading look toward me.

Uhh... seriously, what am I supposed to do here?
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I stared down at Christina-san. A zombie had taken a nasty chunk out of her shoulder.

"Leave it to me," I said.

"Cid-kun...!"

"Kid, you actually have a plan!?" Margari-san asked.

I gave a solemn nod and drew the sword at my waist. 

Christina-san is a goner, I thought. "Look, she’s past saving. I'll just make it quick."

I channeled magic power into my blade and aimed it straight for her neck.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa!"

"Wait a second!"

"Don’t worry," I assured them. "I’m sure the pain will only last a second."

I was just about to swing the sword down when—

"Ow!"

Violet-san’s finger pinched my butt.

"Stop, kid!!" Margari-san shouted, snatching my sword away.

"You heartless monster! In a situation like this, you’re supposed to say 'I’ll save you'!" Christina-san yelled as she kicked me in the stomach.

Slap, slap, slap. Violet-san’s finger began rhythmically smacking my rear.

"Why? Even Christina-san said she'd given up!" I argued.

"That was just for show! If I say that, everyone acts all worried and cares about me, okay!?"

"Wait, what...?"

"I have zero intention of giving up! My life is too damn happy to end here! I’m not dying in some dump like this!" 

Spitting out her defiance, Christina-san began using her magic power to treat the bite wound.

"The bleeding might have stopped, but that’s not going to stop the zombification," I pointed out.

"I know that. Isn't there any way to cure this?"

"In these kinds of patterns, there’s usually some kind of event where you find a cure."

"I’ve never even heard of a medicine that can cure a zombie..."

"Yeah, me neither..."

The two of them let out a heavy sigh in unison.

If it were Possession, I could fix it in my sleep, but I had absolutely no idea how to treat zombification. I was totally winging it here. Then again, the only reason I figured out how to cure Possession was through a stroke of luck after a bunch of random magical experiments.

"Come to think of it, I’ve heard a rumor," Margari-san chimed in.

"A rumor?"

"The Mitsugoshi Company was apparently taking in residents for protection, but they were secretly rounding up everyone who’d been bitten. Rumor has it they were taken to the Mitsugoshi Company Underground for human experiments... I thought it was just a tall tale, though."

"Maybe they were researching the infected to try and develop a cure?" Christina-san suggested.

"Possibly. With the technical prowess of the Mitsugoshi Company, it wouldn’t be impossible. Besides, this building has far too many inexplicable features."

"Inexplicable features?"

"There are rooms that don't appear on the blueprints, hidden doors, and we’ve even found characters that look like some kind of mysterious code. Most importantly, officially speaking, this building isn't supposed to have a basement at all. There’s no doubt the Mitsugoshi Company was up to something here."

"Then it’s settled," Christina-san said firmly. "Let’s find a way into the basement. We might even find a hidden food stash."

"I wouldn't really recommend that..." I muttered.

When those girls try to hide something, they usually pack the place with a ridiculous amount of traps. Eta’s traps, in particular, are absolute nightmares. 

Wait, come to think of it... wasn't this building one of Eta’s designs?

"I have an idea how to get to the basement," Margari-san said. "Follow me."

"You’re so reliable," Christina-san said, glancing at me. "Unlike a certain heartless someone."

And just like that, my expert opinion was completely ignored.
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SHADOW

Delta was in high spirits. 

Why wouldn’t she be? We’d just spent the day hunting down a massive mob of bandits. In her world, might was power and strength was the only justice that mattered. Hunting wasn’t just about putting food on the table; it was a stage for her to flex and show off.

"Boss! How was Delta’s hunting today!?"

"Ah—yeah, it was fine, I guess," I said, preoccupied with looting wallets from the pile of bandit corpses. My Jet-black Longcoat fluttered in the wind as I worked.

"I did it! Boss recognized me!" 

For Delta, hunting with me was the ultimate peak. To a Beastkin, being acknowledged by a superior being wasn't just an ego boost—it was a necessity for maintaining your rank in the pack. It’s a whole cultural thing.

"Oh, by the way, what should we do with this one?" I asked, pointing at a dead Beastkin.

"Who is that?" 

"Your brother. You forgot already?"

Delta tilted her head, searching her memories. Come to think of it, I feel like there was some small fry yapping about something annoying earlier.

"Should we bury him or something? I don't really know how you Beastkin handle these things."

"No need is!" 

"Well, if you say so." 

I went back to my wallet-fishing. 

"Muu..."

Delta stared at the corpse, and for a fleeting second, a flicker of something unpleasant crossed her mind. It was a memory from a lifetime ago, back when she was still just a girl named Sara.

"Something wrong?" I asked.

"It is nothing!" 

She’d been having such a good time, too. To shake the feeling, Delta lunged at my back and started "marking" me. 

"Hey, get off!"

"I don't want to is!"

"Stop it! I’m going to smell like a dog!"

"I don't smell is!"

As she wrapped herself in my scent, those old, dusty memories finally began to fade. Or at least, that’s what she told herself.



SARA

The hut was dark and cramped.

"Sara... are you awake?"

The second I heard Mother’s voice, I jumped up from my spot on the floor.

"Sara is here!"

Mother was lying in the back of the hut, bedridden and weak.

"Cough... Please, go fetch some water."

She looked like every breath was a struggle.

"Understood! I’ll go get it right now!!"

I sprinted out of the hut for her sake. The morning sun was so bright it made me squint, and the grasslands seemed to go on forever toward the horizon. By the time I reached the spring, my feet were soaked with dew. 

The water was beautiful and clear, reflecting the sky. I crouched down to fill up, but then it hit me.

"Oh no! I forgot the bucket!"

I turned around and started running back, but someone stuck their leg out and tripped me.

"Ow!?" 

I went tumbling face-first into the dirt.

"Hey, stupid Sara! What, did you forget how to walk?"

"Hahaha! Don't tell me you forgot the water bucket again?"

It was my older brothers, Ral and Ren.

"Brother Ral... Brother Ren..." 

My ears went flat against my head.

"You really are useless," Ral sneered. "Can't even handle chores."

"You don't even bother with hunting training. I don't know why you’re even alive," Ren added.

"S-Someone has to take care of Mother! That’s why I can’t go to training!"

"Don't talk back to me!!"

Ral’s fist caught me right in the cheek. Even for a kid, he had the strength of a Beastkin. I bounced across the grass like a skipped stone.

"Ugh... uuh..."

I felt blood trickling from my lip. As I slowly pushed myself up, my brothers actually looked surprised.

"Wait, I hit her pretty hard that time," Ral muttered.

"Maybe I just hit a weird spot?" 

They walked over to where I was shivering.

"Listen, Sara," Ral said, his voice cold. "Giving that woman extra care is a waste of time. She can’t hunt. She only gave birth to three kids. She’s a disappointment."

"She’s a burden on the pack. That’s why Father abandoned her."

"How... how can you say that!? She’s your mother! She’s the only mother we have!" 

I was shaking all over, but I forced the words out through gritted teeth.

"...You really are an idiot," came the icy reply. "Weaklings have no value. That’s the Rule of the Pack, isn't it?"

"Because she’s weak...? The Rule of the Pack...?"

"You even forgot that? I can't believe you’re our sister."

"But... she’s Mother..."

"Not ours. Not anymore."

"Eh...?"

"Oh, right. We didn't tell you. Our strength was recognized. We’ve been adopted into the family of the pack’s Number Three."

"That’s right," Ren bragged. "Now we’re Lord Ral and Lord Ren of the Pit Family."

"That can't be... but Mother is..."

"I don't know any woman that weak," Ral said. "The next time we meet, don't you dare call us 'brother.' If you act familiar with us, I’ll kill you. Remember that."

They laughed as they walked away. I just stood there, dazed.

"That's right... the bucket..."

I wiped my tears and trudged back to the hut.



I forced a smile as I pushed open the door.

"Mother! I forgot the water bucket!"

"Goodness, you’re such a handful..."

Mother was waiting for me with a gentle smile.

"Te-he-he...!"

"Look, it's right over there."

"Got it!" 

I grabbed the bucket from the corner.

"Sara... what happened to your face?"

"Eh?" 

My cheek was burning, red and swollen from the punch.

"I... I tripped! Te-he-he!"

Mother didn't buy it. She stared at me, her eyes seeing right through my fake laugh.

"...Did Ral and Ren do this?"

"Ugh... no!"

"I see. Honestly, those two..."

"No! They didn't...!"

"You’re such a kind girl. Come here, Sara."

With my tail drooping between my legs, I shuffled over to her bedside. She smiled and stroked my hair.

"Uuu... Mother is too smart. You always catch Sara’s lies."

"Your lies are very easy to read, dear."

"Sara is stupid. 'Stupid Sara,' that's what they call me. How can I be smart like you, Mother?"

"Hmm, that’s a tough one. You take after your father so much..."

"But I wanted to be like you."

"You mustn't say that," Mother said, her voice suddenly stern. "Especially not outside this hut."

"...Okay."

"Good girl." She went back to stroking my head. "I know. Maybe you should try speaking more politely."

"Politely?"

"Yes. If you speak with proper manners, you might look smart... perhaps."

"Sara will become smart!?"

"You might... look smart."

"I get it! How do I do it!?"

"Well, politely... right. Try adding 'desu' or 'na no desu' to the end of everything you say."

"Like this is!?"

"E-Eh, that's not quite—"

"Like this it is!?"

"Y-Yes... that’ll work."

"Does this make me look smart it is!?"

"Hmm... well, more than before... maybe."

"From now on, Sara will talk polite just like Mother it is!!"

"Come here, Sara." 

Mother pulled me into a hug.

"You are such a precious child. My sweet, sweet girl."

"Mother...?"

"I hate that you have to suffer because of me."

"Sara isn't suffering it is!"

Mother shook her head and touched my swollen cheek. Her fingers were so thin they felt like twigs.

"Sara... listen to me. Why don't you go as an adoptee?"

"A-Adoptee...?"

"I’ve already made arrangements with the Dober Family. You couldn't get into the Pit Family with your brothers, but the Dobers are a big, strong house."

"Wait... did you arrange things for Brother Ral and Brother Ren, too?"

"It’s a secret. If they knew I was the one who pulled the strings, their pride would be hurt."

"But why...?"

"I have a few favors to call in with the Pits and the Dobers. Your mother used to be quite a big deal, you know," she said with a proud little smile.

"That's wrong it is! Why... we’re family! We’re supposed to be together!!"

"Sara..."

"Brother Ral and Brother Ren are mean it is!! They say such bad things to you! You’re sick and you’re hurting, and they won't even come home it is!!" I screamed, my voice breaking.

"Sara, listen. This is just how it has to be."

"No it isn't it is!!"

"It is the Rule of the Pack. I can’t hunt anymore. And you, Ral, and Ren are still just children. You’d only be a burden on the hunting parties."

"What about Father...?"

"He’s the Pack Leader. He has many other families to provide for. If I could still have children, he would support us, but I can’t anymore. This house has no one to bring home meat. We’re living on charity from other houses, and that can’t last forever."

"But Sara is... Sara is Mother's child it is."

"You will always be my child. But... please, think about it."

"I don't want to it is..."

I clung to her as hard as I could. 

"Sara is Mother's child it is. My brothers are just mean it is."

"Thank you, Sara. But please, don't hate them."

"Why not...?"

"Because they’re my precious children, too."

"Are they more precious than Sara it is?"

"No. You’re the best of them."

Mother gave a weak laugh.

"I did it it is!"

"Ral and Ren are young. They have no standing yet. Having a weak parent is a source of shame for them in the pack."

"Is that why they're mean to you...?"

"They’re desperate, too. Besides, they’re already stronger than I am."

"Is it okay as long as you’re strong?"

"That is the Rule of the Pack."

"Is that how it works it is...?"

"So please, Sara. Don't speak ill of them. If you all grow up healthy and get along, that’s all the happiness I need."

"Everyone getting along... I understand it is."

"Good girl." 

Mother wiped my tears with her bony fingers.

"Mother... what should I do it is?"

"About what?"

"What do I have to do so we can live like we used to it is? How do I make them stop making fun of me? How do I make it so you don't have to be sad it is?"

"Sara... I’m sorry."

"Why are you saying sorry it is?"

"I... I don't know the answer. But if you three grow up and become able to hunt prey with your own hands..."

"I just have to hunt prey it is?"

"Yes. And if you become very, very strong."

"I just have to be strong. Then will my brothers come back it is?"

"That... it would be nice if they did..." Her voice was barely a whisper.

"And will your sickness get better it is?"

"Maybe... maybe it would." She smiled, but it was the saddest look I’d ever seen.

"I get it it is! Sara is going to get strong and hunt lots of prey it is!"

"Don't be in such a rush... when you’re older... cough... hack!"

"Mother!?"

"I-I’m okay...!"

I desperately rubbed her back. I could feel every single rib poking through her skin, and it made my heart race with panic.

I have to hurry.

"...Sara?"

"I-It’s nothing it is! Are you okay now it is?"

"Yes, I’m fine. Thank you."

"That’s good it is! Well, Sara has to go now it is!"

I turned and bolted for the door.

"Wait, Sara!" 

Mother called out, stopping me in my tracks.

"W-What is it it is?"

"...Where are you going?"

I looked down, my ears drooping. 

"...To get water it is."

"You’re forgetting the bucket again."

"Ugh... I was just being clumsy it is!"

I grabbed the bucket and ran.

"T-Then, I’m really going to get water now it is!"

"Be careful, Sara."

I could feel Mother’s worried gaze on my back the whole way out.



Night fell.

I waited until Mother was fast asleep before sneaking out of the hut. The grasslands were usually endless, but now they were swallowed by a pitch-black void.

Still, my eyes could see everything.

"They’re over there it is."

I twitched my nose, sniffing the air. 

"Over there, too. And there. There are tons of them it is."

My eyes, my nose, my ears—I was sharper than anyone in my family.

"I just have to hunt prey it is."

I was too young to be allowed on the official hunts. Usually, girls weren't allowed to go until way after the boys. But if I waited, it would be too late. 

I stepped out into the dark grass. My legs were shaking. I was way more scared right now than when my brothers hit me. They’d had training, but I’d never had a single lesson. I didn't know the first thing about hunting.

"I have to be strong it is..."

I forced my shaking legs forward. Every few steps, I’d stop to scout with all my senses. Then I’d move again. Repeat. I traveled way further than our settlement ever went. 

When a pack of beasts passed nearby, I just stayed still and let them go.

"I’m the best at hide-and-seek it is."

None of the kids back home could ever find me. Even the adults struggled. It turned out those skills worked on monsters, too.

Eventually, the shaking stopped. I realized nothing in these woods could find me if I didn't want them to. That realization gave me a strange sense of calm.

"Too many is bad it is."

I sifted through the sounds and smells to pick a target. I strained my eyes until I could see through the dark; I twitched my nose until the wind delivered every secret; I focused my ears until I could hear every heartbeat. 

I understood everything. I don't know why, but I just knew.

"There it is."

A Great Leopard was lurking in the tall grass. It was a predator of the plains—something so dangerous that most hunters wouldn't even dream of soloing it. 

But I could tell. That leopard was failing. It was a weakling.

I crept up from downwind. As I got closer, the scent of death got stronger. I was right. 

This thing—it smelled just like Mother.

My concentration snapped. I realized what I was thinking, and the horror of it hit me like a physical blow.

"N-No it is!"

But it was true. I had compared Mother’s death to this leopard’s death. I had looked down on them both as weaklings.

"It's wrong it is!!" I screamed, losing control of myself.

"GRRRRRRRRR—"

The Great Leopard was right in front of me. 

"Ah..."

Its massive jaws and razor-sharp fangs lunged for my throat.

"Aaaaaah..."

I had a single thought as it came for me.

Wow... you really are weak.



I stood in the grassland just before dawn.

The rising sun was beginning to bleed into the sky. At my feet, the Great Leopard lay dead.

"Ah..."

I was crying. I stood there, covered in blood, sobbing quietly. There wasn't a single scratch on me. Every drop of red on my skin belonged to the leopard.

"Uaaaaaaah..."

I finally understood. I couldn't un-understand it.

In these grasslands, being weak wasn't just a misfortune. It was a sin.

【TO BE CONTINUED IN THE SECOND HALF!?】
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