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  Chapter 1

A sharp, metallic crash echoed through the room.

The source of the racket—a noise so jarring it triggered a reflexive urge to cover one's ears—was a man in his mid-thirties. He sported a Kaiser mustache, carried a polished black cane, and was dressed in a stiff, high-collared military uniform. With the cane gripped firmly in his right hand, he had just shattered a massive vase standing nearly a meter tall.

White petals drifted through the air as the spilled water seeped into the deep crimson carpet.

"How do you intend to take responsibility for this!?"

"I am terribly sorry! Please, I beg your forgiveness...!"

"Don't talk such nonsense, you lowly creature!"

The man’s face was twisted with rage. The phrase "the countenance of a demon" was surely coined for a man like him in this moment.

His fire-like anger showed no signs of subsiding after merely destroying a vase. He continued to hurl foul-mouthed abuse at the servant who knelt before him with her head bowed, weeping as she stammered out apologies.

Beside the man stood a woman of elegant age, draped in a glittering dress. She held a young boy close, her eyes filled with contempt as she looked down at the servant. The scene was one of a military man and a noblewoman ganging up on a single, defenseless maid.

As Kazuki Hirasawa processed the scene, he reached a startling conclusion.

(...Wait, is this a game event?)

It was a conclusion that sounded utterly insane, but he had a reason for reaching it. Kazuki recognized this person and this exact sequence of events.

The exchange unfolding before him was identical to a scene from Brave Hearts, a single-player RPG released for home consoles a few years ago.

The reason he could recall it so instantly was simple: Kazuki was a die-hard fan of the game. He had played through it so many times he had lost count of his total completions. He knew the dialogue for almost every event scene by heart; there was no room for error.

The man in the uniform and the woman in the dress were the parents of a character in the game. The servant begging for mercy was Clara, the mother of one of the main characters.

Having grasped the situation, Kazuki—who was currently being held in the woman's embrace—fell into a state of extreme shock.

Why were game characters moving? Was this reality? What was happening to him?

Questions surged one after another, his thoughts spinning in useless circles. He couldn't wrap his head around this sudden, harrowing situation, yet one thing remained terrifyingly clear.

(I can’t believe I’ve been dropped right into the middle of such a Depressing Event!)

If this scene followed the game’s script, the servant Clara’s life was now a flickering flame in a gale. As the term "Depressing Event" implied, this was the scene where the servant was murdered. Clara was destined to be killed by the hand of the couple's son: Harold.

(Where is Harold? In this scene, he’s supposed to be with his worried mother... Wait, no way.)

Then, a sickening realization hit Kazuki like a physical blow. He was standing exactly where Harold should be.

A chain reaction of discrepancies followed, starting with his height. Despite standing firmly on both feet, his perspective was alarmingly low.

This event was depicted in the game as a flashback to the past. While the exact year wasn't specified, Harold had been a boy of about ten at the time.

Every piece of the puzzle was falling into a horrific place.

(Am I... Harold?)

It was a wild, baseless thought. He had no proof.

But the moment the possibility crossed his mind, an intense chill raced down his spine.

(No, no, what am I saying? This is a dream. Obviously. That’s the only logical explanation.)

He tried to shake off the premonition by reasoning with himself. It was the most sensible, comforting answer.

Yet, no matter how hard his mind argued that this was an illusion, his five senses screamed otherwise. The warmth of the woman holding him, the spray of spit from the man's shouts—everything felt far too real. No matter how much he denied it, he couldn't convince himself this was a dream.

(Then what? If it’s not a dream, is it really the world of the game? That’s impossible... but this is so vivid... but a game world? Even so, if this is real, Clara is going to die!)

Caught in a deadlock between reason and instinct, Kazuki could only stare blankly. As his mind looped through the same impossible logic, he felt the urge to simply stop thinking altogether.

However, contrary to his inner turmoil, his body began to move of its own accord.

He pulled away from the woman’s arms and took two steady steps forward.

"Your pleas are worthless. I shall personally purge your foul blood from this house."

"Wait, Father. Leave this woman’s execution to me."

The man had reached for a sword hanging on the wall, intent on cutting the servant down then and there. From behind him, Harold’s voice called out to stop him.

The words were lines Kazuki had read on a screen a dozen times.

Lines that hadn't been voiced in the original game were now being spoken in Harold’s voice—a voice he recognized—coming out of his own mouth. His own will had absolutely no part in it.

"To you? What do you plan to do?"

"I’ve recently learned a new spell. Let me use her as a test subject. It’s a much better use for her than staining the floor with the blood of an Inferior Species, don’t you think?"

Kazuki felt the corners of his mouth curl upward. Regardless of his true feelings, he knew he was wearing a classic villain’s smirk.

He didn't have the slightest bit of mental leeway to be smiling. To be trapped in a nonsensical situation while his body moved against his will was a source of pure, unadulterated terror. Kazuki didn't have the life experience to stay composed under such circumstances; anyone who could adapt to this would have to be more than just "talented"—they would be a freak.

Fortunately or unfortunately, Kazuki was no freak.

Which meant he was powerless to stop the flow of the event.

"Oho, I suppose that would be an amusement. Men! Throw this woman into the Underground Dungeon until he is ready!"

As the military man barked the order, soldiers appeared instantly. They seized Clara by the arms and dragged her away. Kazuki could do nothing but watch her go.

"Filthy Mixed-blood. We showed her mercy by hiring her, and she can't even perform a simple task."

"She is an Inferior Species, after all. At least she'll be useful for testing Harold’s magic."

"Hmph. I suppose you're right."

Their eyes were full of naked disgust, as if they were looking at something subhuman. This couple didn't view Clara as a person at all.

Normally, Kazuki would have been repulsed.

But in his state of confusion, their words barely registered. Even if he heard them, his mind couldn't process the weight of their cruelty.

Dozens of minutes passed in a blur of shock. He had no memory of the surroundings, of who he spoke to, or how he eventually reached his destination.

When his consciousness finally cleared, Kazuki found himself sitting deep in a plush sofa in an unfamiliar room, staring into space.

"...Where am I? Is this Harold's room?"

He muttered the words in a weak, hollow voice as he looked around.

The room had never appeared in the game, so he couldn't be sure, but the sheer size of the space, the canopy bed, and the expensive furniture made it clear it was a private suite.

In one corner of the room stood a large, full-length mirror that stood taller than a grown man.

Kazuki swallowed hard, a dry click echoing in his throat.

He forced his trembling knees to lock and stood up, making his way toward the mirror with unsteady steps. He had to confirm his hypothesis—all while praying with everything he had that he was wrong.

With every step, his heart hammered harder against his ribs. His breathing became shallow and fast. Yet, he didn't stop.

Finally, he stood before the glass.

He had been looking down at his feet, but slowly, he lifted his head. He faced the mirror and forced his tightly shut eyes to open.

The reflection staring back was, without a doubt—

"You’ve got to be... kidding me..."

Ruthlessly, the mirror showed the face of Harold Stokes in his youth.
Chapter 2

Lustrous black hair and crimson eyes. His sharp features, far removed from anything found in Japan or even the rest of Asia, forced him to acknowledge the likeness of Harold Stokes, whether he liked it or not.

He stood roughly 140 centimeters tall—the body of a ten-year-old.

Dressed in a pintucked, snow-white blouse with a cross-tie and knee-length half-pants, he was the picture of a young British aristocrat.

Kazuki Hirasawa had become Harold Stokes. Hard as it was to swallow, the fact was now undeniable.

He had no idea how or why. Was this what people called possession, or was it just a terrifyingly lucid dream? Perhaps Kazuki and Harold had swapped places, or maybe the consciousness known as "Kazuki Hirasawa" was nothing more than a delusion born of the original owner's shattered mind.

His sense of self was dissolving. Struck by a vertigo so intense it felt as if the floor were vanishing beneath him, Kazuki braced his hands against his trembling knees. He fought back a sudden surge of nausea, swallowing hard to keep his stomach down.

Breathing became a chore. Dizziness bleached his vision, and acid burned in the back of his throat. He felt utterly miserable.

He wanted to give up on everything and just sleep. In a fit of despondency, Kazuki collapsed onto the bed, his mental energy spent.

When I wake up, this will all have been a dream, he told himself. I'll wipe away the cold sweat and laugh about how much I panicked. He clung to that desperate hope as his consciousness began to fade, only to be jerked back into Harold’s body by a sharp knock on the door.

"...Enter."

He considered ignoring it, but before his mind could catch up, his mouth had already spat out the command. He couldn't tell if it was Harold’s will or his own subconscious reflex.

(Damn it. If it were really "me," I wouldn't just bark "Enter" like that.)

Kazuki wasn't so rude as to address a stranger with such arrogance. It seemed his body was moving on its own again.

He’d already answered; there was no turning back now. He forced his heavy body upright, his mood sinking even further.

The visitor didn't hesitate. An elderly man with salt-and-pepper hair opened the door, offered a deep, respectful bow, and stepped inside.

Upon seeing that face, Kazuki recognized him.

Norman.

The man served as the butler of this mansion. In the game, players knew him as "The Stokes Family's Conscience," and affectionately called him "Norman-san." He wasn't a blood relative, but in the toxic environment of House Stokes, he was the only source of comfort for the players. And now, he was standing in Kazuki's room.

"Pardon the intrusion, Lord Harold."

"What do you want?"

"Actually, I wished to consult with you regarding..."

Norman trailed off.

Kazuki stared back, puzzled by the sudden silence. The butler looked concerned.

"My lord, are you feeling unwell? If so—"

"I'm fine."

"But your complexion—"

"I said I'm fine!"

He shut down Norman’s worry with a callous snap.

He was drowning in problems, but he couldn't exactly confess, "Actually, I think I’ve possessed Harold-kun." He’d tried to be polite, but his mouth had other ideas. It seemed his words were being automatically translated into Harold’s haughty dialect. It was a maddeningly inconvenient "feature."

Norman, however, felt a prickle of unease.

The Harold Stokes he knew had zero tolerance for discomfort. He never worked hard, he fled from pain, and he crushed anything that annoyed him. While his parents were largely to blame for enabling him, Harold usually exaggerated even the slightest ailment to get attention.

Today, despite being as pale as a ghost, he was enduring it and even demanding to continue the conversation.

Norman wondered if he should return later, but seeing the look in Harold’s eyes—a gaze that practically screamed Get on with it—he decided to proceed.

"……I shall be brief, then. I wish to request a reduction in the punishment imposed upon Clara."

The words hit Kazuki like a physical blow. He suddenly remembered: he held a life in his hands.

He’d been so preoccupied with his own predicament that he’d completely forgotten about her.

Claiming her for "magical experiments" had just been his body following the script; he had no intention of actually doing it. He wanted to agree to Norman’s request immediately, but the words died in his throat.

It wasn't that Harold’s personality was blocking him. Kazuki had stopped himself.

Why? Because he knew the Original Story.

If things went according to the game, Clara would be burned alive by Harold’s magic. Her daughter, Colette, would be left orphaned and cast out of the Stokes Territory. Eventually, the Original Protagonist’s family would find the exhausted girl and take her in.

In short, Colette was the Main Heroine. If he saved Clara now, he might derail the plot so much that Colette never meets the Protagonist. The weight of that realization paralyzed him.

Of course, there was the possibility of a "Historical Correction Force"—an invisible hand that kept the plot on track regardless of his interference. If such a thing existed, he wouldn't have to worry about the consequences of his actions.

(But if the world is self-correcting, then my fate is already sealed. I have to assume that my actions actually matter.)

It was the only way to stay sane.

On the flip side, if there was no Correction Force, then his knowledge of the game was his greatest weapon. He could avoid the atrocities Harold committed and stop his reputation from tanking.

A glimmer of hope sparked in his chest.

(Changing the plot too much would be a mistake. I'd lose the advantage of foresight. I need to guide the story toward a better ending without breaking the main scenario!)

If he did nothing, Harold would die in a few years. He had to stop that. But breaking the world's internal logic was just as dangerous in an RPG world where death lurked around every corner. Survival meant walking a tightrope: sticking to the general flow while systematically dismantling every Death Flag in his path.

If I want to live, I need to stop overthinking and start doing, Kazuki decided, hardening his resolve.

Norman caught the flash of determination in Harold’s eyes and felt a jolt of surprise. He had never seen the boy look so resolute.

"Clara... the servant? You expect me to go out of my way to help her?"

Kazuki winced internally the moment the words left his lips.

He’d meant to say, "Clara is the servant from earlier, right? I want to help, but I can't be seen doing it." How on earth did his mouth translate that into such a sneer? Norman’s face fell, his hope visibly withering.

(Crap! This is going south fast!)

He was about to rake in even more Hate Points if he didn't fix this. He scrambled to salvage the situation.

"If you want her saved, show me some initiative first. Only then will I hear you out."

"D-Does that mean...!"

"You're annoying. Get out."

Terrified that his mouth would spew even more insults, Kazuki practically chased Norman out of the room.

The butler offered a final word of gratitude as he left, leaving Kazuki to collapse back onto the bed in relief. He’d managed to signal his willingness to help—barely.

Staring at the ceiling, Kazuki reconsidered his strategy. Avoiding Hate Points while the plot moved forward was going to be much harder than he’d thought.

But giving up wasn't an option. If dying here meant dying for real, he couldn't take the risk. His best bet was to play the part of Harold Stokes, avoiding the worst "scum" behavior while sticking close to the Original Story's path.

Step one: information. He needed to know if this world was a perfect replica of Brave Hearts or just a close imitation.

He ransacked the room, finding several familiar game items and a shelf full of magic books and biographies. To his relief, they were written in Japanese. It really was a world "Made in Japan."

Next, he needed to see Clara. He stepped out of his room and flagged down a nearby armored guard.

"You there."

"My lord!"

The soldier dropped to one knee. Kazuki ignored the groveling.

"Take me to the Underground Dungeon. I wish to see the servant, Clara."

"The dungeon, sir?"

"What? Have you something to say about it?"

"No! Not at all! Right this way!"

The soldier led the way with brisk movements, his armor clanking loudly with every step. It would be a nightmare to try and sneak around this place at night.

They arrived at a bleak, stone structure standing at the rear of the estate.

"This is the entrance, my lord."

"How many prisoners are inside?"

"Only one at the moment, I believe."

Perfect.

"Wait here. See that no one else enters."

"U-Understood."

Leaving the guard outside, Kazuki opened the heavy wooden door and stepped in.

"L-Lord Harold!? Whoa!"

Inside, Kazuki found another guard slacking off on a row of chairs. The man panicked and tumbled to the floor as Harold entered. Kazuki ignored him, heading straight for the iron floor-grate in the corner.

"The key. Now."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

He took the key, unlocked the grate, and looked at the guard.

"I have business below. You are not to follow."

He took the key with him—just in case—and descended the murky stone steps. The air was cold and damp. At the bottom, he found four cramped cells.

In the back right, a shadow huddled on a bed of straw.

"You are Clara Amereil, I presume?"

"Lord Harold...?"

Clara’s voice was a fragile thread. She couldn't see his face in the gloom, but his voice was unmistakable.

"Is it... time already?"

She was trembling. She expected the magical experiments to begin. Despair clouded her features.

"If you're so eager to die, I can oblige. But I'm here for something else."

Harold leaned against the bars of the opposite cell, crossing his arms. Clara was confused. In two years of service, she’d barely spoken to him.

"Something else?"

"A few questions. Answer truthfully, or else."

Clara nodded, paralyzed by the sheer pressure he radiated. This wasn't the petty brat she knew; his presence was calm, cold, and heavy.

"Tell me about your family."

"I... I have a daughter."

"Her name?"

"Colette."

"And the rest of your kin?"

"My husband and I eloped; my family disowned me. He passed away three years ago."

(So that's why she's all alone,) Kazuki thought.

He continued the interrogation, confirming Colette’s age and lack of magical ability. Everything matched his knowledge of the game. He had what he needed.

"We're done. Goodbye."

"Wait! Please!"

Clara lunged toward the bars, tears streaming down her face.

"When I'm gone, Colette will be alone! She's so young... she can't survive on her own! Please, Lord Harold, I beg you—look after her! She's innocent! Please!"

She prostrated herself before the very boy who had framed her, begging for her daughter's life.

The real Harold would have laughed. But Kazuki only saw a mother’s selfless love. He couldn't kill a woman like this. Colette needed her.

"Pathetic," he spat. "You're a sight to behold, groveling over meaningless anxieties."

It was the only way his mouth would allow him to offer comfort.

"My lord...?"

He didn't answer. He turned to leave before his own emotions could betray him. Just before reaching the stairs, he threw one last sentence over his shoulder.

"If you love her so much, then see to it you never leave her side again."

His footsteps receded. The iron gate clanged shut.

Clara stared into the darkness, whispering his words back to herself. Meaningless anxiety? Never leave her side?

There was no one to answer her, but for the first time in that damp, dark cell, the silence felt warm.
Chapter 3

He had gathered crucial information, but he was still a long way from a solution. He needed to devise a concrete plan to save Clara and Colette.

Kazuki’s immediate idea was to get the two of them out of the Stokes Territory and relocated to Brosche Village, the home of the original story’s protagonist, Rainer.

If Clara stayed alive, this move offered the highest probability of Colette and Rainer eventually meeting. Based on his knowledge of the game, Brosche Village was by no means large; he remembered Rainer mentioning that all the children in the village were childhood acquaintances.

The real question was whether Colette and Rainer could still form a bond as deep as they had in the original story.

With Clara alive, it would be difficult to recreate the exact circumstances where Colette ended up living with Rainer’s family.

In that case, can I somehow force her into the ‘childhood friend’ position? he wondered.

“Mmm...” He groaned, but no brilliant ideas came to mind. It was at this deadlocked moment that none other than Norman appeared.

“Excuse me, Lord Harold.”

Seeing Norman bow with the exact same precision as he had hours ago, Kazuki felt a sense of pointless admiration. A master butler really is on another level.

The only thing different from their previous encounter was the thick bundle of papers tucked under the man's arms.

“Lord Harold, how are you feeling...?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself. I’m fine. More importantly, what is that?”

“These are maps of the lands surrounding the Stokes Territory and information regarding nearby settlements, both within and outside our borders.”

(Norman-san, you’re a godsend!)

Kazuki suppressed the joyful shout that would have surely shattered his character. Even if he had let it out, it probably would have been "translated" into some dubious praise like, “Hmph, I suppose you’re not entirely useless.”

Even so, it was impressive that Norman had gathered such a mountain of information in just a few hours. Kazuki decided to ignore the question of what had happened to the rest of the man's duties in the meantime.

“Quite the collection. So, how do you intend to save that servant?”

“...It is difficult for me to say this, but I believe the ideal solution would be to move them outside the Stokes Territory.”

This was a massive gamble for Norman.

Removing residents from the land meant a loss of labor and tax revenue. If Harold had intended to kill her from the start, he might not have cared about such trifles, but Norman didn’t believe Harold was thinking that way anymore.

However, a noble might still find it offensive that their "property" was being handed over to another lord. It was a matter of prestige.

“I see. Which towns are the candidates?”

“T-they are listed here...”

Norman was caught off guard by Harold’s nonchalant response; it felt as though the rug had been pulled out from under his expectations.

Harold ignored the butler’s surprise, focusing entirely on the documents as he listened. His posture was the definition of serious. In fact, he seemed so enthusiastic about the proposal that he immediately began troubleshooting potential issues.

“Moving beyond the borders requires significant preparation. First, can commoners even travel freely between the territories of other nobles?”

“There are no specific restrictions for individuals. However, being sent to unfamiliar lands with nothing would make survival difficult. They will need a minimum amount of supplies...”

That meant they would need a small luggage carriage—one belonging to the House Stokes, naturally. And to move a noble or merchant carriage through checkpoints, a travel permit was mandatory.

“Supplies cost money, and with a daughter in tow, a carriage is a necessity. We’ll just have to deal with the permit as well... What a massive pain this is.”

Despite his complaints, Harold’s eyes never left the documents for a second.

Furthermore, Norman was shocked to realize that Harold was already fully aware of Clara’s family situation. He had assumed the boy was as indifferent to the servants as his parents were.

(Could it be... No, it must be. Lord Harold truly cares for the people, even at his age.)

Was that why he had demanded Norman take the lead? To test his sincerity?

If so, everything made sense.

The lie about using her as a "magic experiment" was likely a ruse to isolate her in a safe place when she was moments away from being executed. His lack of concern over the loss of labor and taxes—which were negligible for a single family—was because he held no petty vanity. He sincerely wanted to save her.

Thinking of the future, Clara would only be safe in a land where the reach of House Stokes could not find her. Of course he wouldn't refuse the proposal.

He has been moving to save her from the very beginning. It’s only natural he’d demand my best since I’ve offered to help.

A surge of heat rose in Norman’s chest. Simultaneously, he felt ashamed for ever doubting the boy. He shouldn't have questioned a child who was so single-mindedly searching for a way to save a lone servant.

If Harold was serious, Norman had to be serious too. His voice naturally grew more fervent.

“In this town, the upcoming harvest festival means they will be desperate for labor...”

“But the cost of living is higher there than in the Stokes Territory. Without a stable income, they’ll starve...”

Harold offered sharp, accurate critiques of every suggestion based on the data. His logic, perspective, and knowledge were far beyond those of a ten-year-old.

Of course, Kazuki’s mind was that of a university student, but to Norman, the boy appeared to be nothing short of a child prodigy.

To be honest, Norman didn't have a shred of affection for House Stokes. The current head and his wife were the personification of blood supremacy and elitism. They looked down on anyone who wasn't a pure-blooded noble and treated commoners like insects.

But their son was different.

He wasn't blinded by easy prejudices; he possessed a strong moral compass and a mature worldview.

This boy could be the light of hope that changes House Stokes, Norman thought. He couldn't help but see a radiance in Harold that inspired true expectation.

“—And that is the extent of my findings.”

By the time their heated discussion ended, over two hours had passed. Outside the window, the sky was dyed a deep madder red.

Through his exchange with Norman, Kazuki had been able to spot several small details he would have otherwise missed. The plan to move the two to Brosche was now largely viable.

The only question left was when to strike. Based on his memories of the game, not much time passed between the event's start and Harold murdering Clara. It was likely either tonight or the day after next at the latest.

As long as there wasn't a massive delay, it shouldn't break the original story's flow. To be safe, he wanted to act within the next three days. He also didn't want to act so suddenly that his parents became suspicious.

However, doing it tonight was unrealistic. That left tomorrow or the day after.

“Norman.”

“Yes!”

“We act tomorrow night. I’ll secure the permit. Have everything ready by then.”

“Understood.”

After much internal debate, Kazuki chose the following evening.

Based on Harold’s personality, the murder in the game likely happened on the first night—tonight. He wanted to keep the timing as close to the original "depressing event" as possible.

Once Norman left, Kazuki stood alone in his room, bathed in the glow of the setting sun. He ran through his simulations over and over, practicing every move and every line for the following night.

This was a one-shot deal where failure was not an option. He was carrying a human life on his shoulders. There was no way he wouldn't be nervous.

To shake off the tension, he immersed himself in the mental rehearsal, repeating it single-mindedly. He stayed in that trance until the dinner hour arrived and his consciousness was pulled back to reality.

Perhaps the practice paid off, because when dinner began, he was able to smoothly deliver the lie to deceive his father.

“Oh, that reminds me, Father. I have a request.”

“What is it, Harold?”

“I heard a blacksmith recently opened a shop in Reitze, and his swords are supposedly incredible. I want one.”

“Hmm. I’ll have a merchant stop by and pick up a few suitable blades, then.”

“That will take too long. I want it immediately.”

“My, Harold is so proactive,” his mother chimed in with a giggle. “In the future, you’ll be a magnificent noble, just like your father.”

Kazuki had no idea why wanting a sword made him "proactive," but it was useful cover, so he took it.

“Mother thinks so too! Come on, Father, please? If you give me a permit, I can send a messenger to buy it right now!”

“Harold wants it so badly, dear. Why not just write him a quick note?”

“I suppose you’re right. Very well, I shall write the permit tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, Father!”

To any outsider, the laughter at the dining table would suggest a close-knit, happy family.

But none of the surrounding servants watched the scene with warmth. They all knew the truth. They knew these people viewed them as nothing more than stones on the side of the road. Whether they existed or not didn't matter; they weren't even worth noticing.

Even if they were the employers, the servants could never feel anything but coldness toward them.

For everyone but the master and his wife, the "happy" dinner was a chilling performance that dragged on into the night.

And yet, there was no one in the room who knew just how false the scene truly was.

No one except Kazuki and Norman.
Chapter 4

The next day, the manor was a hive of activity from early morning.

Specifically, for two soldiers in particular.

Both were the men who had witnessed Kazuki’s actions the day before. Kazuki had decided that involving as few people as possible was the only way to ensure a strict gag order for Clara’s rescue, so he had asked Norman to identify individuals who could be trusted with a secret.

Norman’s answer had been "yes." While that was fortunate for Kazuki, the soldiers likely felt otherwise.

Summoned by Harold at the crack of dawn, they had hurried to his room in fear and trembling, wondering what they had done wrong—only to be blindsided by a detailed plan to save a servant.

As they struggled to wrap their heads around the situation, one reality was seared into the hearts of the two soldiers and the carriage driver: if this plan failed or was leaked to a third party, their lives were forfeit.

Driven by that fear, one of the soldiers was currently huffing and puffing as he scurried to fulfill a mountain of orders. The other was likely running himself ragged across town at this very moment.

The only one with a moment of peace was the driver, who had no role until nightfall.

"H-Lord Harold, I have purchased the items..."

"Stash them in the underground dungeon before anyone sees you. Once that’s done, take a horse and scout the route to the highway with your own eyes."

"I haven’t brought a horse yet, sir..."

"Then borrow one from the stables. Just see that it doesn't return with any suspicious injuries. Have it back before sunset."

Relentless. Truly Spartan.

In Kazuki’s defense, he was quite panicked himself and lacked the mental bandwidth to be considerate of those around him.

Once he confirmed the soldier had headed for the stables with a twitching face, Kazuki resumed his magic practice.

He was working on the low-level spell Flame Column. According to the original story, this was the magic Harold used to murder Clara. While the truth of the spell's name was never explicitly stated in the game, the prevailing theory among players who had watched the cutscene was that it was "probably Flame Column," so he had decided to stick with that.

The name was secondary, however; the real issue was the spell's pathetic output.

At first, his chanting was hampered by embarrassment and a healthy dose of skepticism that he could even use magic. To his surprise, he succeeded on the first try. He was initially thrilled, but a closer look revealed a pillar of fire less than forty centimeters high and about as thick as an aluminum can.

In the original story, the pillar was large enough to easily engulf an adult woman, and in the battle sequences, it looked to be at least two or three meters high.

If this body really belongs to Harold Stokes, I should be able to do this, Kazuki thought.

He wasn't actually planning to burn Clara to death, so he didn't technically need that kind of firepower. Even during the "execution," he had no intention of letting the spell get as out of hand as it did in the game’s cutscenes.

That said, since he was letting Clara escape, he couldn't leave a body behind. He needed the "fact" that he had incinerated her with such heat that not even ash remained. To that end, Kazuki spent the day practicing his magic while simultaneously scorching the ground, tree trunks, and leaves in his training area.

He worked in a forest clearing where the trees grew thick. He repeated the tedious labor with painstaking care, ensuring he didn't accidentally start a forest fire.

"Phew... this should be enough."

Even in a monologue, his arrogant tone remained. It seemed this was simply Harold’s natural way of speaking.

Setting that aside, he had finished disguising the area to look like a burn site. He judged that if he put on a flashy show with a pillar of fire tonight, everyone would assume the body had been cremated instantly.

Honestly, he was terrified. His anxiety was through the roof.

He was the one deciding whether a human being lived or died; there was no way he could be at peace. Even if they were just game characters, Kazuki had spoken with them and felt their emotions. To him, they were human. He couldn't see them as mere icons anymore.

No matter how much he prepared, he would never be able to tell himself "it's definitely going to be okay."

But in a way, that anxiety was a blessing.

He had somehow wandered into a game world and was currently possessing a character. Under such unprecedented circumstances, staying sane was a challenge. However, because Kazuki was currently facing a visible, life-or-death crisis, he had to devote all his mental energy to solving it. He had no room to worry about anything else. It was a form of escapism, but it provided a much-needed mental stability.

Is this really enough? Is there a flaw in the plan? Is there anything else I’ve missed?

Kazuki continued his meticulous preparations until the sun dipped below the horizon.



The night of the full moon arrived.

Led by a soldier, Clara arrived in the moonlit forest. She wasn't wearing her maid uniform, but rather everyday clothes that would blend in with the commoners in town—clothes Kazuki had ordered the soldier to buy earlier that day.

"Um..."

"Silence."

He snapped at Clara’s anxious voice. Kazuki’s nerves were still frayed.

A heavy silence lingered for a long time. Kazuki, Norman, Clara, and Soldier A—the one who had been slacking off the day before—stood in the dark until the distant sound of galloping hooves broke the tension.

"...Finally."

A soldier emerged from the depths of the forest, coming from the direction of the town. He led a small girl and two horses.

As soon as they saw each other, Clara and the girl cried out.

"Mama!"

"Colette!"

Clara pulled the girl into a fierce embrace the moment she was lowered from the horse. Kazuki watched them out of the corner of his eye as he took the soldier's report.

"I apologize for the delay, Lord Harold. It took time to cut through the forest while leading the horses..."

"It doesn't matter. You weren't seen by anyone in town, were you?"

"No, sir. However, it seems another servant who commutes from the town leaked the news. Rumors are already spreading that Clara is to be executed."

"Tch."

He clicked his tongue reflexively. It was obvious in hindsight, but he hadn't considered that. He really wasn't as calm as he wanted to be.

But there was no time for that now. Regret could wait. He stepped toward the pair, who were still embracing with tear-filled eyes.

"I shall give you two a choice."

He held up his index finger before their faces.

"One: you die here."

Colette gasped, her face pale. Clara, however, kept her gaze fixed straight on Kazuki. He raised his middle finger.

"Two: you abandon this land and begin a new life outside the Stokes Territory."

"What?"

Clara’s eyes widened. If they fled to another noble’s territory, the House Stokes would have no power over them. It was a total pardon.

"If you choose the latter, you will be dead to the world. You will never be permitted to return, and you must sever every connection you have ever made here."

"...You would forgive us?" Clara whispered, dazed.

"What are you talking about?" Harold asked with an overbearing sneer.

Internally, Kazuki wanted to smile and say, "Of course!" The cause of this entire mess in the game was Harold bumping into Clara while she watered the flowers, falling in the mud, and throwing a tantrum. It was a pathetic reason to kill someone. It was no wonder Colette grew up to hate Harold with such passion in the original story.

Kazuki, of course, didn't hold a grudge. He had only regained his memories after the incident.

"Enough, choose quickly. It would be far easier for me if I just killed you."

"...Forgive me. I still wish to live... for my daughter."

(I thought so—)

If she had said "please kill me," all his effort would have been for nothing. Besides, Kazuki didn't have it in him to kill anyone.

"Hmph. How boring. Then take this."

Kazuki pulled a hemp bag from his coat and tossed it carelessly to the ground. Clara untied the drawstring, then froze in shock at the contents.

"T-This is...?"

"Severance pay. Don't tell me you're too stupid to understand the concept."

"—Thank you. Thank you so much."

Clara dropped to her knees, her voice trembling with gratitude. The money was actually an allowance Harold’s father had given him to buy a sword, so Kazuki felt a bit guilty accepting her thanks.

"And you. Take this."

To hide his embarrassment, Kazuki handed something to Colette. It was a necklace decorated with the emblem of the Order of the Holy King—a silver sword set against obsidian wings. He had found it while searching Harold’s room.

"Keep this on your person at all times. Never take it off. This is the condition for your release. Understood?"

"Y-Yes!" Colette nodded, terrified.

"...However, if a man ever appears who wants that necklace, give it to him. Someone close to your age with some skill in combat. In exchange, make him promise to protect you like a knight."

"Um...?"

Colette looked confused by the oddly specific instructions. Kazuki wanted to explain it more simply, but his mouth wouldn't cooperate.

"Lord Harold is telling you to give that to the person who will protect you," Norman offered, stepping in.

Nice paraphrase, Kazuki thought, making a small mental victory pose. Colette nodded twice, finally understanding.

"I-I understand."

"Then begone. I’ve had quite enough of being troubled by the likes of you."

Kazuki turned and gave the signal to the soldiers. The plan was to escort Clara and Colette to the highway on horseback. From there, he had to trust the soldiers and the carriage driver to finish the job.

"Lord Harold. Truly... thank you."

Just before mounting the horse, Clara and Colette bowed deeply and departed.

Kazuki felt they were thanking him for the effort he'd put into saving them, but he couldn't help but feel he didn't deserve it. Harold was the reason they were in this mess to begin with.

(Getting thanked for a rescue mission I staged myself...)

He wasn't proud of it. But if Clara and Colette could find happiness, that was enough. He pushed the murky feeling aside. He had one last task.

"Norman, return to the manor ahead of me."

"...As you wish."

Norman hesitated. He had seen a look of deep conflict on the boy's face and wondered if he should leave him alone. But the expression vanished in an instant, replaced by Harold’s usual cold composure. Norman decided it wasn't his place to pry and began to walk away.

He would soon realize that was a mistake.

As he walked back toward the mansion, a gust of wind carried Harold’s voice to his ears. The words were fragmented, nearly lost in the rustling of the leaves, but they made Norman stop dead in his tracks.

"Hah... such an ugly face... not even worth living..."

The boy's voice was faint, dripping with self-loathing.

"There's no way I can be forgiven..."

It sounded like a confession of sins.

"A waste of life... at least, if I died... it would be better, wouldn't it?"

The words were sharp, as if he were cutting into his own flesh.

It was a monologue from a ten-year-old boy. He had just performed a feat of resourcefulness far beyond his years to save a family, yet he was suffering. All alone, so that no one would see.

"It’s over—Flame Column!"

With a roar, a wave of heat blasted through the forest. The pillar of fire rose high, burning with a violence that seemed to manifest the turmoil in Harold’s heart—as if he were trying to incinerate the suffering within his small body.

Norman stood rooted to the spot, dazed by the glimpse of Harold’s internal struggle. He couldn't move until he heard the sound of Harold’s boots trampling through the brush as he returned.

Harold’s face twisted when he saw the butler.

"What are you doing here? I ordered you to return."

Kazuki’s tone was harsh. He had just finished reciting his "event lines" to the empty air—mocking the "dead" Clara to satisfy the game’s script. It was a moment of supreme embarrassment, a "dark history" performance he’d hoped no one would witness. If he’d been overheard, he was ready to die of shame.

If people thought he was some "edgy" Chuunibyou kid, it would be a disaster. He had to silence Norman immediately.

"Forget everything you saw and heard today. Take it to your grave. I will accept no answer other than 'yes'."

He pressed Norman with a desperate intensity.

To Kazuki, it was the desperation of a man trying to hide an embarrassing secret. To Norman, it looked like something else entirely.

(Why does he try so hard to hide his pain? He is but a child... just how much is Lord Harold trying to shoulder?)

The boy's stubborn refusal to rely on others was tragic. Norman could do nothing but nod.

With a final glance at the butler, Harold walked away. His back looked terribly small and exhausted.

Norman realized that Harold was likely using his parents as a model of what not to be. Lacking any real power, he had to deceive them to do what was right. If his true thoughts were revealed, it would only cause conflict he couldn't yet win.

A normal child would have clashed with their parents openly, but this boy was too intelligent. He understood the consequences. So he chose to wear a mask, deceiving his parents and everyone in the mansion. Not a single person in the House Stokes had seen through his act.

And they never would have, if not for this incident.

Norman felt a wave of regret. He had spent years holding feelings of aversion toward a boy who was fighting a lonely battle. He had no right to worry about him now.

"...No. I cannot simply dwell on regret."

He would likely spend the rest of his life repenting for the ten years he hadn't stood by Harold’s side. But regret solved nothing. He had to use whatever time he had left to make up for those lost years.

He would serve until the day that kind boy no longer had to torment his heart with the mask of a villain.



How long had they been traveling in the carriage?

Clara noticed the sky beginning to pale as she stroked the head of her daughter, who was using her lap as a pillow. Dawn was near.

Clara felt no exhaustion. She felt weightless, as if she were floating. In just two days, her entire world had been upended. When she was thrown into that cell, she had accepted that she would die. She had been consumed by the fear of death and the despair of leaving her daughter alone.

And then, she had been saved by a boy only a year older than her child.

He had bought them clothes, prepared horses and a carriage, and given them a fortune to start a new life—all for a servant who could have been easily replaced. Harold’s parents, who viewed her as "inferior," would never have allowed this. This was his will alone.

During the journey, the soldiers had told her how the boy had planned it all.

First, he had claimed he wanted a sword from a famous blacksmith in Reitze to secure a travel permit. He had sent the carriage ahead early in the morning to wait in a secluded part of the forest. Meanwhile, the soldiers had scoured the town in civilian clothes to buy supplies and horses without drawing attention. "He had us running around all day," one had said with a wry but proud smile.

Once they reached Brosche, Clara and Colette would stay, while the soldier and the carriage continued to Reitze. Since Brosche was on the way, it wouldn't look suspicious. He had even factored in a full day's delay for the round trip.

Clara was stunned. A ten-year-old boy had devised such a meticulous plan in half a day and executed it perfectly.

Furthermore, the money he had given her was the very gold his father had provided to buy the sword. When she worried that he wouldn't be able to buy the blade he supposedly wanted, the driver had chuckled.

He told her that he had asked Harold the same thing. The boy had simply replied:

"Are you an idiot? I'll just pick out some cheap piece of junk and be done with it."

Beneath the harsh words, Clara could feel a profound kindness. Even the driver had seemed to enjoy talking about it.

Clara’s life had been anything but easy, but as she watched the horizon, she felt that the birth of her daughter and her meeting with Harold Stokes were the two most precious things to ever happen to her.

"Clara-san, are you awake?"

"Yes. Is something wrong?"

"Brosche Village is in sight."

She peeked out from the back of the carriage.

Bathed in the light of the rising sun and shrouded in a sparkling morning mist, Brosche Village appeared before her.

"We’ll be there by the time the sun is up. Why don't you try to rest a little until then?"

"Thank you for the thought. But for now... I want to burn this sight into my memory."

"I see. Yeah, I think I understand."

Clara, the driver, and the soldiers were all captivated by the sight.

It was as if the village itself was blessing Clara and Colette on their new journey.
Chapter 5

Harold’s parents swallowed his report whole, fully convinced that Clara and her daughter, Colette, were dead. The idea of doubting their own son didn’t even seem to occur to them.

Watching them heap praise on him for his "magical talent" despite believing their child had just murdered a woman and a young girl, Kazuki felt a chasm open between him and his parents—one so deep he doubted it could be filled in a lifetime. Unless they abandoned those twisted values, there would never be a reconciliation.

Still, he decided to take what he could get; their blind devotion meant he wasn't under suspicion, and for now, that was enough.

The plan to rescue Clara and Colette was, for all intents and purposes, a success.

Under normal circumstances, he would have celebrated, but Kazuki was already facing a new set of problems and had no time to spare. At most, he could only offer a silent prayer that Colette would eventually cross paths with Rainer.

The issue currently weighing on Kazuki’s mind was the growing resentment among the citizens of the Stokes Territory. Simply put, the House Stokes’ tyranny had reached a breaking point, largely due to their oppressive taxation.

The Stokes Territory was mostly flat, aside from the mountain range towering to the northeast. With the main highway running right through the town, it was ideally situated for trade and transit. While landlocked, it was fed by rivers flowing from the mountain streams, and the vast forests stretching from the northwest to the east made it perfect for forestry.

With a steady flow of people and goods and an abundance of nature, both primary and secondary industries should have been flourishing.

However, because the territory itself wasn't particularly large, these advantages weren't being fully exploited. It felt less like a thriving region and more like a town that had merely grown too large for its cramped borders.

Despite its limited economic scale, the House Stokes imposed crushing taxes on the populace.

While the wealthier residents near the town center could manage, the burden on the farmers in the outskirts was becoming unbearable.

In recent years, natural disasters had struck like clockwork, devastating crop yields. Profits had plummeted, leaving many farms operating deep in the red.

Naturally, the farmers had pleaded for temporary tax relief, but there was no way a couple like Harold’s parents would listen. Far from it—they had tightened their grip, even going so far as to threaten the people: "If you keep making a fuss, we'll raise the rates even further."

In the game Brave Hearts, there had been mentions of the people suffering under tyranny, but the details had never been explored. If it hadn't been for the documents Norman provided, Kazuki likely wouldn't have noticed the depth of the crisis either.

If this continued, the mounting resentment would almost certainly explode into a full-scale revolt.

That would be the first step toward the inevitable downfall of the House Stokes.

Frankly, Kazuki didn't care what happened to the family name, but since he was likely to be dragged down with the ship and meet a gruesome end, he couldn't afford to sit idly by.

"Excuse me! ...Wait, what are you doing?"

Entering the room with a cursory knock and without waiting for an answer was Zen, the carriage driver who had assisted in the Clara rescue mission.

For some reason, he had recently taken to pestering Harold even when he had no official business. No matter how much Harold’s mouth spat vitriol at him, Zen would just laugh it off, seemingly impervious to the insults.

At nineteen, Zen was roughly the same age as Kazuki had been in his previous life. Being the closest in age to Harold among the male staff at the mansion, Kazuki found him—internally, at least—quite easy to be around.

It helped that Zen had a friendly, almost dog-like personality.

Zen tilted his head in confusion as he witnessed Harold’s "eccentric" behavior.

In reality, it wasn't that strange; Harold was simply recording the growth of plants on his balcony, which was about fifty centimeters deep and attached to his window.

"This is none of your concern. Close the door and get out."

"Oho, I smell a secret in the air!"

Closing the door behind him, Zen peered onto the balcony while letting out a response that was, as expected, very puppy-like. His attitude was the height of irreverence for a servant.

Twenty flowerpots were lined up on the balcony, divided into three sections for three different types of plants. Several of them were growing with unnatural, explosive vitality.

"Suzu-imo, Bruna, and Red Gult... Are you planning to grow your own snacks?"

"Do you want me to rip your guts open and shove the pots down your throat? (I'm growing them for you to eat, Zen.)"

"I’ll pass on that, thanks!"

"..."

At this rate, I’ll never have a normal conversation again, Kazuki thought, feeling a wave of depression even as his hand continued to record the data.

As Zen had noted, these were all edible vegetables. Since Suzu-imo grew underground, leaving only the leaves visible, it was impressive that Zen had identified it so quickly.

Specifically, these were the top three major crops grown in the farming villages of the Stokes Territory.

"Even so, they’re growing at totally different rates."

Unfazed by Harold’s threats, Zen leaned in with genuine curiosity. Whether he had a heart of steel or was just thick-headed, he was certainly resilient.

Impressed by Zen’s "punching bag" levels of durability, Kazuki held out a glass bottle.

"Some were given water mixed with this, and some weren't."

In his hand was a translucent, light-blue bottle—a sight familiar to any Brave Hearts fan. It was the "Life Potion," an item that restored twenty percent of a player's health, though it was usually only useful in the early game.

"You’re using Life Potions... on vegetables?"

Zen had clearly never heard of such a thing. However, the plants treated with the potion were visibly larger and more vibrant.

While Zen’s eyes widened at the unconventional idea, for Kazuki, this was just following the game mechanics.

The "Synthesis" system in Brave Hearts allowed players to combine materials to create items. However, some materials could only be obtained through farming.

Because the drop rate for high-quality materials was abysmally low even when following the manual, players had resorted to a "throw everything at the wall" approach.

Eventually, it became common knowledge that pouring Life Potions—or the high-tier "Ether"—on the soil increased harvest efficiency. Soon, every player was acting like a hero-turned-farmer, drenching their fields in recovery items.

Kazuki had been one of those players.

To see if the logic held up in this world, Kazuki had used Norman to procure pots, soil, seeds, and a batch of expired Life Potions that had been gathering dust in the Stokes' warehouse.

At first, using pure Life Potion made the plants grow too fast, causing them to wither before they could bear fruit. After several rounds of trial and error, he had finally found the perfect dilution ratio.

Kazuki plucked a few Red Gults and tossed them to Zen.

"Whoa!"

"Eat."

"Raw!?"

Zen caught them all skillfully but didn't hide his grimace.

Kazuki understood the sentiment. In the real world, the vegetable closest in taste to a Red Gult was an onion. While edible raw, they were almost always cooked.

"Curse your own stupidity for meddling in my affairs."

"...Alright, fine! Here goes nothing!"

Resigning himself to his fate, Zen bit into a Red Gult.

A crisp, pleasant crunch echoed through the room.

"Wait, what!?"

Zen swallowed and let out a shout of pure excitement.

"What is this?! It’s way sweeter than a normal one! It’s delicious!"

Judging by the reaction, the results were excellent. Even Kazuki hadn't expected the "Life Potion Farming Method" to improve the flavor as well.

It was a welcome surprise, but Zen was too small a sample size to be certain.

"Take those to the kitchen and have the chefs taste them. I want their impressions on the flavor, the pros and cons compared to standard crops, and whether they’re market-ready. Bring back every detail."

"You got it!"

Zen gave a sharp salute, though it looked ridiculous since he was still clutching a handful of vegetables in his left hand.

"And make sure you don't mention where you got them or who—"

"Is giving the orders? It’s a secret, I know! Leave it to me, Lord Harold!"

Zen flashed a wide, genuine smile.

His opinion of the boy known as Harold Stokes had been flipped upside down by the recent rescue mission.

He had once thought the boy was just a bratty, self-centered, and incompetent noble, but it seemed Harold had been playing a part for some unknown reason. Harold’s true nature was the polar opposite.

He was kind, he cared for those beneath his station, and he possessed a maturity and wisdom far beyond his years.

Knowing that, Harold’s sharp tongue just seemed like the posturing of a contrarian. In a way, it was the only thing about him that actually felt like a child.

Even when Zen barged into his room and overstepped his bounds, Harold only spat insults; he never actually looked displeased.

At Harold’s age, he should have been hyper-aware of their class difference. Even if they had been childhood friends it would be one thing, but they had only started talking recently.

Yet Harold didn't care about Zen’s lack of etiquette. It was as if he had no interest in the superficial trappings of status.

To Zen, the boy named Harold Stokes was someone he truly liked.

It was obvious Harold was up to something again with these Red Gults. It was likely some grand plan that an uneducated man like Zen couldn't even fathom.

And Zen was more than happy to help him achieve it, in whatever way he could.
Chapter 6

"Alright, I'm off!"

With that, Zen—acting on Harold’s orders—dashed out of the room in high spirits. Kazuki could only tilt his head in confusion, wondering where that sudden burst of motivation had come from.

A twinge of anxiety nagged at him; he just hoped the guy wouldn't get carried away and do something unnecessary.

Well, if Norman trusts his judgment, it probably won't end in a total disaster, Kazuki told himself. Deciding to clear his head, he headed out to perform the sword drills that were fast becoming his daily routine.

This was an RPG world. Once you stepped outside the safety of human settlements, monsters roamed the wilds as a matter of course.

It went without saying that surviving in such a perilous world required a corresponding level of strength. Moreover, as Harold Stokes, Kazuki was destined to be swept into the center of a violent, swirling vortex of conflict.

While he intended to avoid combat whenever possible, he knew he wouldn't have that luxury when it came to events tied to the original story. Therefore, he had begun practicing a semblance of swordsmanship to prepare for the inevitable.

Carrying the sword Zen had purchased in Reitze, he stepped into the backyard. After confirming he was alone, he began running through a training menu he had devised himself.

He gripped the hilt with both hands, raised it above his head, and swung it down in one fluid motion. From that position, he snapped his wrist to the left and slashed upward to the right with a single hand.

Using his leading right foot as an axis, he pivoted clockwise, using the centrifugal force to deliver a horizontal slash from the left.

This was Harold’s basic combination from the game—the standard three-hit combo triggered by tapping the attack button.

Kazuki, who lacked even basic Kendo experience, had no way of knowing if these moves were actually practical in a real fight, but he decided to use them as his foundation for now.

Initially, he had practiced standard overhead strikes like a Kendo student, but he figured that since he was preparing for a game world, practicing the game's actual animations would likely yield better results.

Nearly a month into this regimen, the movements had begun to settle into his body. The physical intuition allowing him to master the blade so quickly wasn't Kazuki’s—it was Harold’s.

When he thought about it, Harold might have been a world-class scumbag, but he was an exceptionally high-tier combatant, capable of clearing dungeons solo and trading blows with the protagonist’s party. If Kazuki trained seriously with this body, he might actually attain that level of power.

(Thinking about it that way actually gets me kind of hyped!)

Despite the absurdity of his situation, Kazuki couldn't help the feeling. He was a Brave Hearts fan to his core. Even if he had possessed the most hated character in the franchise, the prospect of being able to perform the legendary techniques from the game made his heart dance.

Fueled by determination and excitement, Kazuki continued to swing his sword in silence. To an outside observer, the sight of a small boy effortlessly wielding an adult-sized sword would have been utterly bizarre.

Normally, a child his age wouldn't even be able to swing the blade properly, but Harold’s high-spec body compensated for the lack of raw size. Kazuki himself remained blissfully unaware of just how much heavy lifting his new biology was doing.

One way or another, Harold Stokes was a talented man.

Between tending to the crops, training his sword skills, and currying favor with his parents, a month and a half passed. By the time the potted plants on the balcony were all lush and vibrant, Kazuki was finally ready for his next move.

The person Kazuki summoned to his room that day was a slender man wearing glasses. He appeared to be in his early thirties, and his sharp, piercing gaze gave him a cold, unapproachable air.

His name was Jake, one of the accountants responsible for managing the finances of House Stokes. Even the usually stoic and taciturn Jake seemed visibly unsettled by the summons.

There were four people in the room: Harold, the young master; Norman, the veteran head butler; Zen; and Jake himself.

"Sit."

Kazuki—performing his role as Harold—spoke the command the moment Jake entered.

Norman, standing diagonally behind Harold, stepped forward and handed a small booklet to Jake as he took his seat.

"Read it."

"Yes, milord."

Jake’s confusion only deepened as he flipped open the booklet. However, as he scanned the pages, the look in his eyes sharpened.

Contained within were the granular details of House Stokes' financial situation. It was a headache-inducing mountain of red ink, but sadly, these were figures Jake knew all too well.

"Are there any glaring errors in those records?"

"……No, milord. There are none."

Errors were impossible; these were direct copies of the balance sheets Jake himself had compiled. He knew his own work was flawless.

Is he going to use these to find a reason to punish me? The thought crossed Jake’s mind.

"I thought as much."

Contrary to Jake's fears, Harold let out a heavy sigh. There was no malice in it, nor any intent to rebuke. If anything, he sounded utterly exhausted.

"For several years now, the Stokes' finances have been hemorrhaging money. The primary cause is my parents' obsession with vain extravagance. We’re staying afloat on the savings of previous generations and predatory taxation, but that won't last forever. The burden on the peasantry is reaching its limit. Do you have any objections to this assessment?"

"I am aware that the situation is... trending in that direction."

Jake’s expression remained a mask, but internally, he was reeling. It was shocking enough that a ten-year-old boy could perfectly decipher a complex financial report, but he couldn't grasp the motive.

Harold, the heir to the house, was openly criticizing his own parents, the current heads. Jake had no idea how he was expected to respond.

At a loss, Jake glanced at Norman for help, but the old butler merely stood behind Harold with a serene expression, offering no hint.

"It's not an emergency quite yet, but if this continues, both House Stokes and the people living on our land will face total collapse. Though I suppose for people like you, it might be a blessing if this house just rotted away."

"Please, milord, do not say such things. If someone were to overhear, it could be mistaken for treasonous intent."

Jake offered the safest response possible.

From Kazuki’s perspective, however, it wasn't exactly a mistake. He wasn't planning an insurrection to seize control of the house, but he also had no burning desire to preserve House Stokes at all costs or even become the next head.

To be blunt, he didn't care if the house collapsed exactly as it did in the original story. He just wanted to fade into the background once the plot was over and live out his days as a peaceful "Townsperson A."

Of course, the priority was returning to his original world, but since he had zero clues on how to do that, he'd put that goal on the back burner for now.

"Hmph. Regardless, it's obvious we’ll eventually go bankrupt unless we increase revenue from the peasantry—specifically the agricultural district."

Jake remained silent. He couldn't argue, because the agricultural sector in the Stokes Territory had already entered a state of terminal decline.

Between the crushing taxes and failing yields, many were quitting the trade or fleeing the territory altogether. The trend was particularly fatal among small-scale farmers.

If this continued, tax revenue would plummet. And when it did, would the current Lord Stokes lower taxes to help the people recover? Jake knew the answer. That man would do the opposite—he’d hike the rates even higher to wring every last copper out of the survivors.

(Does Lord Harold truly understand the gravity of this...?)

This wasn't a problem a ten-year-old should be losing sleep over. Most children his age couldn't even read a balance sheet, let alone project a territorial collapse. But for the boy in front of him, such things didn't even seem to be a hurdle.

"That's why I've called you here," Harold continued. "You're the one tasked with inspecting the agricultural district, aren't you?"

"I am... but what do you mean by that?"

"Zen."

"Right away!"

On cue, Zen threw open the balcony doors. He returned with a basket overflowing with Red Gults and set them down in front of Jake with a heavy thud.

Jake stared at the fruit, blinking in confusion. "Um, what is...?"

"Now, now! Don't just stare! Please, sample Lord Harold's specially grown Red Gult!"

"Don't you start butting in either," Harold snapped at Zen. "Do you want to be turned into fertilizer?"

"I'm sorry!"

"Lord Harold... grew these?" Jake asked, stunned.

To be honest, the only thought in his head was Why? He couldn't fathom why a noble like Harold would be farming in his room, nor why he was being forced to eat the results.

Still, he couldn't refuse. He tentatively picked up a Red Gult and took a bite.

"...! It's... sweet?"

"Right?!"

"Why are you the one acting proud..."

Jake's blood ran cold at Zen’s lack of decorum, but Harold didn't strike him. He merely massaged his temples in exasperation.

"In any case, what you just ate was grown using a unique method I developed. I want you to lend me your strength to disseminate this method."

"Why me, milord?"

"Implementing this method requires capital and, in some cases, specialized equipment. You're the best fit because you know the Stokes' finances inside out, and as an inspector, you know the reality of the fields."

Harold’s logic was sound. If the materials and quantities were decided, Jake could calculate the costs. He could judge the feasibility of new equipment and suggest ways to meet the necessary conditions.

The real question was whether this new farming method was actually viable for mass adoption.

These Red Gults were exponentially better than standard ones. If they hit the market, demand would be astronomical. However, if the production cost exceeded the market price, they were useless. Some farmers wouldn't survive the wait for the initial investment to turn into a profit.

"It seems you actually have a brain in your head."

Harold didn't seem annoyed by Jake’s silence; if anything, he seemed impressed.

From Kazuki’s perspective, he didn't need a mindless drone who would just say "yes" to authority. He needed someone who could think for themselves. Kazuki only knew what was in the game; he needed people like Norman and Jake to catch the real-world problems he might miss.

"If it can improve our current situation, I would be honored to help. However..."

"However, you can't just nod along without hearing the specifics. If you said that to my father, he’d either beat you for talking back or toss you into the Underground Dungeon."

Jake stiffened. So he really is that man's son, he thought.

But for some reason, Norman and Zen were both wearing wry smiles.

"……Well, it's the logical reaction. If you’d agreed without a single question, I would have just felt like I had a second Zen to worry about, and my stress would have doubled."

"Hey! What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means you should try using your head for once."

"That's cold..."

Ignoring the sulking Zen, Kazuki continued. This was the heart of the matter.

"Now, I'll give you the explanation you want. This is the key."

He held up a bottle of Life Potion. His plan was simple: the LP Farming Method.

So far, all three types of vegetables he’d tested showed accelerated growth and significantly higher sugar content when treated with Life Potion.

He didn't plan to convert every field at once. Instead, they would start with a pilot program, grouping several small-scale farmers together. This would disperse the economic risk of failure and prevent a single bad harvest from being a death sentence.

Furthermore, by grouping them, they could supply the project using the "expired" Life Potions slated for disposal in the Stokes' treasury. This would keep the initial overhead almost non-existent.

The defining trait of the LP method was its sheer speed. It was bordering on the supernatural.

Normally, a Red Gult took nearly two months from seed to harvest. With Life Potion, they bore fruit in five days to a week. In the game, you could harvest the next day after sleeping at an inn, but reality seemed to have a bit more lag.

Regardless, with that kind of turnover, even a tiny plot of land could generate massive profits.

"Harvesting in just five days!?" Jake’s usually calm voice cracked. It was revolutionary—an agricultural miracle.

"But we can't let it work too well."

"Why not?" Zen asked.

"Because if we flood the market with cheap, high-quality produce, we’ll crash the prices. We risk bankrupting every farmer outside the Stokes Territory."

The LP method might cost slightly more in materials, but the volume and speed would allow for mass production at a fraction of current costs.

Kazuki’s real fear, however, was his own safety. He didn't want to become the target of international resentment. If people found out Harold Stokes was the one who crashed the global produce market, he’d have a target on his back.

On the flip side, if his greedy parents found out, they’d try to monopolize the tech. Kazuki wanted to avoid both extremes. He wanted to start small, with strict limits on harvest volume, to slowly stabilize the local economy.

Once they had a foothold, they could expand to other crops.

So far, he’d found that Red Gults and Suzu-imo preferred a 1:1 ratio of potion to water, while Bruna did better at 3:7. When he’d tried 100% Life Potion on a Bruna plant, it grew from seed to harvest between sunrise and sunset. He’d sent it to the kitchen via Zen, but the taste was apparently "vile," so he’d scrapped that idea.

Essentially, every crop had a "sweet spot" for growth and flavor. If they mapped those out, the agricultural district’s income would stabilize at a very high level.

"Ideally, I’d form a dedicated team for this, but..."

That would require his father’s approval. Kazuki could already see his parents' eyes turning into gold coins.

He wanted to avoid friction between farmers and keep other nobles from hating him. Even if he couldn't keep it a secret forever, he wanted to at least restore the farmers' finances to the point where they could afford to buy their own Life Potions before the secret got out.

No matter how big the headache, he had to do this to survive his death flags.

When he finished, he noticed Jake was staring at him, mouth agape. Norman looked equally stunned. Zen had clearly checked out halfway through and was nodding off.

Ignoring Zen, he frowned at the other two.

"Do you two have a hobby of showing people your stupid faces?"

"M-my apologies, milord. I was just... overwhelmed by the sheer scale of your vision."

"I had heard rumors," Norman added, "but to have thought this through to such a degree... I am truly in awe."

(Being admired this much for an amateur’s brainstorm is making me really nervous...) Kazuki thought.

He didn't have a degree in economics. He was just throwing out a rough framework based on game logic. He hoped these two were actually capable of filling in the blanks.

"I’ll tell you now: I don't need yes-men. If you see a flaw, I want you to point it out. Every single one. Understood?"

If they didn't, the pressure would probably kill him.

However, Norman and Jake interpreted his words very differently.

At his age, he has discovered a world-altering cultivation method and devised a realistic policy to implement it. And yet, he isn't conceited—he demands the highest level of scrutiny from himself and others.

He doesn't care about the wealth or fame this would bring. He is focused entirely on the salvation of the people. Such profound compassion and iron-willed dedication...

The realization hit them both with the weight of an epiphany: Harold Stokes was a man born to lead.

He radiated a natural charisma that made them want to follow him into the fire.

"Final confirmation, then. Jake, will you be my hands and feet?"

The accountant didn't even have to think. "I will dedicate every ounce of my ability to your service, Lord Harold."

"If you serve me, then exert yourself for the pathetic commoners, not for my sake," Harold sneered. "They are weaklings who cannot survive without someone to hold their hands."

He spoke with total arrogance, yet his goal was the protection of the weak. His stance was more honorable than that of any knight.
Chapter 7

「If you understand, then get to work at once. Norman, summarize the points I just explained into a document to persuade the residents. Ask me about any unclear points or concerns; don’t leave anything out.」

「I have understood.」

「Jake, divide the adjacent farms so that their management scales are as equal as possible. I’ll specify the area of the fields for cultivation later, so you don't need to worry about that.」

「Understood.」

Once I’d said my piece, I figured those two were capable enough to handle the rest. Just as I leaned back into my chair, thinking that was about all I could do for now, I caught Zen’s eye. He was still lingering in the room.

「……What?」

「What shall I do, Lord Harold?」

Zen’s eyes were sparkling with anticipation.

Unfortunately for him, he wouldn't have any work until we actually headed to the site.

「Stay quiet. Better yet, get back to your actual job.」

To begin with, Kazuki hadn't even called for Zen. Since the man was always loitering in the room anyway, Kazuki had simply been ordering him around on a whim.

「I’m off duty today!」

「Then what the hell are you doing here?」

I kicked Zen in the back as he flashed a thumbs-up and sent him tumbling out of the room.

In the now-empty study, I let out a long, heavy sigh.

That was one stage finished. Now I just had to wait for Norman and Jake to finish their preparations. I didn't know how long that would take, but I figured I could relax for at least a week.

However, just as I was settling into that thought, a new problem came flying in.

It happened during dinner. Harold’s father suddenly dropped a bombshell at the table.

「Harold, your marriage partner has been decided.」

The only reason I didn’t spit out my juice was that Kazuki already knew Harold was supposed to have a fiancée. Even so, I couldn’t hide my shock; I’d been so buried under a mountain of immediate problems that I’d completely forgotten she existed.

「A marriage partner? Who?」

Feeling a twinge of guilt for my own feigned ignorance, I asked back with what I hoped was a fitting reaction.

「The daughter of House Sumeragi. To be precise, it's only an engagement for now, but this will further strengthen the Stokes bloodline.」

「Oh, how lovely!」

My parents were practically giddy. For two pure-blood supremacists, this was undoubtedly the best news they’d heard in years.

The Sumeragi clan was one of the noble families that had been instrumental in the founding of this country. Because of their history, they still maintained deep ties with the Kingdom. By forming a blood connection with such a house, House Stokes would gain the prestige they craved as "pure" aristocrats.

「And so, the other party says they are eager to meet you. We’ll be heading to the Sumeragi Territory soon.」

That’s a load of bull, I thought, barely managing to swallow the insult. Having played the game, Kazuki knew the Sumeragi family wasn't keen on this engagement at all.

Originally, House Stokes and House Sumeragi were in completely different leagues. The only reason the engagement was even happening was due to the plot of the original game.

(Wait, hold on. If it's this period, then maybe……)

As I pieced together the information in my head, a sudden idea occurred to me.

The fact that the engagement talk had surfaced meant the Sumeragi family was undoubtedly already suffering from the "crisis." However, if this was still before the start of the original story, the damage should be minimal. If I intervened now, there was a good chance I could prevent it from getting any worse.

I was reluctant to interfere because it might affect the main storyline, but I decided that when human lives were on the line, I couldn't afford to be picky.

「When you say 'soon,' when exactly do you mean?」

「The plan is to leave within the next two or three days.」

(That’s too fast!)

With that little time, I wouldn't be able to gather the necessary items. Specifically, I needed items that, in the game, could only be obtained as monster drops. 

Unlike the game where you could only buy things at specific shops, this was a real world with a functioning economy, so it was possible they were in circulation. But even if I could collect the ingredients, I’d only be able to prove their effectiveness once I was actually in the Sumeragi Territory.

In that case, my best bet was to write down the details in a letter and find a way to hand it to the Sumeragi family when my parents weren't looking.

As soon as dinner finished, I retreated to my room and began racking my brain for the synthesis recipes for a certain powder.

(Anise Hyssop, Gadun Fang, Lyle Grass…… what else? I think there was some kind of herbal medicine in there too……)

Synthesis in Brave Hearts was a complex system where you could create anything from recovery items and weapons to machinery. Even for Kazuki, who had memorized most of the game's data, recalling the exact details was a struggle.

By the time I’d finished writing the letter, having successfully remembered five specific synthesis items, the sun was already beginning to peek through my window.

Three days after that dinner, carrying the letter I’d worked so hard to perfect, I boarded a carriage for the first time in my life and set off for the Sumeragi Territory.

The journey was slated to take nine days. If we had camped out, we could have shaved a few days off the trip, but my father was the current head of the "noble" House Stokes. To him, sleeping outdoors was out of the question.

As a result, we were forced to stay at the finest inn in every town along the way. Fortunately, by strictly avoiding travel at night when monster activity peaked, we didn't encounter any dangerous foes. I also chose to ignore the question of whether our estate’s business would be okay while my father was away for nearly three weeks.

After a journey that was largely uneventful—aside from the agonizing amount of time I had to spend alone with my father—we finally arrived at the Sumeragi mansion.

The exterior was a wooden structure that evoked the feeling of traditional Japan. Red lanterns hung from the eaves, a shishi-odoshi clacked in the garden, and a massive tree with vivid pink petals towered over the grounds. It was steeped in Japanese aesthetics.

In the game setting, House Sumeragi inherited Eastern traditions, so not just the mansion, but the entire townscape was designed in a traditional Japanese style.

「Welcome. The Master and Mistress are expecting you; please, this way.」

An elderly man with white hair was waiting at the main gate. From his refined bearing, Kazuki could tell he was more than just a common servant. Following his lead, we entered the mansion.

「Taking off one’s shoes inside a house is quite unsettling. And these 'indoor slippers' as well,」 my father grumbled.

「This is the culture of the Sumeragi. We ask for your understanding,」 the servant replied politely.

While my father complained, I took off my boots with practiced ease, aligning the heels and placing them neatly in the lower position of the entryway.

Right after I did it, I realized, Wait, that’s not very Harold-like.

Thankfully, it seemed my father and the others hadn't noticed, so I breathed a sigh of relief.

We followed the servant along the engawa hallway, circling halfway around the mansion until he finally stopped.

「Master, I have brought Master Hayden Stokes and his son, Master Harold.」

「Please, come in.」

A deep, calm voice answered from behind the shoji screens. The elderly servant knelt and slid the screens open with both hands.

The room was a spacious Japanese-style hall of about twenty tatami mats. Three people sat side-by-side at a wooden table in the center.

In the middle was the current head of House Sumeragi, Tasuku Sumeragi. To his right was his wife, Koyomi Sumeragi. They were a couple who radiated kindness and moderation. However, currently, their faces seemed clouded by a subtle shadow.

And the real problem was the girl sitting to Tasuku’s left, her face a mask of total indifference.

She had shoulder-length black hair adorned with a pink hairpin and wore a pale green furisode. This was the eldest daughter of House Sumeragi, Erika Sumeragi.

(The light’s gone from her eyes…… She looks completely lifeless.)

Because her features were so perfectly proportioned, she looked exactly like a doll. She wasn't young enough to be innocently happy about this engagement, but she wasn't mature enough to hide her feelings behind a fake smile. This vacant expression was likely her way of trying to cope with her reality.

But the real Erika was different. As her name suggested, she was a refined, graceful girl who smiled like a flower.

Knowing that only made my heart ache. We were the ones forcing this expression onto a ten-year-old girl. However, Harold was also the only one who could put a stop to it. It would be far too cruel to let her spend the next eight years—until she finally meets the Protagonist—in this state.

「It is a pleasure to meet you. I am the head of House Sumeragi, Tasuku Sumeragi.」

「……I am Harold Stokes. The pleasure is mine.」

I exchanged greetings with Tasuku and sat on the zabuton cushion provided. Surprisingly, Harold's mouth was actually capable of speaking in polite keigo.

With that discovery, the social meeting began.

「Thank you for taking the trouble to travel all this way today.」

「Not at all. It is only natural.」

The heads of both houses spoke amicably, whatever their true feelings might have been. Since this was officially a meeting between prospective fiancés, it didn't look like things would devolve into a hostile staring match.

I watched the situation play out with a sense of relief. For the most part, Hayden and Tasuku handled the small talk and social pleasantries, while Koyomi joined in occasionally with a smile that looked genuinely elegant. 

Since this was a political engagement decided by the parents, there was almost nothing for Harold or Erika to do. There was no room for our personal opinions, after all.

「What do you think, Erika? Harold is quite the handsome young man, isn't he?」 Hayden suddenly asked jokingly.

「Yes. Very much so,」 Erika replied instantly, her voice incredibly flat.

「My apologies, Lord Stokes. It seems the girl is simply nervous……」

Tasuku tried to smooth it over, but her tone hadn't sounded nervous at all—it sounded devoid of emotion. Then again, it was harsh to expect a child of her age to handle this with adult grace.

Hayden, however, didn't seem to care. Even if Erika had flatly rejected the idea, he wouldn't have given it a second thought.

「Well, it’s only natural to be bewildered when a marriage partner is decided at this age. Harold is much the same.」

「Indeed. Since it's my first time meeting someone as lovely as Lady Erika, I find myself quite tense.」

Since it was mostly the truth, I wasn't just being a sycophant. However, because I spoke with a level of composure Erika lacked, it ended up sounding like a mere hollow compliment. Even when the tone changed, that "Harold-esque" arrogance didn't vanish. The man was clearly a stranger to humility.

「Dear, since we're all here, why don't we leave the two of them alone so Erika and Harold can get to know one another?」

「Oh, that’s a wonderful idea!」 Hayden agreed immediately to Koyomi’s suggestion.

From here, the serious discussion regarding the engagement would begin. From Koyomi’s perspective, this was likely a mother’s consideration—she couldn't bear to make her daughter listen to the details of a contract she clearly hated.

「Very well. Erika, go and show Master Harold around for a bit. Be back in time for the banquet.」

「……Yes. Lord Harold, please, this way.」

For me, this was a godsend. I no longer had to find a way to bring up the subject myself.

「It’s an honor to be escorted by Lady Erika.」

I stood up and followed her out of the room.

The real challenge was about to begin.
Chapter 8

Thank you all so much for the #1 daily ranking. It’s entirely thanks to your evaluations. I thought I might have a shot at the top spot if I hit 4,000 points, but I never expected to exceed 6,000. Villain reincarnation stories really are popular, aren't they?



After exiting the traditional room, Kazuki followed Erika down into a garden that had been meticulously manicured to the last detail. 

Erika walked ahead of him, her black-lacquered geta clicking rhythmically against the path.

She came to a stop beneath a massive tree that stood over twenty meters tall. In a surreal scene where pale pink petals danced through the air, she turned back toward Kazuki.

"Allow me to introduce myself once more. I am Erika Sumeragi, daughter of Tasuku Sumeragi."

"I am Harold Stokes."

After they exchanged nothing more than their names, a heavy silence immediately descended. Harold’s voice didn't contain even a trace of warmth or friendliness.

(Wait, before I even realized it, my tone of voice reverted to the usual...)

Come to think of it, Kazuki remembered that in the original game, Harold was always incredibly harsh toward Erika. Perhaps the "Correction Force" only allowed him to use polite speech when he was in the presence of his superiors.

"This tree is called a 'Sakura.' It is the flower that represents the Sumeragi homeland. They did not naturally exist in this land, but it is said that the lord of that era brought saplings with him when he moved here and planted them. That was over five hundred years ago, yet today, they are known as the symbol of our house."

While Kazuki was becoming fed up with Harold’s acerbic tongue, a sudden lecture on the local history of the Sumeragi began.

It seemed that, awkward in the silence, Erika had decided to explain the first thing that caught her eye—the Sakura tree. Her sheer resolve to serve as a guide while surely under immense emotional duress was truly admirable.

To be blunt, it was a topic ill-suited for two children trying to break the ice, but fortunately, it was the perfect bait for Kazuki, who was intimately familiar with cherry blossoms.

"It is different from the 'Sakura' I know."

The specific name of this tree had never been revealed in the game, but the shape and arrangement of the petals differed from the Somei-yoshino variety he had frequently seen in Japan. The color also seemed somewhat deeper.

Does this world have different cultivars? he wondered, racking his brain, though he knew no answer would come.

"You know of the Sakura?"

Erika's eyes, which had been devoid of emotion until then, wavered slightly.

"No. They are likely similar but entirely different things. Well, it doesn't matter."

His mouth, which was in top form today, bluntly shut down Erika’s curiosity. He had merely intended to change the subject, yet it came out sounding like a dismissal. 

Brushed off so coldly, Erika’s expression grew stern. Was that look one of loathing or vigilance?

(Now that I think about it, out of all the characters in the game, Erika was the only one who truly hated 'Harold,' wasn't she?)

If one were to describe Erika in the simplest terms, she was the quintessential Yamato Nadeshiko. 

Despite being a young lady of a prestigious house, she treated everyone without discrimination. She possessed a smile and a kindness she extended to allies and enemies alike, and she had an inclusive strength that gently supported the Protagonist. There were as many players as there were stars in the sky who had been captivated by her refined, unwavering demeanor.

Yet, she was also the person who had become so enraged by Harold that she famously slapped him. To push a saint like her to that point was, in a way, a remarkable feat.

There were even some twisted players who called Erika’s slap a "reward" and replayed the event over and over.

"Does that mean you have no interest in House Sumeragi?"

"Interpret it however you like."

"...I see. So, the only thing you want is the Sumeragi name."

"Isn't it more accurate to say that a name is all you have? I fail to see any other way in which House Stokes is inferior. Despite being called a leading family of prestigious nobles, you're pathetically crying to our house for help, aren't you?"

His tongue moved with a fluency that surprised even himself.

Kazuki had thought it might be convenient to be disliked to some extent, so he had intended to spit out a few slightly spiteful lines. That was his mistake.

This had gone past "spiteful" and straight into "verbal abuse." He couldn't deny the feeling that he had gone way too far.

"What do you...!"

Erika muttered, her voice trembling. Since it was eight years before the start of the original story, she was still just a child; naturally, her boiling point was much lower than it would be in the future.

She looked down, hiding her face, but it was clear she was fuming. Provoking her any further would be dangerous.

Deciding he had driven the wedge of a bad impression deep enough, he held out a sealed letter to her.

"...What is this?"

"Take it. Do not speak of it. And after we have departed, give it to your father."

"I refuse."

Talk about a cold shoulder. He had completely brought this on himself. 

Erika huffed and turned her face away, preparing to walk off.

"Ah, I see. If you wish to stand by and watch your suffering subjects die, then by all means, do so."

The words made her stop in her tracks. 

Because the way Harold spoke made it sound as if—

"...Are you saying there is a way to save them?"

"I cannot say for certain that there is. However, it is worth a try."

Erika eyed the sealed envelope.

She seemed to be hesitating, but Kazuki was certain she would accept it if he framed it this way. 

She was kind above all else. To put it another way, she was a soft-touch who could never abandon those in pain. In the game, there were even scenes depicting how much her heart ached over the necessity of even defeating monsters.

How could a girl like that react when told there might be a way to save her people who were currently wasting away in their beds?

Even if the source was unreliable—even if it was a proposal from a "Pure-bloodist" whose ideology she despised—she could not simply ignore it.

A gust of wind blew through the garden, swirling Sakura petals around them both. After staring at each other in silence for a long moment, Erika was the first to move.

"It is not that I believe your words, but..."

Though her expression remained dissatisfied, she took the letter firmly. For Kazuki, that was enough. If it was her, she would keep her word and deliver it to Tasuku.

"There is no need to believe without reason. Judge by the results."

In the end, he didn't know if Tasuku would actually read a ridiculous letter from a ten-year-old, believe its contents, and implement them. But if it failed, then it failed. He would just have to think of another move.

Instead of sighing, Kazuki looked up at the Sakura tree and gazed into the blue sky through the hazy clouds.



The carriage carrying the Stokes father and son moved slowly away under the soft sunlight. As Erika watched them go, her heart was filled with dark clouds that contrasted sharply with the mild weather.

The cause was, of course, her engagement to Harold.

Erika understood that her social status was high. She had never expected to marry for love, nor did she have a particular sweetheart. 

But even so, she wasn't so much of an adult—nor so devoid of hope—that she could wholeheartedly accept becoming part of a family so brazen they would secure an engagement by exploiting another's weakness.

Furthermore, she had heard that the current head of House Stokes was a fanatical Pure-bloodist who treated commoners as mere objects. While that ideology was utterly repugnant, she knew that for people like them, the Sumeragi bloodline was a prize worth any cost.

It was frustrating to be preyed upon by people she held in such contempt. It was unbearable to know that her own strength wasn't enough to save her family or her people.

However, even at her young age, Erika understood that by becoming a tool to bolster their pure-bloodist prestige, many lives could be saved.

Without knowing a single thing about Erika's internal struggle, Harold had disparaged the Sumeragi name. For her, it was an absolutely unforgivable act.

The sealed letter she had received from that man was still in her hand. She wanted to tear it to shreds as her heart demanded, but she could not break even a verbal promise. 

If it meant protecting the honor of the Sumeragi—and more importantly, if it meant there was even a slim chance of saving her people—she had the resolve to swallow any amount of personal humiliation.

"I am sorry, Erika..."

Tasuku, who had been standing beside her to see the carriage off, murmured with a voice full of regret. 

He, too, was a parent. He could not find any honest joy in seeing his daughter bound to a partner she did not want. Yet, as the head of the house, he had to make the bitter choice to protect the lives and livelihoods of the tens of thousands of people in his territory.

"Please do not worry, Father. This is for the sake of the Sumeragi and the people who live here."

There was no lie in those words. She simply wanted some time alone to calm her heart.

"Father, please take this. Lord Harold said he wanted this handed to you after they had left."

Erika withdrew the letter from her garment and offered it to Tasuku.

"From Harold-kun?"

He took the envelope, wondering if the boy's parents had coached him to give some sort of formal greeting. Even if that were the case, the timing was strange, and passing it through Erika was even stranger. Normally, such a thing would be handed over directly.

"Now, I shall return to my room."

"Yes. Go and get some rest."

Erika bowed to Tasuku, who offered her a pained, caring smile, and quickly departed. 

Tasuku and Koyomi truly cared for her. Their kindness only made things more painful for Erika right now. 

Watching his daughter act so stoutheartedly, Tasuku blamed himself for the heavy burden he had forced upon her. He wondered if there hadn't been any other way—some way that didn't involve hurting her.

"...It is useless to dwell on it now."

The situation was a result of his own inadequacy. Because of his failure, he had forced a burden onto Erika and his people. He didn't even have the energy to mock himself.

With a heavy heart, he opened Harold’s letter.

The opening was written with a seasonal greeting far too sophisticated for a child. The handwriting was firm and steady, like that of a grown man. 

Compared to others his age, the boy certainly seemed to possess a high level of etiquette and education. This alone improved Tasuku’s impression of Harold.

However, as he read further, the mental leeway to care about such things vanished.

His grip on the paper tightened instinctively. By the time he reached the end, the edges of the letter were deeply creased.

"Is someone there?! Call Kiryu at once!"

Tasuku’s roar echoed through the mansion. The servants, panicked by the rare outburst, scrambled to find Kiryu.

Shortly after, the sound of hurried footsteps approached. The elderly man who had greeted Harold at the gates the previous day appeared.

"What is your command, Master?"

"We cannot speak here. Come."

Tasuku led him to a private office. Once they were alone, he had Kiryu read the letter. After Kiryu finished, Tasuku spoke.

"That is the letter from Harold-kun. What do you make of it?"

"...If I may speak frankly, it is highly suspicious."

"I agree. However, whether this information is true or false, there is no benefit in it for House Stokes. In fact, it suggests their own downfall."

"Then is it the work of a third party? At the very least, I cannot believe that young boy wrote this himself."

"So he was used merely as a messenger?"

That was the most logical conclusion. The contents of the letter were not something a ten-year-old child could possibly compose. But if that were true, the greatest mystery remained.

"The problem is: who wrote it? If it were someone who wanted to assist the Sumeragi, they wouldn't choose such a roundabout and uncertain method."

"Then do you believe it is the work of someone who loathes the Stokes family?"

"And it would have to be someone close enough to get Harold-kun to listen, or someone who can manipulate him at will. Almost as if he were brainwashed."

Otherwise, the letter never would have reached Tasuku, and the conditions within could never be fulfilled. Was the mastermind’s goal the collapse of House Stokes, or something else entirely? There wasn't enough information to judge.

"If I were to take a cynical view, it might be a final blow to the Sumeragi, but..."

"The risk is too high compared to the gain. With all due respect, the Sumeragi are already in a corner; if they simply watched quietly, they would get what they wanted eventually without any effort."

Kiryu was right. Unless a solution was found, the Sumeragi would soon be unable to function without outside economic support.

"In other words, if the author of this letter does not want that to happen..."

"Then the possibility that the contents are factual is quite high."

This wasn't a fundamental cure for the territory's problems. 

However, if it worked, it would buy them the time they desperately needed to find a real solution. If that happened, they might be able to break the engagement and set Erika free, just as the letter suggested.

"Kiryu, gather the necessary items immediately. Explain the risks, and then we will administer it to those who desire it."

There was no guarantee the letter was true. However, it was a single ray of light in a situation where they had been groping in the dark. Even if he were to end up dancing in the palm of some unknown mastermind’s hand, Tasuku decided to bet on this chance.
Chapter 9

Happy New Year.

When Harold returned to the Stokes mansion after an absence of roughly three weeks, he found that very little had changed. If he had to point to any shift at all, it was simply that Jake had begun experimenting with the LP Farming Method in his own backyard.

Apparently, the accountant hadn't been entirely convinced by words alone.

Still, that skepticism had served a purpose. Having finally glimpsed a ray of hope for escaping their financial ruin through the LP Farming Method, Jake was now pouring all his energy into preparing for a full-scale trial.

Norman was also doing an excellent job of coordinating things behind the scenes, ensuring Harold’s parents remained none the wiser. So far, everything was proceeding exactly according to plan.

Ten days had passed since his return from the Sumeragi territory. On a day when the launch of the LP Farming Method trial was fast approaching, word of a visitor reached Kazuki during his daily training session.

"A visitor for me?"

"Yes, so it would seem."

The news caught Kazuki off guard; he had no idea who it could be. As one might expect, he hadn't exactly inherited a map of Harold’s childhood social circles.

"And the name of this guest?"

"Lady Erika Sumeragi."

The moment Norman uttered the name, Kazuki froze mid-swing.

(Why the hell is Erika here?)

With the farming trial about to start, Kazuki was in the middle of a delicately busy period. His honest feeling was a desperate wish to be spared from further complications.

Besides, what could she possibly want? He found it hard to believe that someone he had insulted so thoroughly during their first meeting would come to see him of her own volition.

If he had to guess, she was likely delivering a response to his secret letter. He just couldn't wrap his head around why she had been chosen as the messenger.

Regardless, there was no point standing around the backyard with a sword in his hand.

"Show her to the terrace."

Hayden was away on business, but his mother, Jessica, was home. She was currently hosting one of her refined, noble-style "tea parties" in the Party Room, so the odds of a chance encounter in the indoor drawing rooms were low. Still, given the sensitive nature of the letter, he chose the most private location possible.

Ideally, he would have preferred his own room, but bringing his fiancée—even a temporary one—straight to his bedchamber felt like an invitation for unnecessary misunderstandings. He doubted such a thing really applied to a pair of ten-year-olds, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

Kazuki quickly washed off his sweat, changed into fresh clothes, and headed for the terrace.

There he found Erika, quietly enjoying a cup of black tea poured by one of the Stokes servants.

Unlike the kimono she had worn previously, today she was dressed in a student’s attire, complete with a hakama. It was a jarring, mismatched sight—a figure in traditional Japanese clothing perched atop a Western-style wooden chair.

"What are you doing here?"

Harold took the opposite seat, his voice dripping with irritation.

Since their business regarding the letter couldn't be overheard, he waved a hand to dismiss the servant immediately.

"In a situation like this, isn't the standard greeting, 'I apologize for the wait'?"

As far as Kazuki was concerned, he had intended to say something to that effect. It was just that his actual words and his tone failed to reflect that intention entirely. Perhaps his inner monologue—the part that found her a complete nuisance—had leaked out.

"I’m not an idle layabout like you. You should be grateful I even showed my face."

"Ugh... It’s true that my sudden visit was improper, but..."

Erika slumped, dejected by his blunt logic.

While Harold’s argument was technically correct, seeing a child look so discouraged made Kazuki feel as though he were a common bully.

"Hmph. Fine. State your business."

With his conscience pricking him, Kazuki decided to cut to the chase.

Sensing the shift in Harold’s mood, Erika instantly regained her composure, her aura turning dignified once more.

"First, I wish to offer my thanks on behalf of the Sumeragi family. We are deeply grateful to you for saving so many of our people."

Erika bowed low. The fact that she used the word "saved" meant they had synthesized the item Kazuki had described in his letter and that it had actually worked.

Tasuku had received the letter about twenty days ago. Factoring in the travel time, they must have put the recipe to the test almost the moment Kazuki had departed. They had moved faster than he’d anticipated.

"For the Sumeragi to jump at such a dubious suggestion, you must have been truly desperate."

Erika’s expression remained stoic in the face of Harold’s sneer.

"It is exactly as you say, Lord Harold. In our current state, the House of Sumeragi had no other moves left to make."

"Then I’ll be sure to charge a high price for the favor. But don't get the wrong idea."

"What do you mean?"

"What I gave you was strictly symptomatic treatment. It isn't a fundamental cure, and I can't guarantee there won't be side effects."

In the game, synthesis was as simple as selecting ingredients. In reality, one would have to go through grueling trial and error to find the correct ratios. Kazuki hadn't expected them to see results so quickly.

Furthermore, the game never touched upon whether large doses or long-term use would trigger side effects. Kazuki had no way of knowing. Naturally, he had included those warnings in his letter to Tasuku.

The Sumeragi must have been well and truly cornered if they were willing to take such risks.

"So, you are saying your medicine will not provide a full recovery?"

"If the symptoms are mild, a permanent cure might be possible. But for those in critical condition? Impossible. Besides, I have no intention of looking after you to that extent."

After all, the final solution was the job of Rainer and the rest of the protagonist’s party. Solving the crisis was the very event that would lead to Erika joining them.

It was a cold sentiment, but Erika seemed to accept it. Even if they were fiancés, this was a political arrangement. As long as House Stokes provided a minimum level of supplies or financial aid, they would fulfill their social obligations.

And yet, Harold had gone out of his way to—

(He made it? The "medicine"?)

A question flickered in Erika’s mind.

She wondered exactly when Harold had created that medicine. It was impossible that he’d done it after the engagement was settled; even someone without specialized knowledge knew that developing a drug in a matter of days was an impossible feat.

Did he simply possess the knowledge, rather than being the creator? When Erika had referred to it as "Lord Harold's medicine," he hadn't confirmed or denied it. He had maintained the stance that he had merely "presented" a treatment.

However, it was hard to believe Harold knew of a solution that the entire Sumeragi family—after exhaustive research—had failed to find. Even if he did, if there were enough clinical cases for the medicine’s efficacy to be proven, there should have been records or literature. It was bizarre that he knew nothing of the side effects.

(Then how did he...?)

"Is that all you came for?"

Harold’s voice, which made no effort to hide his boredom, snapped Erika out of her spiral of thought. The "please leave" vibe was palpable.

"Not quite. I have also brought a letter for you from my father."

"Hand it over."

So she really was just a messenger. Tasuku likely felt a letter alone was insufficient to show his gratitude and sent her to deliver his thanks in person.

Poor girl, she's probably here against her will, Kazuki thought, feeling a twinge of sympathy for her as he scanned the letter.

The contents were exactly what he’d expected. The medicine worked; no side effects had been observed yet, but they would continue to monitor the patients closely; and a formal expression of gratitude.

For now, that was the most they could report. Kazuki figured that if he simply acknowledged the letter and told them he’d be watching from a distance, there would be no need for further contact.

(Hm?)

He noticed a third sheet of paper tucked behind the first two. It began with the word "Postscript."

Postscript:
As you are aware, the Sumeragi lands are currently in the midst of an abnormal crisis, and we are stretched thin trying to manage it. Since this situation is unprecedented, we cannot predict when an unforeseen disaster might strike.
Therefore, it pains me to ask, but I have a request for you. I am deeply sorry, but would it be possible for House Stokes to take Erika into your care for a time? It may be a failure of my duty as a Head of House to let personal feelings interfere, but as a father worried for his only daughter—

Kazuki stopped reading and looked away from the paper. He rubbed the corners of his eyes, wondering if he was suffering from extreme eye strain, then returned to the beginning of the postscript.

The words didn't change. It was still a plea for him to ensure Erika’s safety.

He barely resisted the urge to bury his face in his hands. The voice he managed to squeeze out was thick with resentment.

"What is the meaning of this...?"

"Is something wrong?"

Kazuki silently slid the postscript across the table to Erika. After reading it, she remarked with a flat, feigned air of surprise.

"Oh, my. This is a problem. Even if we are betrothed, living under the same roof would be quite a burden for you."

"...Hey."

"But the carriage that brought me here has already departed. I have no choice but to throw myself upon your mercy, Lord Harold."

"Hey. You."

"Yes? What is it?"

Erika smiled radiantly—the first genuine, full-faced smile Kazuki had seen from her.

"You’ve got a lot of nerve."

"I am honored by your praise."

Erika met Harold’s sarcasm with a cool, mocking grace of her own. This wasn't just Tasuku’s whim; she was clearly in on the plan. Erika was staying here because she had an objective.

It certainly wasn't out of affection. Kazuki had already told Tasuku how to get out of the engagement. Even if Tasuku hadn't believed the letter, Kazuki couldn't fathom why they would send Erika here.

Furthermore, Erika’s behavior was baffling. In the game, she was known for her playfulness and the occasional harmless prank, but she was never the type to snap back or trade barbs like this. Perhaps her personality just hadn't matured yet, but the gap between the character he knew and the girl in front of him was enough to leave him reeling.

"I have no obligation to accept such a one-sided demand."

Even though a request from a higher-ranking noble was effectively an order, Kazuki rejected it without a second thought. He knew Tasuku’s character and the state of their territory well enough to know there would be no real fallout.

In fact, if this soured the relationship between the two families, it was exactly what Kazuki wanted. It would only make things easier when the time came to break off the engagement.

"How heartless. To think you would save the people of another land, yet treat your own fiancée so cruelly."

Erika put on a conspicuously sorrowful face. Unlike the genuine dejection from earlier, this was a clear performance, and Kazuki’s heart didn't waver for a second.

"I did that because the debt was worth the effort. But in this case, there is very little in it for me."

"I see. If you feel that strongly, I cannot possibly ask any more of you."

Erika stood up gracefully and bowed deeply once more.

"Allow me to thank you one last time. Truly, thank you for saving the people of Sumeragi."

Her bow was so formal and sincere that Kazuki felt he could see her true heart. Her love for her people was genuine.

That didn't mean he was going to let her move in, though.

"I’ll be sure to collect on that debt later. You’d better spend your time here finding more cards to play."

"I am touched by your concern. Now, if you will excuse me."

With that, Erika turned and walked away from the Stokes mansion with a steady, confident stride.

Kazuki watched her go, suspicious of how easily she had backed down. It took several minutes before he realized the obvious: if her carriage had already left, how exactly was she planning to get home?

He would receive the answer several hours later, from the mouth of his father, Hayden.



Translator’s Note: I was busy at the end of the year, but I have a five-day break now, so I hope to post at least one more chapter soon.
Chapter 10

Commemorating my smartphone debut.

I’m still writing this using my email drafts as usual, but on a smartphone, I can't keep track of the character count. So, consider this a trial post.



As the sun dipped toward the horizon, I was skimming through the report Jake had finished when a summons arrived from Hayden, who had just returned to the mansion.

With a sinking feeling, I followed the servant to Hayden’s study. The moment I saw his face, my bad premonition hardened into a certainty. Hayden, who usually wore a mask of stern severity, was in an exceptionally good mood.

As soon as I stepped into the room, he got straight to the point.

"Rejoice, Harold. I have good news."

"Good news?" 

I knew exactly what he was going to say, but I played along, acting as if it were the first I’d heard of it. It felt hollow, but I had a role to play.

"A message arrived from Lord Tasuku today. For the time being, Lady Erika will be staying here at the Stokes mansion."

I knew it, I thought as the realization settled in. 

It seemed Erika’s stay was already a done deal in Hayden’s mind. For the Sumeragi family, this had likely been their primary objective from the start. Even so, I attempted to resist.

"I’m not exactly thrilled about the prospect of living with that girl."

"There is no need for modesty. Your relationship with Lady Erika is officially recognized by both our houses."

Naturally, Hayden misinterpreted my protest as mere bashfulness. Perhaps he was too swept up in his own high spirits, but he showed no intention of taking my words seriously. Despite my continued attempts to push back, I couldn't overturn the decision. In the end, I was forced to begrudgingly agree to welcome Erika.

The following day, I headed toward the East Gate, which connected the Stokes Territory to the main highway, to receive her. According to the schedule, she was supposed to arrive in the morning, but since she’d been spotted in the area yesterday, she had likely stayed at a nearby inn.

I sat in the welcoming carriage, swaying with the movement as a sense of gloom washed over me.

(I mean, isn't the schedule a bit too tight?)

Even if they hurried, the journey should have taken six or seven days one way. For her to arrive the very day after the letter reached us meant they either didn't care about our reply or were certain Hayden would give his consent. It was almost certainly the latter.

Regardless, this was a development that likely hadn't existed in the Original Story. The catalyst was undoubtedly the letter I had written.

While I was busy sulking over the fact that I’d brought this on myself, we arrived at the East Gate. 

I stepped off the carriage with a gait so heavy I felt as if I were wearing leaden shackles. There stood Erika, and just behind her to the right stood a woman I didn't recognize.

"I am honored that Lord Harold would come to greet me in person."

"Hmph. You say things you don't even mean."

Today, as always, the Harold Mouth was hard at work destroying my interpersonal relationships. After dealing with this mouth for about three months now, I had reached a state where I could almost admire the sheer variety of its sneers.

Ignoring my own useless personal growth, I turned my gaze toward the woman attending Erika. She looked to be in her late teens or early twenties. Her most striking feature was her chestnut hair, which flowed down to her waist and was tied near the ends with a large white ribbon, making it look like a thick tassel.

"Who is that?" I barked.

"This is my attendant, Yuno. She will be seeing to my needs during my stay."

"My name is Yuno~"

Yuno bowed with a sluggish, drawn-out movement. Combined with her soft, easygoing smile, she radiated a relaxed atmosphere. 

And I didn't know her. She was a character who had never appeared in the Original Story.

"I’ll warn you now: I don't have time to coddle you. Stay if you like, but do not get in my way."

Since I didn't know their objective or Yuno’s true identity, I decided to lay down the law. With the trial run of the LP Farming Method about to begin, I wanted to eliminate as many uncertain variables as possible. 

The two of them accepted my sharp words without flinching.

"I understand."

"Understood~"

(If you really understood, you’d just go home...)

Even as I grumbled internally, I knew Erika was only here because she couldn't defy her family’s wishes. There was no way to send her back. If that was the case, the smartest move was to maintain a policy of absolute non-contact.

However, things were not destined to go that smoothly.

After we returned to the mansion in total silence, a set of merciless words struck me down.

"As a gesture of thanks for the other day, you will take Lady Erika and show her around the town tomorrow. Escorting a lady is a skill required of any nobleman. You might as well start practicing now."

Needless to say, the suggestion came from Hayden. 

That was troublesome enough, but Erika actually responded positively, saying, "I appreciate your kindness." I was left utterly speechless.

By the time the day was over, I was exhausted from the constant string of Erika-related incidents. However, when my exhaustion passed through the "Harold" filter, it was apparently converted into pure irritation.

"You’ve got a scarier face than usual today. You’re going to terrify your fiancée looking like that," Zen remarked the moment he entered my room. 

I was constantly impressed by how he could talk to a nobleman wearing such a terrifying expression without a hint of fear.

"That fiancée is the entire problem. It’s utterly vexing..."

"What are you so unhappy about? She seemed like a really cute girl."

"I see. I’ve discovered your tastes, then."

"You haven't discovered anything! That's a huge misunderstanding! Personally, I prefer Yuno-san!"

Zen desperately tried to deny the false accusation. To me, as long as he wasn't a lolicon, I couldn't care less about his sexual preferences. 

The reason Zen even knew about this was because Hayden had gathered everyone in the mansion the moment Erika arrived to grandly introduce her as my fiancée. He probably wanted to establish a fait accompli, but to me, it was nothing more than a public execution.

Incidentally, ninety percent of the gazes directed at Erika during that introduction were tinged with pity. It was a stark reflection of how the rest of the world viewed House Stokes—and Harold himself.

"Stop howling and go find Norman and Jake. We need to adjust the schedule for tomorrow onwards."

"I’m telling you, I’m strictly into older women!"

While Zen left my room to search the mansion, still protesting to the end, Erika and Yuno were also deep in thought. The cause of their headache was, of course, Harold.

"I’d heard the rumors, but he certainly is a rambunctious boy, isn't he~?"

From Yuno’s perspective, "impertinent" or "cheeky" might have been more accurate, but she had the temperament to settle on "rambunctious." 

However, the real issue wasn't Harold’s hateful behavior.

"Father suggested that Lord Harold might be connected to an informant or is being used by one, but..."

"Given that personality of his, I can't imagine him listening to anyone else~" Yuno added.

If that were the case, the possibility that Harold was being used as a puppet without his knowledge was much higher. Subjugating someone like him would be an incredibly difficult task.

Conversely, Tasuku had suspected that if Harold’s behavior was an act and he was actually siding with an informant, he would have made contact yesterday. Tasuku had purposely contacted Harold when the head of the house was absent to make such contact easier, even going so far as to provocatively stimulate him. 

But it had been a swing and a miss. This only served to make the situation more complex.

Tasuku believed that whether Harold was a puppet or acting on his own, his goal was either to harm the Stokes or help the Sumeragi. Therefore, he wanted some kind of move from the other side—a proposal for an alliance, or even a warning to stay out of it. 

Yet, the other party remained silent.

As long as the opponent's objective was unclear, the Sumeragi family couldn't afford to just watch. Mistakenly assuming someone was an ally could lead to disaster. That was exactly why Tasuku had sent Yuno to investigate.

Erika’s stay was merely a cover—a decoy to allow Yuno to infiltrate the mansion naturally. Erika understood this role perfectly.

However, there was one possibility that might have been kept from her: the loathsome chance that Harold was being brainwashed, completely independent of his own will. 

If that turned out to be the truth—

"This might turn out to be quite a bit of work~"

Yuno let out a soft sigh, and inside her sleeve, a hidden weapon gave a faint, metallic clink.
Chapter 11

As if to dispel the atmosphere that had unexpectedly grown heavy, Yuno steered the conversation in a new direction.

"By the way, Erika-sama, how do you intend to handle tomorrow’s date?"

"I will go, naturally. It is a golden opportunity to make contact with Lord Harold."

Erika clenched both fists in front of her chest with a determined "Hmph!" to steel herself.

She had been momentarily panicked when he told her to stay away immediately after they met, but Hayden’s intervention had dropped a perfect chance right into her lap. Even if Erika didn't like playing into Hayden’s schemes, she couldn't afford to let this slip by.

"Then you simply must dress up! Since it’s a special occasion, how about one of those Western-style dresses you rarely get to wear?"

"There is no need to be quite that enthusiastic..."

Yuno was making a fuss about it being a 'date,' but the partner was that Harold. Erika couldn't imagine a romantic atmosphere forming between them. In reality, it would likely be a dry tour of the Central District. The word 'inspection' seemed far more appropriate for the mood she expected.

"That attitude won't do at all. A maiden must be cute at all times!"

Yuno preached the "way of the maiden" like a wise older sister, but the sentiment felt misplaced coming from her. 

Even if it was necessary during working hours, Erika couldn't help but wonder about someone who spent even her holidays in a smock-apron. In all her memories of Yuno, the woman had never once been seen without it. Being lectured on maidenhood by someone who lived in an apron carried zero persuasive power.

"Why don't you try dressing up for once? You are so beautiful; it is a waste to hide it."

"Hehe, that is a tactic in itself. By showing off a different side of yourself only at the most crucial moment, you capture the heart of the opposite sex."

"Then I shall save my efforts for a crucial moment as well."

"Ehh? But this is your first date! If it goes well, you might be able to turn Lord Harold into putty!"

"He is not the sort of man who would be swayed by such things."

Erika simply could not envision a version of Harold who would show a soft side to a woman. On the other hand, it was incredibly easy to imagine him relentlessly insulting her for showing up in finery.

"I found such a cute dress yesterday! Please, Erika-sama, you must wear it!"

"When did you even buy such a thing...?"

Yuno pulled a frilled dress from her luggage and began to plead. Her appeal had long since moved past maidenly pride or the seduction of Harold; it was now purely a personal desire to see Erika in the outfit.

"Yuno, we did not come here to play. You understand that, don't you?"

"Mumu... how disappointing."

Judging that there was no room for negotiation, Yuno tucked the dress back into her luggage. 

Of course, this wasn't a serious argument. Yuno had intentionally lightened the mood to ease Erika’s tension. Erika sensed this and didn't rebuke her further, but she knew she couldn't stay relaxed forever.

"Then, shall we return to the main subject? I'll brief you on the points to keep in mind when dealing with Lord Harold."

"Yes, please."

Under a single roof, the intentions of both parties intersected. The curtain had been raised on a battle beneath the surface, a war of probing motives and hidden agendas.



Kazuki—now Harold—had been forced into the role of Erika’s guide, but he faced a significant handicap in fulfilling this mission: he knew almost nothing about the town he was supposed to be showing off.

In the original game, the Stokes Territory was only ever depicted through dialogue and cutscenes. It didn't even have a map, so he wouldn't have known where anything was if Norman hadn't provided a layout of the land. Furthermore, Kazuki had spent the last three months devoted entirely to avoiding death flags; he could count the number of times he’d actually visited the town on one hand. Even then, they were quick stops during travel; he had never once gone for shopping or sightseeing.

In truth, he was the one who needed a guide.

However, he decided to look at this as an opportunity. While Kazuki knew nothing of the town, he wasn't sure how much the real Harold was supposed to know. If there were places Harold used to frequent, his ignorance would seem suspicious. 

But this time, he had a perfect excuse: he was "guiding Erika." If he took the stance of wanting to find spots suitable for a guest rather than himself, it wouldn't be unnatural to ask the mansion staff for recommendations. This hypothesis proved correct, and Kazuki successfully gathered a fair amount of intel from the servants.

(Well, it’s not like I actually plan on using any of it...)

He had no intention of being a good guide; he didn't want to accidentally raise Erika’s affection level. He had simply seized the chance to obtain information that might be useful for his own survival later.

Still, the actual situation in town was worse than he had anticipated.

"U-Um, Lord Harold..." Erika spoke up awkwardly. Her voice held a note of pure bewilderment.

"What is it?"

"...No, it is nothing."

Erika fell silent, stifled by Harold’s fed-up tone. An uncomfortable atmosphere dominated the carriage, and the cause was right outside the window: the townspeople.

He had noticed the shift the moment he stepped out of the carriage. Or rather, the change had likely begun the moment they entered the town limits. It was a silence so heavy it made his ears ache.

If Kazuki had to compare it to anything from his past life, it was like that frozen, terrifying moment in middle school when a gym teacher—the kind feared by the entire student body—catches you in an after-school classroom with something that blatantly breaks the rules. 

In this scenario, Harold was the gym teacher.

When Harold appeared, the townspeople froze. When he walked, the crowds parted as if to avoid a plague. The face of a shopkeeper he spoke to turned pale with terror, and the gazes of residents watching from the shadows were sharp with clear, cold hostility.

The eerie silence made the town feel incredibly unwelcome. The sheer weight of their hatred was chipping away at Kazuki’s mental state.

(I guess leaving those rumors about me killing Clara alone was the final nail in the coffin...)

He had considered doing something about the rumors, but he had prioritized the safety of Clara and Colette. He’d also wanted to avoid the headache of a confrontation with his parents. Unable to find a middle ground, he had let the rumors fester, and this was the result.

Erika, witnessing firsthand just how much Harold—and by extension, the House Stokes—was loathed, was left speechless. Since the townspeople didn't know who she was, it was only natural they would treat her with the same coldness they gave Harold. Eventually, once she was announced as his fiancée, the town’s hatred would likely turn into the same pity they felt for the Stokes' servants.

Regardless, he felt that staying any longer would cause him to lose more than he gained—mostly in terms of his sanity. After a little over an hour of wandering, Kazuki reached his limit.

"That's enough. We're going back."

"...Yes."

Erika nodded, looking dejected. A visible exhaustion clouded her face. Being continuously exposed to the hostile glares of the Stokes' subjects had taken its toll. For a girl who had been raised with the love of her parents and the adoration of her own people, experiencing such pure loathing for the first time was a shock to the system. She didn't even have the energy to argue.

They returned to the Stokes mansion in total silence.

"That was a quick trip," Yuno noted as they arrived. She didn't ask why. She had been observing them from a distance the entire time and had a good grasp of the situation.

"I had heard that House Stokes lacked the support of its people, but I never imagined it would be that extreme," Erika murmured in a weary voice. To be honest, she had felt a legitimate sense of physical danger.

"It certainly is an extraordinary level of hatred. Though, based on what I’ve heard, it’s entirely justified."

The stories Yuno had coaxed out of the servants and the rumors she’d picked up in the streets were appalling. The subjects were bled dry by taxes, with many forced into a life of sub-subsistence. They lacked even the strength to riot. Conversely, the House Stokes invested an absurd amount in military power compared to other nobles of similar standing, further squeezing the life out of the commoners. Any attempt at an uprising would clearly be a suicide mission.

"From your tone, it sounds like your investigation into the house is going well?"

"Quite so."

Yuno found that if she prompted the mansion staff with one question, they would give her twenty answers. They truly despised their masters. However, among the bile, she had found one piece of information that was impossible to ignore.

"However, there is one story that concerns me."

"A story?"

"Yes."

It was a claim that had made Yuno doubt her own ears, prompting her to ask if it was some kind of mistake. Yet, she had received enough consistent testimonies to make it credible. She hesitated to tell Erika, but she couldn't ignore a potential threat to her mistress's life.

"Apparently, Lord Harold recently used magic to burn a servant and her family to death."

"—Eh?"

Erika gasped, her mind failing to process the horrific words.

"The victims were a maid named Clara and her young daughter, Colette."

"W-Wait, Yuno! Is that true? Are you sure it isn't just a rumor?"

"It’s possible, but I received nearly identical accounts from everyone I spoke to. It doesn't seem to be baseless gossip."

"No... that can't be..."

Harold was foul-mouthed and arrogant. He looked down on everyone, and Erika knew firsthand how much he seemed to avoid her. But he was also the man who had given her the hope needed to save the Sumeragi people. Regardless of his motives, that fact was real. Somewhere in her heart, she had hoped he was different from his parents.

Yuno’s revelation struck her like a physical blow. Erika’s hands flew to her mouth, trembling uncontrollably.

"I will continue the investigation, but from now on, please refrain from being alone with Lord Harold. We don't know what he is capable of."

"...Yes. I will be careful."

"It’s all right, Erika-sama. I am here."

Yuno comforted her with a gentle voice, as if soothing an infant, trying to convince her that she would be safe as long as Yuno was by her side. 

Despite the reassurance, Erika's trembling did not stop for a long time.
Chapter 12

“How is the cultivation coming along?”

“We’ve confirmed steady progress across all six sites. Yields are holding close to our projections.”

“Then I’d like to expand our reach as soon as possible, but...”

“Unfortunately, we lack the manpower to scale up any further.”

“And without proper oversight, we risk farmers being blinded by greed and attempting to cultivate the crops however they see fit.”

Two weeks into the LP Farming Method’s trial run, Kazuki sat with Norman and Jake to review the results and hash out their next steps.

The meeting took place in Harold’s room, as usual. These days, Harold was rarely alone; either Norman, Zen, or Jake was almost always present.

“I can’t do anything about the manpower shortage. Is there no one else in this mansion we can use?”

“It would be difficult under the current circumstances. Borrowing Arias or Sexon might serve as a temporary fix, but...”

Norman listed the names of the soldiers who had assisted in Clara’s rescue.

However, expecting them to travel to the farming districts to act as inspectors while maintaining their regular duties was unrealistic. As Norman had admitted, it would be nothing more than a stopgap measure.

“Tsk. Then should we simply hire someone from the outside?”

“From the outside, my lord?”

“For example, I could demand that my father provide me with personal aides... No, that won't work. If he gives me men under his influence, it’ll only make it harder for me to move.”

As Kazuki began to sink into a mumble-filled monologue, Jake cut in to pull him back.

“Lord Harold, I would like to finish the rest of the report first, if I may.”

“Hm? Oh, right. The soil.”

“Yes. Regarding the soil in the test plot, we haven't observed any significant changes.”

The "test plot" was, essentially, a small field at Jake’s home. There, they were relentlessly cultivating three specific types of vegetables.

They needed to confirm if pouring Life Potions into the earth over a long duration or in high concentrations would cause ecological issues. If the soil became exhausted and unusable, the project would have to be scrapped immediately.

“How many rotations have you completed?”

“Seven for Red Gult, six for Suzu-imo, and eleven for Bruna. We’ve also had the chefs perform regular tastings, and there’s been no change in flavor.”

“Acceptable news, but the sample size is still too small. Continue the trial cultivation and monitor the progress. Furthermore...”

This had become Kazuki’s new normal: meeting face-to-face every few days to keep a firm grip on the situation. It brought a sense of fulfillment he had never tasted during his student years, though the road ahead remained fraught with difficulty.

Perhaps as a byproduct of using his brain in ways vastly different from his high school or university days, his body had begun to demand physical release—an outlet for his restless energy.

So, once the discussion concluded, Kazuki took up his sword and headed for a familiar spot: the clearing deep in the forest behind the mansion, the same one he had used during the plan to rescue Clara.

It was the only place where he could swing his blade to his heart’s content.

Upon arrival, Kazuki loosened up his muscles and dove straight into his routine.

A diagonal cleave, a rising slash, and a circular spin—a seamless three-hit combo.

The speed of his blade and the razor-sharp glint of his strikes had reached a level incomparable to when he first began his training. It was a sword dance that would have overwhelmed any spectator, looking as though it were capable of slicing through the very atmosphere.

But Harold’s swordsmanship didn't stop there.

He closed his eyes, steadied his breathing, and honed his senses to a fine edge.

Silence fell over the clearing. Then, Kazuki moved.

In less than a second, he unleashed the same three-hit combo as before. But this time, something followed.

Arcing electricity suddenly clung to the blade as it finished its rotation—lightning.

“Raijin.”

As if answering his command, the current surged in brilliance, discharging the moment the blade was thrust into the earth.

Eight bolts of lightning erupted with Kazuki at the epicenter, lashing out at the surroundings. One gouged a furrow into the dirt; another scorched a boulder; a third shattered a tree trunk.

The lightning had a reach of roughly three meters. Despite having just unleashed an all-directional strike capable of neutralizing a numerical disadvantage, Kazuki muttered with a frown.

“This is useless. It’s nowhere near enough.”

What Kazuki had just performed was a technique called Raijin, categorized as a basic skill in Brave Hearts.

While it looked flashy—and Kazuki had actually been startled the first time he successfully pulled it off—in the game, it was merely a low-tier skill that cost 5 MP. Since the protagonist learned it while his level was still in the single digits, the damage output was predictably pathetic.

The source of his dissatisfaction was the growing sensation within him that he was capable of more. Considering he had started with only four bolts of lightning, his intuition wasn't wrong.

While Harold was capable of using magic of any attribute, lightning was his signature element. It felt as though Harold’s body was screaming, I am greater than this. To answer that plea, Kazuki swung his sword with single-minded intensity, trying to manifest the ideal version of Raijin that flickered in the back of his mind.

He was so focused that he didn't realize he was ascending to heights a ten-year-old child should never be able to reach.

He didn't realize how abnormal his progress truly was.

Nor did he realize how he looked to an outside observer.

(My, I’ve certainly stumbled upon something extraordinary...)

Yuno’s inner voice hummed with its usual leisurely lilt, even as a rare bead of sweat traced a path down her cheek.

Having finished her preliminary internal investigation of the House Stokes, she had moved on to observing Harold directly. On her very first day, she had encountered a sight that defied belief. Since meeting the boy, she had done little else but doubt her own five senses.

But she couldn't afford to merely stand there and smile. By any metric, Harold was an anomaly.

He brandished an iron sword nearly as tall as himself with effortless ease, and his speed was comparable to a battle-hardened knight. On top of that, he was already weaving magic into his swordplay.

While not definitive proof of a specific plot, Yuno was now certain that the boy harbored a massive secret.

The question was whether that secret posed a threat to the House Sumeragi or to Erika.

She had originally planned to approach him directly, but she now realized she needed to rethink her strategy for probing him. Just as she turned on her heel to retreat soundlessly, it happened.

Behind Yuno, the air vibrated with a heavy, metallic thud.

(—!)

Yuno instinctively froze.

The culprit was Harold’s sword. It had left its master’s hand and now sat buried deep in the trunk of the very tree she was using for cover.

It was a surprise attack, timed perfectly for the split second her focus wavered to make her exit. Had the tree not been there, the blade would have undoubtedly skewered her.

The blood drained from Yuno’s face. It was only thanks to years of grueling training and experience that she managed to keep from crying out.

However, in her shock, her feet crunched loudly against the undergrowth—a fatal oversight.

“Who’s there? Stop skulking in the shadows and show yourself.”

Harold’s sharp voice cut through the air.

She considered trying to run, but she knew she couldn't evade the eyes of a boy who had seen through her stealth so precisely. Resigned, Yuno stepped out from behind the tree.

Harold’s eyes widened slightly, and for a fleeting moment, his expression shifted.

(Was that... relief?)

It took Yuno’s extraordinary powers of observation to catch that flicker.

She didn't understand what it meant.

On the other side of the clearing, Kazuki was panicking.

He had been so absorbed in his Raijin practice that the sword had literally slipped from his hand, flying ten meters through the air and embedding itself in a tree.

He had been horrified to realize someone was actually standing there.

Terrified that he might have accidentally maimed or killed someone, he had shouted out in a rush. Just as he was about to bolt toward the bushes to check for a body, Yuno had appeared.

Seeing that she was unharmed, Kazuki felt the weight of the world lift from his shoulders. He had come within inches of becoming a murderer.

“My apologies, Lord Harold~. It was merely a whim of mine~.”

While Kazuki was trying to figure out how to squeeze an apology out of Harold’s mouth, Yuno beat him to it by bowing her head.

Apparently, she was apologizing for spying on his training. To Kazuki, that was the least of his concerns.

“Don't loiter in the shadows. It’s pathetic. If you don't learn your place, you'll end up with a wound you can't walk away from.”

If you’re going to watch, please do it where I can see you. If I don’t know where you are, I might accidentally kill you, was what he meant. But his concern didn't translate in the slightest.

Instead, this is what Yuno heard:

(So, I’ve been put on notice...)

He had seen through her presence with ease and neutralized her without even needing to engage, all while leaving her unharmed as a final show of mercy. He was not an opponent she could handle, especially not with Erika nearby to protect.

He likely knew that, which was why he was issuing this warning.

If you overstep again, there won't be a next time.

She hadn't intended to underestimate him just because he was a child, but Yuno had been completely outclassed. It felt as though he had seen through her from the very start.

It was a total defeat. She wasn't even sure if Harold considered this a "fight." The gap in their abilities was that profound.

The boy possessed not only raw power but terrifying cunning.

“Hmph. Fine. Regardless, how is that sheltered brat doing?”

As Yuno stood there, unable to find a response, Harold abruptly shifted the subject.

Startled by the change in topic, Yuno composed herself and answered.

“Lady Erika still seems to be feeling a bit under the weather~. Perhaps the change in environment has overwhelmed her~.”

(Two weeks is a long time to be "under the weather." I don't remember her having a "frail health" setting in the game...)

Since their disastrous tour of the town, Erika had claimed she wasn't feeling well and had spent almost all her time confined to her room. While this allowed Harold to focus entirely on the LP Farming Method, his concern was growing.

His "crisis-sensing" instincts were screaming that this might be some kind of plot flag. Of course, it was far too late to change course now.

“She’s likely just homesick. Why doesn't she just scurry back to her own estate?”

“How cold~. She is your fiancée, after all. Perhaps you could show her a shred of kindness~?”

If Kazuki could do that, his life would be a lot easier. Harold’s mouth truly was a piece of cursed equipment.

“Absurd. As you said, the relationship between that girl and me is a mere formality. I have no intention of being bound by it.”

“And what is that supposed to mean~?”

(Ah, crap. I said too much.)

The fact that he planned to break the engagement in the future wasn't something he could let slip to the public.

The only person who knew his true intent was Tasuku, who had read his secret letter—and even then, Kazuki doubted Tasuku fully believed him.

Letting anyone know that Harold Stokes himself wanted out of the arrangement was a massive risk at this stage. He wasn't even close to being ready for the fallout.

“I see no reason to explain myself to you.”

Unable to think of a better cover, Kazuki spat out the line like a sore loser and retreated toward the mansion, essentially running away from Yuno.

He felt her gaze boring into his back, but he refused to look back.



Author's Note:
I feel like this kind of development is the gold standard for the "misunderstanding" genre. 
Too easy? I can't hear you!

There have been various opinions in the comments, but to be blunt, Yuno is a character I introduced specifically because I wanted to do this scene early on. Even though she carries concealed weapons and has a certain "vibe," I haven't actually given her a very deep backstory. 

Moving forward, she might not have many major appearances outside of being a combat instructor. Even then, she's mostly intended to be a bridge character.

The next chapter will focus properly on Erika. I need to tank Harold’s reputation even further!
Chapter 13

Even though Yuno’s intrusion had forced him to cut his training short, Kazuki still found himself with too much time on his hands.

Recently, he had devoted every spare moment to practicing his swordsmanship. Though he had originally started out of a desperate need to survive the future, the process of mimicking game movements and mastering new techniques was becoming addictive.

Perhaps as a side effect of that singular focus, he hadn't developed any other way to kill time. He resented this body, which made a casual stroll through town an impossibility.

Deciding he might as well try some quiet reading for once, he pulled a few volumes from the bookshelf and began skimming through them.

Among the many books of children's stories, what caught Kazuki’s eye were the texts regarding magic.

They weren't technical manuals, but rather historical accounts detailing the origins and evolution of magic, alongside anecdotes about famous casters. The spells featured were all massive, flashy techniques—the kind classified as high-level in the game. He read on, figuring they were essentially the magical equivalent of "super moves" designed to appeal to children.

Then, he discovered a familiar name.

Vincent van Westervoort.

In the original story, he was a genius who had risen to the rank of Captain of the Order of the Holy King at a young age. His skill with a blade was undisputed, but he was also so proficient in magic that his name was recorded alongside the great legends of history.

If one had to describe him in a single phrase, it would be "Extreme Firepower."

His combat style revolved around his abnormally high defense—absurd for someone wearing only a suit of armor—which allowed him to charge straight ahead and crush opponents with the highest attack power of any character in the game.

And sadly, Vincent was an enemy character the protagonist’s party had to face in the final stages of the story. While he wasn't the final boss, his strength was legendary; if the player’s party had a weak front line or if the healer was a second too late, he would wipe them out in an instant.

Unlike Harold, however, Vincent was extremely popular with the fans. Most players sympathized with his reasons for opposing the protagonists and his inner turmoil, often thinking, This guy was suffering too, huh.

Kazuki didn't dislike Vincent either.

However, perhaps because he was currently inhabiting Harold’s body, he found himself daydreaming about a fight that never happened in the original story: Harold vs. Vincent. He began to rack his brains, wondering how Harold could possibly win.

One had the highest firepower in the game; the other had the highest speed.

In a head-on clash, Harold would be at a total disadvantage. He wouldn't last long if he took even one of Vincent’s hits directly.

However, Kazuki reasoned that with proper positioning, Harold—with his superior attack speed and variety of moves—ought to be able to hold his own.

In the era when Brave Hearts was released, concepts like depth or 3D movement weren't as common as they were today. The game’s combat system utilized a 2D horizontal axis, much like a traditional fighting game. Because of that, the emphasis was placed on giving precise instructions to party members to see how high a combo count they could achieve.

An expert like Kazuki could consistently chain together eighty-hit combos.

Of course, that was only possible with a full party of four.

Even though Harold was an enemy character with boosted stats to compensate for fighting alone, he would casually rack up thirty-hit combos against the player. Specifically, if he launched a character into the air, they would be treated like a punching bag until their health hit zero, unless an ally managed to interrupt the chain.

In other words, for Harold to defeat Vincent, he would have to dodge every single attack and, once he started a combo, never let up until the fight was over.

Granted, if someone could do that, they wouldn't lose to anyone. To put it another way, if one couldn't pull off something of that caliber, a one-on-one victory against Vincent was impossible.

Then what about that character? Kazuki wondered, his mind racing through hypothetical matchups between Harold and other characters he was never supposed to fight.

Visualizing dream matches and searching for a path to victory was a pleasure reserved for deep fans.

With his thoughts occasionally derailing and a break for dinner in between, the night was well underway by the time he finished the hundred-page book.

He closed the cover with a soft thud and let out a small sigh. It had been a satisfying read.

Checking the time, he saw it was already past midnight. Tomorrow morning, I’ll look for a book on swordsmanship, he thought as he prepared to crawl into bed.

Then, the realization finally hit him.

(Ah. I left my sword in the forest...)

Because he had hurried back and immediately lost himself in his reading, he had forgotten about it until this very moment.

Yuno might have been thoughtful enough to retrieve it, but considering she hadn't come to see him afterward, the sword was likely still stuck in that tree.

Kazuki reached a somewhat mistaken conclusion: A normal woman working as an attendant would probably be too intimidated to touch a real weapon.

In reality, Yuno simply couldn't walk through the Stokes Territory while conspicuously carrying a sword, and she didn't want to arouse suspicion by explaining to the mansion staff why she had been in the forest in the first place. So, she had simply left it.

Kazuki peered out the window. The moon hung in a break in the clouds, shining so brilliantly it drowned out the light of the stars.

The moon was two sizes larger than the one Kazuki knew from Japan. It illuminated the garden so clearly that he felt he could walk without a lamp.

Since I remembered it, I might as well go get it, he thought, pushing himself up.

It was a real sword—a lethal weapon. His Japanese sensibilities made him uneasy leaving such a thing abandoned in the wild. Moreover, the sword was Harold’s property; he didn't want to be held responsible if something went wrong.

Since most of the staff were asleep, he slipped through the silent mansion without making a sound.

He crossed the empty hall, pushed open the heavy front doors, and stepped outside.

He was relieved to find it was even brighter than he’d expected; even the forest seemed manageable. Even without monsters to worry about, wandering through a pitch-black forest required more courage than he possessed.

It was best to finish this before the clouds covered the moon.

Walking at a brisk pace, he circled around to the back of the estate. He approached the flowerbeds facing the southwest, on the opposite side of the Dungeon Tower.

The area was so vast it was more of a field than a flowerbed. Multicolored blossoms swayed in the gentle night breeze.

Kazuki froze when he saw Erika standing there, staring out at the landscape.

His first thought was: Wait, is she better already? She had been recuperating for two weeks, but even if she had fully recovered, the night air would be harsh.

It was a moment of genuine concern—the natural, common-sense reaction of an adult worrying about a child.

That was why he didn't hesitate to act. He called out to her, intending to use his usual insults to chase her back to her room. He did not realize that this was the first step toward the total collapse of the original story and his own carefully laid plans.

If he could have repeated this moment with his memories of the future intact, Kazuki would never have spoken. He must not have.

But he had no such power. It would be years before Kazuki would look back and poignantly realize that this was the single greatest turning point of his life.

But for now, he was oblivious.

"What are you doing at this hour?"

Erika’s slender shoulders jumped at the sound of his voice. She turned around timidly, and upon seeing Harold, she faltered.

He felt a slight sense of dissonance at her reaction—it was different from her usual ones—but Kazuki ignored it and closed the distance between them with a steady gait.

"I heard you were bedridden. To be out bathing in the night wind despite that... I can only conclude that you are a thoughtless fool."

Even as he said it, Kazuki thought, Do I really have to be that harsh?

The fact that he didn't follow up with a classic, "I-it's not like I'm worried about you!" proved that Harold was a genuine, high-tier piece of trash without a shred of tsundere sweetness. It was a despicable personality, but it was exactly who he was supposed to be.

Kazuki certainly didn't want to become a mass-produced tsundere version of Harold. The mere thought made his skin crawl.

"……"

"Don't just stand there. Go back to your room. Personally, I’d be much happier if you just went back to your own home exactly as you are."

Even after being hit with words that clearly showed no concern for her well-being, Erika didn't move. She remained standing there, head bowed.

Kazuki couldn't fathom what was going on in her head.

"…Hey. Don't just stand there. Say something."

Kazuki felt Harold’s tone growing irritated, almost like he was a spectator watching himself.

Erika remained silent, but she was fundamentally a sensible girl. Deciding that continuing any further would only serve to bully a defenseless child, Kazuki decided to end the conversation.

She was much younger here than in the original story; she likely just couldn't bring herself to be honest in front of someone she hated. Once Harold left and she calmed down, she would probably understand what he was trying to get at.

"Hmph. Fine. I don't care if your condition gets worse."

Harold spat out a self-defeating line that made his original intent even more confusing, and he prepared to walk past her.

But surprisingly, Erika stopped him.

"…Please, wait."

"What?"

"There is one thing I must ask you."

Her voice was trembling with anxiety, yet she looked Harold directly in the eyes with newfound resolve.

Kazuki tilted his head inwardly, wondering what could possibly be important enough to warrant such determination.

That question was answered with her very next words.

"There is a rumor that you burned a servant to death with magic. Is that... is that true?"

(Ah. That.)

Kazuki accepted the question calmly. There was no panic, no agitation.

He had suspected it would come out eventually after he’d shown Erika around two weeks ago. Since no one—not him, nor his parents—had any intention of hiding it, there was no way the secret would stay buried.

And his answer had been decided from the very start.

"No. That’s incorrect."

"Then—!"

Erika stepped toward Harold, her face brightening with a sudden surge of joy.

Then, Harold plunged her from that ray of hope straight into the abyss.

"The ones I killed were the servant and his daughter. Two people. Though I suppose it makes little difference how many I kill when they’re the sort of trash whose deaths aren't even worth a story."

In an instant, Erika's joy vanished. Her eyes widened as if she were looking at something impossible... something she desperately wished wasn't real.

"Why...? Why would you do such a thing...?"

Sorrow, anger, disappointment.

Struggling to suppress the tidal wave of emotions, Erika tried to find some glimmer of a "true" intention behind Harold’s words.

But every word he spoke only served to tear her heart apart.

"No great reason. If I had to say, it’s because they got on my nerves."

Harold spoke nonchalantly, as if killing someone because they slightly annoyed him was perfectly normal.

Erika couldn't begin to understand how someone could take a life so easily for such a trivial reason. It felt like a threshold that, as a human being, one "must not" cross.

"They were no better than livestock. Whether they live or die is entirely up to my whim, isn't it?"

"…That is enough."

"I was being merciful. I killed the daughter so she wouldn't be left alone in this world. They should probably be grateful."

"Please... stop...!"

"They’re an inferior species, after all. From the moment they were born, things like freedom—"

Slap.

The sound echoed through the night.

Erika’s palm had struck Harold’s cheek.

The term "Inferior Species"—the ultimate slur against those without noble blood—had finally snapped Erika’s patience.

The hand she had swung was trembling with rage, and her tear-filled eyes were clouded with pure contempt. Glaring at Harold, Erika spoke the most hateful words she had ever uttered in her life.

"You are the lowest kind of human being!"

"And? What of it?"

He didn't even look like he’d been hurt. He simply wore his usual, mocking smirk.

It was as if killing people and being called the lowest of the low meant absolutely nothing to him.

In that moment, Erika realized. It was impossible to reach this person.

"…I have nothing more to say to you."

"Hah. That is the best news I’ve heard all day."

"Excuse me."

As Kazuki watched Erika walk away, his left cheek began to throb with pain.

He had pushed her away for his own reasons, but having that much raw hostility directed at him was still painful.

(I definitely can’t see this as a "reward.")

With mental apologies to the more fanatical fans of the game, he let out a weary sigh. Anyone who would enjoy this was clearly out of their mind.

Still, being depressed wouldn't change anything. He forced himself to think positively: at least it was better than being slapped by an eighteen-year-old Erika. The slap of a grown-up Erika who had survived countless adventures would have packed a lot more than a simple sting.

"Don't waver. If I can't get used to this, I’ll never survive what’s coming."

His whisper was caught by the wind and carried away into the night.

With that, Erika's opinion of Harold had officially hit rock bottom.
Chapter 14

He managed to retrieve his sword and return to his room without incident, but a lingering unease kept sleep at bay. 

He tossed and turned for hours, finally succumbing to drowsiness only as dawn began to break. With a brief glance at the pale morning sky, Kazuki drifted into the depths of sleep.

He must have fallen into a deeper slumber than he anticipated, for by the time he opened his eyes, the sun was well past its zenith. 

He dragged his heavy body out of bed. Perhaps the fatigue from the previous day still lingered.

(Not that it was physical damage, anyway.)

He rubbed the cheek Erika had slapped. Physically, the pain was long gone. The ache was internal—a weight pressing against his heart. Even after a night’s rest, he was plagued by the guilt of having made a young girl cry.

And yet, even if his throat were cut, he couldn't have told her he "hadn't killed them." Silence was necessary, not just for his own survival, but for Erika’s protection as well.

"Hmph. Pointless."

Harold’s mouth wouldn’t even permit a sigh or a half-hearted mutter that "it couldn’t be helped." If this iron-clad stoicism was Harold’s true nature, Kazuki had to admire the man's mental fortitude—though one could also argue he was simply an incredibly self-centered bastard.

The moment he stood up, his stomach growled, protesting the missed breakfast and lunch. However, he decided to shower first to clear the fog from his brain.

As a side note, the Stokes mansion lacked a bathtub. The culture of immersion bathing simply hadn't taken root here. It had been nearly four months since he had transitioned into Harold’s body, and in all that time, the only proper bath he'd enjoyed was during their one-night stay at the Sumeragi mansion.

That bath—an outdoor tub made of what looked like Japanese cypress—had been a luxurious affair, more akin to a hot spring than a simple tub. He made a silent vow to check if it was a natural spring should he ever have the chance to visit again.

Suppressing his craving for a long soak, Kazuki finished his shower and headed toward the dining hall to finally address his hunger.

On the way, he encountered Yuno walking from the opposite direction. Ordinarily, there was no need for Harold to exchange words with a maid, but the image of Erika’s tearful face flashed through Kazuki's mind. Before he could stop himself, he was interrogating Yuno about her mistress.

"How is that sickly woman faring?"

In Harold’s internal classification system, Erika had somehow evolved from a sheltered lady to a "sickly woman." It was a hopeless way to show concern, but it was the best he could do.

"Well, she seems to be feeling even worse today... Perhaps we should consider returning to the Sumeragi Territory for her to recover, just as you suggested, Lord Harold."

Yuno brushed off the insulting epithet without a flicker of emotion. Kazuki, who had been bracing himself for a lecture on his poor manners, secretly wiped a bead of sweat from his brow, relieved by her easygoing nature.

Returning home might seem like a waste of time, but given how much Erika’s unexpected stay was complicating things, Kazuki felt he would be more at ease once she was gone. For reasons entirely different from his parents, he didn't want the Sumeragi party discovering the truth behind the Clara incident.

"By the way, Lord Harold, do you happen to know what might be causing Lady Erika’s decline?"

"How should I know? I’m not a doctor."

That was a lie.

He might not have known the specifics of her health over the past two weeks, but he was certain her current state was the direct result of his provocation the previous night. 

In fact, though Kazuki didn't realize it, the root cause of her distress was the shock of the rumors claiming Harold had murdered Clara and her daughter. From start to finish, Kazuki was the catalyst. Had he known the full extent of it, his conscience would likely have buckled. He was not a sociopath who found joy in the suffering of a ten-year-old.

Between the crisis in her own territory, her family’s exhaustion, and the sudden political engagement forced upon her, Erika was already under immense pressure. To then find out her fiancé was a "scumbag" who murdered commoners without a second thought... the stress must have been staggering.

Considering her circumstances, Kazuki felt that a few slaps were a small price to pay. He just wished his Hate Value would stay at its absolute minimum.

"That’s a pity. Since you’re capable of synthesizing medicine, I assumed you’d be quite knowledgeable about such things."

Yuno was probing him. She still hadn't identified the source of his medicine, and it was a major point of concern for her investigation. Kazuki, oblivious to her intent, merely wondered if he had accidentally gained a reputation for medical expertise.

"If you're so worried, have a personal physician look at her. Keeping her here will only prolong the inevitable."

A house as prominent as the Sumeragi surely had a few dedicated doctors. If they were that anxious, they could have just tucked her away in a villa with medical staff. The fact that they were lingering suggested they had another objective—though Kazuki still couldn't fathom what it was.

Yuno’s mission was twofold: investigate the internal affairs of House Stokes and uncover Harold's true nature. The former was easy; the Stokes family was so loathed that the servants were practically bursting with gossip. A sympathetic ear was all she needed to gather information.

The latter, however, was proving difficult. Harold's personal security was airtight. Between his natural wariness and his high Presence Detection, she couldn't get near him. He had even sniffed her out and issued a warning on her very first day—the First Action.

She had been forced to pivot to his inner circle. She had tried contacting the three servants who frequently gathered around him, but they were expertly evasive. Zen, the most soft-hearted of the bunch, had almost slipped up once, but she still lacked any concrete evidence.

Yuno felt that their information control was incredibly thorough, especially for people who were supposed to be casual servants. She couldn't tell if it was out of genuine loyalty or sheer intimidation, leaving her at a stalemate.

(The reports from the Internal Investigation Unit say he goes to the agricultural district often, but...)

She was coordinating with agents embedded in the surrounding area, but they hadn't cracked the mystery of his activities there. The tight-knit farming communities were hard to infiltrate. It was the kind of long-term operation they hadn't prepared for. It had been a rare tactical error on Lord Tasuku's part, concentrating his forces in the high-population Central District instead of the rural outskirts.

After a few more brief exchanges, Kazuki resumed his march. There were three places to eat in the mansion: the private Dining Room, the Great Hall for guests, and the servants' cafeteria. Kazuki headed for the first.

He threw the door open without knocking. It was past two in the afternoon, so his parents were absent. A young maid was in the middle of changing the tablecloth. She jumped, her face pale with panic at the sudden appearance of the young master.

(Frozen by fear. Typical.)

By now, Kazuki was used to this. Everyone who knew Harold’s face reacted this way, regardless of age or gender. He didn't even feel the sting of it anymore; he simply observed her reaction with detached calm.

To put her at ease, he took a seat far away from her work.

"When you're finished with that, tell the kitchen to prepare a light meal. Then call Norman here. Don't dawdle."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

The girl finished the cloth with trembling hands and practically fled the room. The sound of her hurried footsteps faded down the hall.

His meal arrived in less than ten minutes. Norman appeared just as he was finishing his last few bites.

"My apologies for the delay, Lord Harold."

"Sit."

Kazuki shoved the last of his bread into his mouth and washed it down with soup. It was poor manners, but with only Norman and the maid present, he didn't care. Once the table was cleared and they were alone, Norman spoke.

"You slept late today. Is the exhaustion catching up with you?"

"It's fine. I just had trouble sleeping."

"I see."

"It gave me plenty of time to think, though."

Kazuki (as Harold) let a sharp smirk cross his face. Norman instantly understood.

"About the labor shortage, then?"

"Yes. We discussed bringing in external collaborators, didn't we?"

"Do you have a plan?"

"I called you here to see if it's viable."

Kazuki hadn't intended to pull an all-nighter, but once he started thinking, he couldn't stop. He had come up with a proposal, but he was an amateur in this world; he needed Norman and Jake to vet it.

"Regarding the external partners... is it possible to demonstrate the profitability of the LP Farming Method to a merchant and secure a contract based on the rights to that technology?"

Even with his limited knowledge of commerce, Kazuki knew that high-yield, fast-cycle crops were a goldmine. The production efficiency would far outweigh the initial costs. It would allow for market differentiation and potentially open up entirely new trade routes.

His ideal model involved selling the technology to a large merchant guild. The guild would then sub-license the method to farmers. The farmers would pay a fee to the guild, which would then be split between the merchant and Harold.

However, since they currently needed to keep production volume low to avoid detection, they needed a merchant association large enough to handle the auditing of the farmers.

Norman listened, impressed by the depth of the plan, but raised a practical concern.

"And do you have a specific merchant in mind?"

"No. That’s why I’m asking for your and Jake’s input."

"Without a prior connection, a major guild is unlikely to take us seriously. And a smaller, independent merchant wouldn't have the manpower to handle the oversight we require..."

Harold's parents had connections, but using them would mean revealing the LP Farming Method to them—something Kazuki wasn't ready to do.

"So there's no way to implement it yet?"

"Unfortunately, no. But the strategy of bringing a merchant into the fold is sound."

"Then keep working on the details. Relay the plan to Jake as well."

"As you wish. The primary hurdle remains finding a trustworthy merchant we can actually reach."

They went back and forth for a while, but eventually, the conversation reached a dead end.



A carriage clattered through the gates of the Stokes mansion, its wheels following the well-worn ruts in the road. The driver, trading jokes with the gate guards, was none other than Zen.

After unloading the supplies he’d bought in town and stowing the carriage, Zen headed straight for Harold’s room. If Kazuki had seen him, he would have called him a "loyal dog" or something equally biting, but Zen wouldn't have cared. He reached the door and knocked—a new rule Harold had been very strict about lately—but received no answer.

"Lord Harold? Are you in there?"

A normal servant would have left, but Zen's level of familiarity with Harold was unparalleled. He cracked the door and peeked inside, only to find the room empty.

Probably training his sword again, Zen thought. He was about to turn back when he spotted a small figure standing further down the hallway. 

The girl looked so profoundly dejected that Zen couldn't bring himself to walk away. He forced a bright, cheerful tone.

"Good afternoon, Lady Erika."

Erika turned slowly, her eyes widening slightly as if only just noticing him.

"Good day. You are..."

"Oh, I'm Zen. Where’s Yuno-san?"

It was rare to see Erika without her shadow. Zen wondered if they’d had a spat, but he couldn't have been more wrong.

"She is away in the city on private business."

In truth, she was meeting with other investigators, having left only moments ago. She wouldn't be back for hours.

"I see. Are you here for... Lord Harold, perhaps?"

It was a logical assumption, given she was standing near his door. But at the mention of Harold's name, Erika's face grew even darker. He was the last person she wanted to think about.

And yet, she realized that this man—Zen—didn't seem to hold any of the usual fear or hatred for Harold.

Does he not know? she wondered. The question left her lips before she could stop it.

"Do you not know the truth?"

"Umm... about what?"

"About Lord Harold murdering a servant with magic."

"T-That... well, you see..."

It was Zen's turn to be flustered. His reaction confirmed to Erika that he knew the rumors. But that only birthed a new question: How could he still serve Harold so cheerfully? She had assumed his loyalty was a facade, but his hesitation didn't suggest fear or disgust—it suggested a man who wanted to defend his master but lacked the words to do so.

"I mean, I've heard the whispers, but... it's hard to know what's true and what isn't. It doesn't feel right to judge Lord Harold based on rumors when the truth is so murky..."

"Lord Harold confirmed it himself. And the victim was a servant of this very house. Surely you must know it happened?"

"Ugh..."

Erika had him cornered. Zen’s clumsy defense crumbled. He wasn't a man of silver words or grand rhetoric. Norman had recruited him because he was a "good person"—someone who could see the heart beneath Harold’s thorny exterior.

But that goodness extended to everyone. And seeing Erika so utterly broken stirred his protective instincts.

"Then why? How... how can you possibly admire him?"

Her voice was heavy, more of a plea than a question. Regardless of Harold's character, she had to marry him for the sake of the Sumeragi. Her own feelings were a hindrance she needed to crush. 

She understood that intellectually, but the conflict between duty and emotion was tearing her apart. She had accepted that she would never have a marriage of love. She had been furious when she learned of the Stokes' cruelty. And yet, Harold had been the one to give her family hope—only for her to realize he was a man who saw commoners as sub-human.

She had built him up and let herself be disappointed. She knew that. But the realization that the light at the end of the tunnel was a lie had been enough to shatter her.

Zen watched her struggle. He knew that the "scum" she saw was a mask—a phantom built of lies. He knew that the world Harold was building for her was a kind one. After all, a man who would take the stain of "murderer" upon himself just to save two lives wasn't the kind of man who would ever truly abandon her.

He saw in her the same strength and kindness he saw in Harold—two young people crushing their own hearts for the sake of their people. They were both carrying burdens far too heavy for their years, walking a path where they would only ever hit walls.

They weren't supposed to be enemies. They were two of a kind. They were perhaps the only two people in the world who could truly understand each other—if only they could show their true selves.

"Lady Erika... would you come with me?"

Zen made his decision. Even if he was just an unreliable adult, even if he earned Harold’s wrath or was cast out of the mansion, he had to help her.

"Please, give me just a little of your time. There’s something I need to tell you."
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Erika felt herself recoil under the weight of a gaze burning with such intense determination. She couldn't begin to fathom what Zen was truly thinking.

Driven by nothing but a raw, instinctive dread—a premonition that failing to follow him now would lead to a lifetime of regret—she finally relented.

"I understand. Where are we going?"

"This way."

Zen turned on his heel and led the way with a steady, purposeful gait. He stopped before a specific door—the place he had deemed most appropriate for unveiling the truth.

"We’re here!"

It was Harold's private bedchamber.

"...Huh?"

The sheer absurdity of the situation pulled a faint, bewildered squeak from her throat—a sound quite unlike anything the refined Erika Sumeragi had ever uttered. She was so utterly disoriented that she didn't even have the presence of mind to be embarrassed by it.

Based on the conversation so far, she had expected Zen to reveal the secrets Harold was hiding regarding the servants' deaths. Why on earth would he choose to do that inside the room of the very man keeping those secrets? Erika's mind whirled as she wondered if she had catastrophically misinterpreted their entire exchange.

But where? And how? Her thoughts were a tangled mess.

"Now then, inside you go."

"Wait—what? Ah—!"

Taking advantage of her dazed state, Zen gave her small back a firm shove, ushering her into the room. He had already confirmed Harold was out; there was no reason to hesitate.

Zen scanned the room, spotted a closet, and unceremoniously stuffed the reeling Erika inside.

"Forgive me! Just stay here for a bit!"

He shut the door and made for the exit.

"Wh-what is this...?" Erika whispered, her voice still sounding like a stranger's.

To lock away a guest of the house—his master’s fiancée, no less—was beyond mere insolence. Depending on the lord, a servant could be executed for such an affront and no one would bat an eye. Erika wasn't prone to such violent outbursts of temper, but common sense dictated she protest this treatment. 

However, she had more pressing concerns. She needed to get out of this room immediately.

She was an intruder now, albeit an unwilling one. If she were caught, there was no telling what kind of verbal abuse Harold would rain down upon her.

The moment she reached for the closet door, the heartless sound of a latch clicking shut echoed through the room.

"Whoa!"

Then came Zen’s startled cry. It was only natural; the master of the room had returned at the exact moment Zen had tried to leave.

Harold’s voice followed, sharp with annoyance. "Quit that grating racket. More importantly, what are you doing in my room?"

"N-now, you see... well, the truth is, I had something to tell you, Lord Harold! But you didn't answer when I knocked, so I thought I'd just take a quick peek inside."

"If there’s no answer, you leave. Just how much of an idiot are you?"

Erika peered through the gaps in the closet blinds. Her window of escape had slammed shut.

If she stepped out now and explained herself, she might be able to salvage the situation. But what about Zen? Harold was the type of man who would kill someone on a whim. Even if this was Zen's own fault, she didn't want him to die for it.

But would Harold listen to her pleas for mercy? Given his track record, it seemed unlikely.

What should I do? Erika agonized, even as the situation spiraled further out of control.

"Anyway, about that thing I wanted to tell you!" Zen shouted, forcing the conversation forward.

Harold let out an exasperated sigh and sank into the sofa. To Erika's surprise, he actually allowed the man to continue.

"Fine. Get on with it. Be brief."

"Right. Well, it's a bit awkward, but... those rumors have spread quite a bit."

Zen didn't specify which rumors, but everyone present knew exactly what he meant.

"I went into town for supplies earlier, and at every shop I visited, the owners and the customers were all hounding me for details."

"..."

Harold crossed his arms and closed his eyes, listening in silence. Inside the closet, Erika held her breath, desperate to hear his response.

"I haven't said a word, of course. But since I haven't denied anything, your reputation is hitting rock bottom. I feel like we need to take some kind of countermeasure, or else..."

"I wondered what nonsense you were going to spout. My reputation has been dragged through the mud for years."

"But—"

"But what? Are you suggesting I go around announcing that Clara and Colette escaped to Brosche Village and are still alive?"

"Of course not! I wouldn't breathe a word of that if my life depended on it!"

...What?

Erika’s mind went blank. 

What had Harold just said? The servant and her daughter... Clara and Colette... were alive?

And Zen had confirmed it?

The shock was even greater than the "confession" she had heard the previous night. Erika remained frozen, unable to move a single muscle, as she listened to the rest of the conversation.

"Then stop worrying about trivialities. If my parents even suspect they’re alive, the suspicion will fall on me. Eliminating that possibility is my top priority."

"I understand that, but couldn't you at least tell Lady Erika the truth? She’s been miserable ever since she heard those rumors."

"Absolutely not."

The rejection was absolute. If a voice could have a temperature, Harold’s would have been sub-zero. A chill ran down the spines of both Zen and the hidden Erika.

"...Why not?" Zen asked, his confusion finally getting the better of him.

Why was Harold so adamant about pushing Erika away? 

It was because, in Harold's mind, Erika was perhaps the most dangerous person in this world. 

Erika's defining trait was kindness—but it was an "excessive" kind of kindness. In the original story, Harold was a textbook elitist who thought he could do anything to anyone. He killed servants, oppressed the weak, and even burned down an entire town as a monster sacrifice just to save his own skin.

Yet despite those atrocities, Erika had been unable to truly abandon him, suffering through her engagement because of a sense of debt toward House Stokes. It was a classic, overly dramatic game scenario meant to pull at the player's heartstrings.

To the current Harold, that foolishly persistent kindness was a threat to his survival.

His goal was to live. To do that, he had to avoid Death Flags and ensure the game's story reached its conclusion. If the Last Boss wasn't defeated, the entire continent would sink, and Harold along with it.

Erika was the party's primary healer. Without her, the difficulty of the final battle would skyrocket. Therefore, for his own sake, Harold needed Erika to join the Protagonist's party.

Furthermore, he held a faint hope that clearing the game's story was the key to returning to his original world.

But what if Erika—who had stayed by the side of the original, monstrous Harold—saw that the current Harold was actually a decent person who was secretly helping House Sumeragi? She might double down on the engagement. If that happened, and she failed to join the Protagonist's party as a result, Harold’s entire plan would crumble.

To avoid Death Flags, he couldn't be a true villain. Therefore, he decided the safest path was to make sure Erika hated his guts. He didn't care about her affection; in fact, it was a liability.

Of course, explaining that would make him sound insane. So, he fabricated a different excuse.

After a long silence, Harold spoke again. "...That girl was crying."

"Huh?"

"Whether it was because I'm a murderer or out of pity for the people I supposedly killed, I don't care. Either way, she wept for others. She's a fool."

The memory of the previous night resurfaced—the single tear tracing a path down Erika’s cheek in the moonlight. It was a beautiful trait, but a troublesome one.

"She’s too kind. It’s the kindness of a weakling who can do nothing but pity others. If she tries to walk the same path as me, she’ll only end up with more scars than she can count."

"So... you're pushing her away for her own sake? Because you care about her...?"

"Don't be ridiculous. Why should I care about her? I simply refuse to marry a tedious woman who bursts into tears at the slightest provocation."

Harold’s words cut deep into Erika’s chest. It was a sharp pain, but entirely different from the one she had felt the night before.

Guilt, self-loathing, and regret flooded her.

"I see... but Lord Harold, do you really have no intention of marrying her?"

"None whatsoever."

"Then why the engagement in the first place?"

"To put it in terms even you can grasp: this engagement was bought."

House Stokes had craved the Sumeragi bloodline. They had swooped in when House Sumeragi’s forestry business—the backbone of their economy—was crippled by an unprecedented surge of miasma in the forests. While the kingdom and other lords hesitated to provide aid for such a high-risk recovery, House Stokes had stepped in to buy a massive favor.

Zen, realizing the implications, spoke up. "Wait, wouldn't breaking the engagement be a death blow for the Sumeragi, then?"

It was true. If Harold unilaterally broke the engagement, the financial support would vanish, and the Sumeragi territory would collapse. Not that Harold’s parents would ever allow him to break it anyway.

But Harold wasn't about to be a puppet.

"I've already handled it. That's what the antibodies and the LP Farming Method are for."

By using the medicine he'd developed, the Sumeragi could continue logging in areas where the miasma was thin. The miasma would eventually spread, but only as much as it did in the original game. He had already sent a letter to Tasuku outlining the predicted range of contamination so they could set up defensive lines.

On top of that, he planned to provide the technical know-how for the LP Farming Method. He hadn't worked out all the details yet, so he had phrased it vaguely in the letter as "industrial technology," but the intent was there.

Zen stared at him, dumbfounded. "You've been thinking that far ahead...?"

Zen was amazed. This boy was looking much further into the future than anyone could have imagined.

He wasn't the only one. Erika, hidden in the dark closet, was reeling from Harold’s foresight. He had anticipated the Sumeragi crisis before the engagement was even a topic of discussion—likely from the moment the miasma first appeared.

That explained how he could provide the formula for the medicine so quickly after the engagement was finalized.

It meant Harold had gone to incredible lengths to save a family he had no connection to. He claimed it was just to "buy a favor," but the cost and effort of developing such medicine far outweighed any profit. 

As she realized the depth of his secret dedication, Erika’s vision blurred with tears.

For Harold, this had been a difficult gamble. He knew that by providing this much support, Erika would feel an even deeper debt of gratitude than in the original story. But he needed a patron. He couldn't move freely under his parents' thumbs.

He had decided to use his "fiancée" as a smokescreen to contact the Sumeragi. He knew from his game knowledge that Tasuku was a man of character he could trust. With Tasuku’s cooperation, supporting the Protagonists from the shadows would be much easier.

If the Sumeragi economy recovered through the antibody medicine and the LP Farming Method, they wouldn't need the Stokes' money anymore. Then, breaking the engagement wouldn't hurt them. He had even told Tasuku in the letter that the Sumeragi were free to initiate the annulment themselves.

It’s a royal flush of benevolence, Harold thought. I’m laying it on a bit thick, but as long as I don't ask for anything impossible, Tasuku should cooperate.

However, he had one last concern—one that involved Zen.

"By the way," Harold said, his voice dropping so low that Erika could barely hear it. "You should start thinking about your own future."

"What do you mean?"

"I’ve told you before: House Stokes is going to fall. If you don't want to be out on the street, you’d best prepare for the worst."

"But... isn't that why we're doing the LP Farming Method? To save the house?"

"As long as my parents continue their insane taxes and spending, all we're doing is buying time. I'm doing what I can, but there are no guarantees. I don't plan on looking after you lot when the ship sinks, so look out for yourselves."

Even the usually cheerful Zen was shaken. Harold spoke of the family's ruin as if it were an absolute certainty.

"If that happens... what will happen to the people living here?"

"Who knows. But I doubt Tasuku Sumeragi would let them suffer."

Erika’s heart jumped at the mention of her father’s name. Why Father...?

"I don't follow," Zen said.

"In my letter, I petitioned the Sumeragi to ensure the local citizens aren't treated unfairly if House Stokes collapses. Honestly, the fact that they're too fragile to survive without me holding their hands is laughable."

It wasn't that he wanted the Sumeragi to adopt the entire territory; he just hoped they could use their influence with the royal family to ensure a decent successor was appointed. He had piled on the favors specifically to make sure this "unreasonable request" was granted.

It'll probably go to some other noble. Let's just hope they're more sane than my parents, Harold thought. By the time that happened, he planned to be long gone anyway.

"Anyway, that's enough. If you break your oath of secrecy, I'll make you regret it."

"I-I know! I haven't told a soul...!"

Zen’s voice trembled. Harold didn't realize that Zen was trembling for a very different reason now, nor did he catch the specific nuance of "I haven't told anyone."

Of course, even if he had realized his "natural enemy" was currently inches away in his closet, it was already far too late.
Chapter 16

It has been a long time. 

I will explain the reason for the delay in the afterword.



"Is that all? If you’re finished, get out at once."

"I’d love to do just that, but... ah, Lord Harold, what are your plans for the rest of the day?"

"What’s with the sudden curiosity? I have no reason to tell you."

"Well, I was just wondering if you were going to do your sword training today."

Harold inwardly tilted his head at Zen’s suspicious behavior and shifting eyes.

It was true that his food had settled while they were chatting, and he had been considering heading to his usual spot to practice his techniques, but that should have been of no concern to Zen.

"What of it?"

"I’ve kept it a secret until now, but I’m actually quite interested in swordsmanship! I thought I’d like to see you brandish your sword, Lord Harold."

Then go watch the professional soldiers, Kazuki almost blurted out. Harold was nothing more than an amateur who happened to have exceptional physical specs; calling his skill "self-taught" was being generous.

Previously, concerned about his lack of formal training, Kazuki had asked the mansion's soldiers for instruction. However, perhaps because they were terrified of injuring Harold, they had focused entirely on defense. Not a single one of them would launch a proper attack.

Considering their respective social standings, it was a natural reaction, but for Harold, the lack of a real sparring partner was a problem.

He had even considered asking his parents for help, but any instructor provided by those two—who doted on Harold to a fault—would likely be useless. He doubted they would ever teach him the practical, lethal combat he desired.

He planned to solve that problem eventually, but for today, he decided to make do with the practice partner who had just volunteered.

"Fine. I’ll show you—from the best seat in the house."

"Um, Lord Harold? Why are you carrying two swords? I said I was interested, but I have no experience, you know! Being your opponent all of a sudden is a bit..."

"Stop talking back."

"P-Please, have mercy!"

Zen’s screams grew distant as he was grabbed by the collar and dragged away. Eventually, the voices and footsteps faded into nothingness. Once silence had reclaimed the hall, Erika slipped out of Harold’s room.

Fortunately, no one saw her, but even after she reached the safety of her own quarters, Erika could not untangle the whirlwind of conflicting emotions within her.

She found herself ruminating on the words that had come directly from Harold’s own lips.

The servants she believed he had murdered were actually alive.

While he had orchestrated their escape, he was intentionally bearing the stigma of a murderer to prioritize their safety.

He was deliberately trying to make Erika, his own fiancée, hate him.

And despite all of that, he was still trying to find a way to save Erika and House Sumeragi.

Of course, she didn't blindly accept all of this as fact. She recognized the possibility that the entire exchange had been a performance staged by Harold and Zen.

Yet, at the same time, it was a narrative that finally made sense of everything—especially his hostile attitude toward her and his earlier remarks suggesting he had been developing medicine for years.

What was truth? What was falsehood? How was she supposed to interact with Harold now? Erika could no longer find an answer. Even her own desires had become a blur.

She felt as if she were wandering aimlessly through a thick fog. It was Yuno, returning from her errands, who finally pulled Erika’s consciousness back to reality.

"Lady Erika, are you there~?"

A light knock was followed by that familiar, drawn-out voice from the other side of the door.

At the sound, Erika’s heart settled just a little.

"...Yes, you may enter."

"Excuse me~."

Yuno appeared in her usual kappogi apron. Her unchanging appearance, regardless of the circumstances, felt incredibly reassuring in that moment.

Yuno, however, was quick to sense the subtle shift in Erika’s demeanor.

"Did something happen while I was out~?"

Though phrased as a question, Yuno was already certain that something had occurred. Her intuition told her it was likely related to Harold.

Erika stiffened at Yuno's sharp observation. She hesitated, wondering if she should confide in her.

If what she had overheard was the truth, then Harold was going so far as to endure infamy to protect the servants’ safety. To speak of it might be to throw his consideration back in his face.

However, as a member of House Sumeragi, she absolutely had to ascertain the truth. She had to know exactly what kind of person Harold Stokes truly was.

"—Yuno, please listen."

After agonizing over the decision, Erika decided to tell her. She didn't reveal everything, though—only the bare minimum: that Zen had pushed her into Harold’s room, and that she had overheard a conversation suggesting the two "murdered" servants were still alive.

Though much was omitted, it was more than enough to make Yuno furrow her brows.

"Therefore, I want you to investigate whether Clara and Colette are truly alive."

"Understood~. I will make the arrangements immediately~."

No sooner had she spoken than Yuno headed back toward the central district she had just left. Since Yuno herself couldn't leave the mansion too often, she would have to contact another internal investigator to handle the trek to Brosche Village.

As she walked back toward town, Yuno’s mind raced. After hearing Erika’s story, she felt a profound sense of incongruity.

(Is it really possible for Lord Harold to fail to notice a third party hiding in his room?)

Harold was a man of such caliber that he could effortlessly detect Yuno—a professional in the art of concealment. Was it truly possible for such a man to overlook Erika, who possessed no such skills?

Yuno’s conclusion was "no."

It was highly likely that Harold had intentionally leaked this information to Erika—and by extension, to the Sumeragi side. She couldn't fathom his true intentions or why he would leak information to House Sumeragi that he kept hidden from his own family.

The thought that she was currently being moved exactly as Harold intended left Yuno with a sense of bitter frustration.

(He possesses an unfathomable dread for his age~. I wonder what kind of brilliant strategist he will become once he’s grown~.)

Should she look forward to that future, or should she fear it? If he could be secured as an ally, there would be no one more reliable. Not only was he possessed of terrifying intellect, but even at his young age, he was already acquiring rare martial prowess. Even the word "prodigy" felt inadequate.

However, should they end up as enemies, he would undoubtedly be a formidable foe. It occurred to her that assassinating him while he was still a child might be the only way to drastically reduce future losses.

He was enough of a threat to make her consider such things.

It was only natural that Yuno would reach that judgment. "Precocious" didn't cover it. "Putting adults to shame" wasn't enough. At that level, one could not maneuver without letting even Tasuku realize their true intentions, nor could they toy with Yuno so lightly.

Even if Harold himself hadn't aimed for this specific result, it was inevitable that he would be perceived this way by his opponents.

Harold’s greatest mistake was that, in his desperation to manipulate hate points and adhere to the original story, he had completely neglected the evaluations of those around him. He understood that his words and actions deviated from what was appropriate for his age, but he had no leeway in time, mental energy, or manpower to exercise self-restraint.

In a sense, this situation was bound to happen.

Had he correctly recognized the reputation he was building and what it meant, he surely would not have carelessly stepped into such a predicament. It was a development that could have been avoided with a bit more caution.

Furthermore, while he felt that the unusually long stay of Erika and Yuno was mysterious, his failure to probe their objectives was a fatal oversight.

If one were to offer an excuse for him, it was a lapse in judgment caused precisely because he knew the original Erika—a girl who hated injustice. He never even dreamed that she or her attendant would act as spies.

If he had been watching the movements of Erika and Yuno, the possibility of them discovering Clara’s survival—at least at this stage—would have been low.

Having blissfully ignored all these factors, Harold foolishly chose to voluntarily head back to the Sumeragi estate.

The catalyst was an order from his father, Hayden, about three weeks after the secret of Clara’s survival was compromised, and just as Erika’s stay exceeded a month.

"Me? To the Sumeragi Territory?"

Hayden had summoned Harold to his study and explained with an air of importance that Harold was to escort the "unwell" Erika home and remain there to deepen their relationship.

The former was a mere pretext; the latter was the real goal. Hayden viewed Erika’s poor health as nothing more than simple homesickness.

"That's right. I cannot go myself this time, but it is necessary to show our sincerity."

(Sincerity, huh. Most likely, he wants me to accompany her to show everyone that our relationship is "improving"...)

Within the Stokes Territory, the engagement had already been made public. As a result, the commoners' feelings toward Erika had predictably shifted toward pity.

Harold could only be exasperated at his family’s lack of popularity. He had no confidence in turning those negative perceptions around.

"Understood. Then I should prepare to depart at once."

"Hahaha! To think you’re that eager... it seems the two of you have become quite close without me realizing it."

Of course, that wasn't the case. Erika had been confined to her room the entire time, leaving no opportunity for them to bond, but Hayden interpreted the situation in the way most convenient for him.

Harold wanted to drop a sarcastic comment about his father’s delusional optimism, but his "Harold Mouth" wouldn't allow it. Ignoring his laughing father, Harold viewed the expedition to the Sumeragi Territory as an opportunity. He privately geared himself up, thinking he would place his bets there.

Though he felt a sense of internal urgency, it was an incredibly reckless judgment. While problems were still piling up, he had grown overconfident after finally grasping a clue to improve his situation.

He was, essentially, walking straight into the ultimate minefield. He should have been more calm.

Even such a basic tenet of survival was forgotten by Harold in that moment. He did not yet know that his choice would invite a brand-new death flag.
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That night, after the sudden decision to travel to the Sumeragi territory was finalized, Harold barely finished explaining his future plans to Norman and the others before he set about preparing for a long-term stay.

A few days later, he departed the Stokes mansion. A week after that, he arrived in the Sumeragi territory, where the Sakura were in full bloom.

If they were the cherry blossoms Harold remembered from Japan, they wouldn't have been able to maintain their peak for even a month, but things were apparently different in this world. "Cherry blossoms" and "Sakura" were likely similar yet distinct entities.

Lost in these thoughts, Harold sat in seiza on a cushion atop the tatami mats, gazing at the pink petals dancing in the breeze.

He had been sitting there for about thirty minutes. While putting into practice a technique he’d learned in his original world to keep his legs from falling asleep, he occasionally sipped his green tea while waiting for Tasuku to finish his official duties.

“Harold-kun, would you like a refill?”

“……Brew the next one stronger. The aroma is weak, and more importantly, it’s lukewarm.”

Sitting diagonally across from him, Tasuku’s wife, Koyomi, reached for an iron kettle heating in a small, forty-centimeter-square sunken hearth. Like a common maid, she moved to refill Harold’s empty cup the moment she noticed it.

In complete contrast to his internally apologetic state, his traitorous mouth voiced nothing but arrogant demands. The tea was, in fact, delicious; however, it was also true that it was lukewarm. Furthermore, the light brew felt a bit thin compared to the heavy sweetness of the wagashi served alongside it.

Not that there was any need to say it like that.

“Oh my. Then I shall brew the next cup a bit stronger and much hotter.”

“See that you do.”

It seemed his ability to use polite honorifics only activated in front of his own parents, never for his social superiors. Despite Harold’s haughty attitude, Koyomi never lost her gentle smile. With practiced movements, she poured the hot water from the iron kettle into the teapot.

As an aside, Harold was unaware that high-quality—specifically, expensive—Gyokuro is best brewed with water cooled to around seventy degrees.

He sipped the green tea while admiring the Sakura from a room fragrant with the scent of rush grass. The only sounds were the rustle of wind-swept greenery and the rhythmic clack of the shishi-odoshi as its bamboo struck the rock at regular intervals.

It was a refined moment, as if the very essence of Japanese wabi-sabi had been distilled into a single afternoon.

(Ah, this is so healing…)

For Harold, who was Japanese on the inside, this was the ultimate hospitality. Since arriving in this world, he had been constantly pushing his mind and body to their limits; the weight of that stress made this first true moment of peace feel all the more profound.

Basking in this blissful atmosphere, the temptation to simply live out his days here with the Sumeragi family began to rear its head.

Koyomi watched Harold as he closed his eyes and breathed slowly, a smile still on her lips, though her gaze was filled with curiosity. What had piqued her interest was Harold’s impeccable etiquette.

As far as Koyomi knew, the Sumeragi territory was the only place in this entire country that practiced the culture of sitting in seiza.

She had realized during his previous visit that Harold was familiar with their culture to an extent. However, removing one’s shoes at the entrance, switching to indoor footwear, sitting in seiza for long durations, and eating with chopsticks—knowing about these unique customs and actually performing them were two very different things.

Normally, even with the knowledge, a person would show some hesitation. Yet Harold handled it all without the slightest struggle, moving as naturally as if he did so every day. That he even had specific preferences regarding the flavor and temperature of Gyokuro was entirely unexpected.

He didn't just know Sumeragi culture. He had lived it.

(But where could he have done so?)

It was hard to imagine he had learned it at the Stokes mansion. The head of that house, Hayden, was almost entirely ignorant of such matters. If there were someone from the Sumeragi territory close to Harold, there was no reason they would teach manners only to the son while keeping the father in the dark.

At any rate, he was a boy shrouded in mystery.

Unable to help herself, Koyomi continued to observe Harold’s every move. As a result, a comfortable silence filled the room. Since neither of them found it awkward, the quiet persisted.

After another ten minutes of tranquility, the sound of footsteps approaching from the hallway broke the silence.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. My work ran long.”

Tasuku appeared from behind the open sliding doors. He wore a self-conscious smile, clearly feeling guilty for making Harold wait.

“Still struggling with your incompetence, I see.”

“It’s actually much better now, thanks to the resistance medicine you provided, Harold-kun. I am truly in your debt. Thank you.”

As soon as he sat on his cushion, Tasuku bowed his head deeply. Koyomi followed his lead.

Harold was taken aback by the sudden display of humility.

“Raise your heads. It’s pathetic. I didn't do it to earn your gratitude.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. Regardless of your motives, it is an undeniable fact that our situation has improved solely because of you.”

As the head of House Sumeragi, I cannot fail to show my gratitude, Tasuku’s eyes said. His expression was bright and honest, making it impossible for Harold to look him in the face. He turned his gaze away.

“Hmph. Ridiculous. You should be ashamed of the weakness that forces you to bow to a mere child.”

“I have no defense for that. Though, for my part, I’m simply delighted to have met a young man with such a promising future.”

“Is that so? Then wag your tail and cooperate with me.”

“……Is that why you asked to speak with me? Jumping straight to the heart of the matter without a preamble—you must be in quite a hurry.”

“I have no interest in trading pleasantries. First, read this.”

Harold placed a document on the table. It was the latest report compiled by Norman and Jake, summarizing the currently known effects and applications of the LP Farming Method.

Urged by Harold’s gaze, Tasuku picked it up.

As he flipped through the pages, Tasuku’s expression grew increasingly grave. This was exactly the reaction Harold had anticipated.

In fact, it would be a disaster if he reacted any other way. Harold needed them to understand that the LP Farming Method was of peerless value. That was the fundamental prerequisite for these negotiations.

Tasuku read the document with rapt attention. When he finally finished the last page, he let out a long, slow breath and closed the booklet.

“How to put it… this is quite a staggering proposal.”

“I’m sure. But it’s the truth.”

“I take it you expected me to be skeptical?”

“Skeptical? Why not just be honest and say you don’t believe a word of it?”

Fearless. That was the only word to describe the smirk that tugged at the corners of Harold’s mouth.

To Tasuku, that smirk suggested absolute confidence. If this were a bluff, the boy was a master actor. However, Harold had a track record. He had already provided the formula for the resistance medicine against the forest miasma for free. Because of that, the management of the Sumeragi territory, which had been on the brink of collapse, was finally seeing a glimmer of hope.

“……The fact that I can’t dismiss it outright is what makes you so formidable. Even with such absurd claims, you make me want to believe you.”

“Whether it’s the truth or a lie, listening to me costs you nothing.”

“True. But even just being shown this data is a massive win for me, isn't it?”

“If you want it that badly, keep it. It’s just a copy.”

Tasuku felt a genuine surge of shock at Harold’s dismissive tone. This document, which outlined the unique cultivation techniques of the LP Farming Method, was dense with information and impeccably organized. The method itself was simple, the risks were low, and implementation would be easy.

If Tasuku ended the conversation here by saying he didn't believe it, the Sumeragi would still walk away with a potentially massive profit at zero cost.

And yet, Harold had handed him the initiative. That meant the LP Farming Method itself was nothing more than an opening act for the real discussion.

(The moment I realized that, I lost the option to walk away.)

To be precise, the risk of walking away had skyrocketed. Perhaps there was a flaw in the LP Farming Method, or perhaps Harold’s goal was to use the Sumeragi as guinea pigs. Even if there were no physical drawbacks, there was the danger that Harold would take the idea elsewhere, eventually creating a competitor that would crush them.

To prevent that, he had to hear Harold out and decipher his true intentions.

If he’s calculated this far ahead, he’s more than just a prodigy, Tasuku thought with a mental sigh.

A few days ago, Yuno had reported that Harold was likely not a puppet for some third party, but an independent actor. Facing him now and exchanging words, Tasuku was certain of it. No amount of coaching or brainwashing could produce someone this sophisticated.

“Then I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“Good. We wouldn't get anywhere otherwise.”

“Hmm. What do you mean by that?”

“Assuming everything in that document is true, what is your assessment?”

Tasuku paused for a beat before answering.

“It is a revolutionary invention. We would implement it, verify the results, and if no issues arise, we would establish a production system in our territory. Then, once we’ve secured a sufficient advantage, we would likely spread the knowledge throughout the kingdom.”

“You wouldn't monopolize it?”

“If a small group monopolizes wealth, it eventually becomes a spark for conflict. I like to think I’m not so foolish as to invite total isolation for the sake of short-term profits.”

“……Hmph. You pass.”

For Harold, who knew Tasuku’s character well from the game, it was the ideal response. Suppressing the urge to mock his own arrogance, he continued the negotiation.

“I’m of the same mind. Making a fortune with the LP Farming Method is fine, but being targeted by every opportunistic noble is a nuisance. That’s why I’ve come to you with a proposal.”

“I’m all ears.”

Their gazes locked, and the atmosphere in the room tightened instantly. Harold let out another fearless, predatory smile.

“You, Tasuku Sumeragi, are going to become the co-developer of the LP Farming Method.”
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The proposal caught Tasuku completely off guard. The reason was obvious.

Tasuku hadn't been involved in the development of the LP Farming Method in the slightest.

"I’m not sure I follow. I haven't had anything to do with this development..."

"Until now, perhaps. But as we move forward with the expansion of the LP Farming Method, I will be using the Sumeragi name as its public face."

At those words, Tasuku recalled a detail from Yuno’s reports: “His behavior is different in front of his parents.”

He had originally assumed it was merely the typical difference between how one treats family versus outsiders, but a new possibility crossed his mind.

Harold was hiding his true capabilities from his parents. Had they known how truly competent Harold was, they surely would have used his brilliance as leverage during the engagement negotiations.

Furthermore, Harold had previously hinted at the decline of House Stokes in a letter. If that were the case...

"Harold-kun, do you believe it would be disadvantageous for your parents to learn of the LP Farming Method?"

"It seems you understand my parents’ true nature well enough."

If they learned of the LP Farming Method, the situation would almost certainly devolve into exactly what Tasuku feared. Harold was convinced of it. That was why he had come to seek cooperation from House Sumeragi.

"To put it simply, I lack pawns. If I increase the number of experimental farmers any further, I won't be able to keep them under proper surveillance."

"I see."

Tasuku finally understood Harold’s intent.

He wanted to expand this venture without his parents' knowledge, but he had reached the limits of what he could manage alone. A method this revolutionary required airtight management to prevent information leaks. He had brought the proposal to House Sumeragi because he lacked the manpower to maintain that security.

"But why come to me? With a discovery this lucrative, I imagine anyone would jump at the invitation."

"Of those who met my criteria, you were simply the most manageable opponent."

It was a bluff. If Tasuku refused him, Harold—who had no other connections—would be driven into a corner. However, Harold’s advantage lay in his complete grasp of the man’s character and weaknesses.

"If you refuse, I’ll simply move on to my second or third candidates. Though I doubt that will be necessary."

"You’re that certain I’ll accept?"

"Yes. You have no other choice."

His confidence was absolute. Tasuku wondered what could possibly drive a boy to such heights of certainty. He didn't seem like the type to take a strong stance without evidence; rather, he seemed like the type to logically seal off every one of his opponent's exits beforehand.

(Wait, seal off my exits? No... surely not!)

A cold, unpleasant sweat broke out on Tasuku's brow. 

A sudden flash of insight connected the scattered pieces of the puzzle, forming a single, terrifying answer. The moment he reached that conclusion, a chill ran down his spine.

"Have you finally realized?"

The voice struck Tasuku’s ears with the chilling sharpness of a reaper’s scythe.

"...Did you foresee all of this from the very beginning?"

"And if I did? Does that change your answer?"

Tasuku lowered his gaze. Just as Harold said, the answer remained the same. Whether this was planned or not, with Erika’s future placed on the scales, he had no choice but to agree.

"So this is the 'provision of industrial technology' you mentioned in your letter..." Tasuku muttered, his shoulders slumping.

It all came back to the annulment of Erika's engagement. His beloved daughter had accepted a restricted future out of a sense of duty, not desire. In the letter Harold had sent previously, he had offered to annul the engagement himself.

The conditions were to synthesize and administer the resistance medicine to save the people, to establish a line of prevention based on the predicted spread of the miasma, and to use the provided industrial technology to restore their economic power.

At the time, Tasuku had dismissed it as the ramblings of a child or the honeyed words of some shadow puppet-master.

But if this boy had written every word of that letter himself, the situation was entirely different. Not as the head of a house, but as a father, those conditions were far too tempting to ignore. The fact that Harold’s proposal lacked any obvious downsides only pushed him further toward the decision.

The mature writing style, so ill-suited for a child, might have been a deliberate ploy. By using such a tone, Harold had hinted at the existence of a mastermind, leading Tasuku to believe someone else was pulling the strings. Because of that suspicion, he hadn't even considered the possibility that Harold was the true author—even with Yuno's reports in hand.

In other words, Tasuku had been dancing in the palm of Harold’s hand since the moment he received that letter. Just how long had this boy been moving to create this exact scenario? 

Tasuku was aghast. The stones had been placed with such precision, it was as if Harold could see the future itself.

"It is certainly a tempting offer... but why go to such lengths for the Sumeragi?"

If he simply wanted a friendly relationship, what he had already provided was more than enough. Furthermore, there was no logical reason to annul the engagement, which would have been the strongest possible bond between them. 

Tasuku’s confusion deepened as he failed to grasp Harold’s true motives.

But that was only natural. From beginning to end, Harold was acting solely to avoid the death flags that awaited him in the future. To anyone unaware of that fact, deciphering his intentions was a fool’s errand. 

Harold had no intention of explaining, as he knew he wouldn't be believed anyway.

"Even if I told you... no, it is something no one but me could ever understand."

His tone was self-mocking. Tasuku, who hadn't expected such a vulnerable display after Harold’s earlier arrogance, was momentarily speechless.

Striking while the iron was hot, Harold pressed for a decision.

"Well? What will it be? If you don't trust me, we can end this conversation here."

If asked whether Harold was truly worthy of trust, Tasuku couldn't yet say yes. However, it didn't seem as though Harold intended to harm the Sumeragi. By accepting this proposal, House Sumeragi, its people, and Erika’s future could all be saved.

To put it another way, Harold had gone out of his way to help them. Even if he had simply demanded their absolute obedience, Tasuku would have had very little ground to stand on. Despite holding all the cards, Harold had presented this as a mutual proposal.

At first glance, it seemed Tasuku had no choice, but that wasn't strictly true. If he was willing to sacrifice Erika’s happiness, he could have refused. In that case, the bond between the Stokes and Sumeragi would have remained firm, and they would have simply received the support previously agreed upon without the LP Farming Method.

In this proposal, the one taking the risk was actually Harold—a risk he wouldn't have had to take under normal circumstances. Tasuku could only imagine the vast amount of time and money spent developing the resistance medicine. Harold had risked seeing all that effort come to nothing by leaving the final choice to Tasuku.

(It is a rare thing for a man to do...) Tasuku thought. He found himself genuinely impressed.

Looking back, Harold had consistently acted in a way where the Sumeragi suffered no losses. Normally, if someone offered a deal this good, you wouldn't just nod along; you would suspect them, look for hidden motives, and refuse if those doubts weren't cleared. 

That hesitation might have caused Tasuku to let this massive profit slip through his fingers. To prevent that, Harold had offered the "annulment of the engagement" as a deliberate incentive to make the deal impossible to refuse. 

One might argue Tasuku was being too optimistic, but there was no other explanation for why Harold would take such unnecessary risks just to maintain the facade of a fair negotiation.

(He might be using this very line of thinking to manipulate me, but if that’s the case, I’m outmatched regardless. Either way, this is my complete defeat.)

Tasuku took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He raised his head and looked Harold directly in the eye.

"I accept your proposal."

"A predictable answer, but I'll commend you for deciding quickly. Within the next few days, prepare a team of your own people and some fields owned by House Sumeragi. I’ll begin beating the know-how of the LP Farming Method into them immediately."

"Is that all you require?"

"According to the plan, I’ll need a large-scale trading company in a few years. Somewhere trustworthy that can keep a secret. I’ll leave that choice to you."

"I see. So we solidify the foundation first, then increase the number of managed fields in cooperation with a trading company, eventually selling the technology through them?"

"It seems you have a better head on your shoulders than my pawns."

Despite Harold’s condescending tone, he was secretly impressed by Tasuku’s quick wit. He was immensely satisfied to have gained such a reliable ally. He knew that Tasuku would understand his need to use the Sumeragi name to keep the technology hidden from his parents without him having to say it out loud.

"Is there anything else you need?"

"Also..." Harold started, then hesitated. He wondered if this was the right time to bring it up.

Noticing the hesitation, Tasuku offered his help with genuine kindness. "If there is something, please, do not hesitate to ask. If it is within my power, I will provide it."

"...Then find me some strong opponents. While I’m staying here, I intend to gain as much experience in interpersonal combat as possible."

The combat prowess required to survive this world was a necessity. In order to obtain the strength he could never gain at the Stokes Mansion, Harold took a resolute step forward.
Chapter 19

It was the night Harold and Tasuku forged their secret alliance.

Under a thick shroud of clouds that barred the moonlight from the earth, one room remained bathed in brilliant light, as if trying to drive back the oppressive darkness.

Inside sat five people in uniform silence: Tasuku in the seat of honor, his wife Koyomi, their daughter Erika, Tasuku’s attendant Kiryu, and Yuno—whose signature look was a pristine white apron.

Seeking to ease the heavy tension, Tasuku, the master of the house, was the first to speak.

"Well then. I understand you have a report for us, Yuno?"

"Yes. Master, Lady Erika, there is something I must share with you both."

Though her voice remained soft, the usual airy lilt was gone. Yuno sounded uncharacteristically grave.

"To Erika as well?" Tasuku asked.

"Indeed. I was acting on Lady Erika’s direct request."

At those words, every eye in the room shifted to Erika. She bowed her head deeply in response.

"I apologize for dispatching them without your permission, Father. However, there was something I simply had to confirm, so I asked for Yuno’s assistance."

"And this thing you had to confirm... was it about Harold-kun?"

"It was. Father, are you aware of the rumors that Lord Harold murdered a servant and her daughter?"

"Yes. Reports have reached me that such stories are circulating among the common folk in the Stokes territory."

Tasuku had heard of the double homicide through internal investigators who had infiltrated the Stokes lands disguised as merchants or travelers. Given the general public’s pre-existing loathing for House Stokes, the news seemed to have spread through the citizenry like wildfire.

"...There is now reason to believe those rumors are false," Erika stated.

"False? Are you saying the pair rumored to be dead are actually alive?"

"I asked Yuno and her team to investigate that very possibility."

Now, all eyes were on Yuno. They waited for her to speak. Without any unnecessary preamble, she delivered her findings.

"Regarding this matter, the rumors currently in circulation are incorrect. The servant Clara and her daughter Colette, though reported dead, are both alive and well."

Tasuku narrowed his eyes at the news. Erika looked down, her fists clenching so tightly atop her knees that her knuckles turned white. A wave of crushing guilt washed over her.

Yuno cast a concerned glance at the young lady, but she continued her report nonetheless.

"They are currently residing in Brosche Village, a small settlement under the jurisdiction of Viscount Barack. It took some doing, but I managed to secure a firsthand account from the mother herself."

"What do you mean by 'some doing'?" Tasuku asked.

"They hadn't changed their names, so finding them by questioning the locals was easy enough. However, Clara was deathly stubborn about refusing to discuss the events of that day."

After receiving the initial report from her scouts, Yuno had traveled to the village herself. When she met her, Clara hadn't exactly slammed the door in her face, but she had made it clear she had no intention of revealing the truth.

However, Yuno wasn't the type to simply give up. While speaking with the woman, she had noticed something crucial: Clara felt a profound, overwhelming sense of gratitude toward Harold.

Harold had hidden their survival while claiming to the world that he had killed them. Even knowing the rumors were destroying his reputation, he did nothing to suppress them. Why would a woman he supposedly murdered feel so indebted to him?

As Yuno pondered this, a hypothesis began to take shape. If she was right, she had a way to sway Clara. It was a plan that would, in a sense, trample upon the secret feelings of both Harold and Clara.

Even so, Yuno felt she had no choice. Swallowing her own bitterness, she had spoken these words:

“Lord Harold has willfully accepted the brand of a murderer. Because of that, he is now hated by his own people. Though he hides it behind a mask, he is utterly exhausted.

I have no intention of dragging the hidden truth into the light of day. However, if you tell me what happened, we can secretly find people who actually understand Lord Harold. Please, help me... if only to save him.”

The plea, embellished with just enough drama, was remarkably effective. Clara had turned pale, her hands flying to her mouth.

With tears welling in her eyes and after a few minutes of painful silence, she finally revealed the entirety of what had happened that day.

And Yuno had felt a pang of regret—that she could only reach the truth by forcing such a confession.

"...And? What did she say?" Tasuku prompted.

"The incident began about five months ago, when Clara accidentally nearly injured Lord Harold."

From there, Yuno recounted the story with meticulous precision.

She told them how Harold’s parents had flown into a rage and nearly executed the woman on the spot.

How Harold had lied, claiming he wanted to use Clara as a magical experiment, and locked her in the underground dungeon.

How he had used that time to devise a plan for her escape.

How he had reunited her with her daughter so the child wouldn't be left alone in the world.

How he had provided horses, household goods, and a massive sum of money for their new lives—all for nothing in return.

And how he bore the stigma of a murderer now solely to ensure their continued safety.

"...She told me the story through her tears," Yuno concluded.

Silence fell over the room. No one could find the words.

They finally understood the sheer depth of strength and kindness hidden beneath Harold’s insolent mask—and the weight of the suffering he carried. They also understood that for Clara, revealing the truth to save him was a heart-wrenching betrayal of his noble sacrifice.

Suddenly, Erika stood up and reached for the sliding door.

"Erika, where are you going?" Tasuku called out.

"...I must apologize to Lord Harold. Knowing nothing, making no effort to understand, I insulted him purely out of emotion. I even raised my hand to him. It is likely unforgivable, but at the very least..."

She felt she had to offer him a sincere apology from the bottom of her heart.

But Tasuku blocked her path. "I cannot allow that."

"Why, Father?"

"He has put his life and reputation on the line to protect this secret. Now that we know, our duty is not to share that secret with him, but to guard it with our lives. Knowing Harold, if he realizes his secret has leaked to people he doesn't fully trust yet, he will only isolate himself further out of caution."

To do so would be to drive a boy who had been fighting a solitary war into even deeper loneliness. Harold might manage to survive it, but it would be a path of thorns. Beneath that thick mask, he was likely constantly wounded, perhaps even weeping in private.

"It’s natural to want to apologize, Erika. But is that desire born of genuine guilt for him? Or are you just looking for a way to ease your own conscience for how you treated him?"

"っ!"

Tasuku stopped her firmly, even if it meant being harsh with his beloved daughter.

Erika understood his logic. Her mind accepted it. But her heart and her emotions were not so easily managed.

"...Then what am I supposed to do? I cannot correct my mistake, I cannot even bow my head... so what am I to do!?"

As she cried out, Erika finally looked like a child of her age. Seeing his daughter, who usually acted far too mature, show such a raw, childish display of emotion, Tasuku found it endearing—even if the timing was poor.

He stood up, walked over, and gently stroked the head of the girl who barely reached his waist.

"Become a person who can support him. He is brilliant, but he is too brilliant. That power will inevitably make him lonely."

Tasuku had felt it intuitively when speaking with Harold. The boy likely saw the world through a lens far different from any ordinary person.

Otherwise, he wouldn't have said things like, 'It’s something beyond the understanding of anyone but myself.'

The way Harold had spoken, almost with a hint of lament, suggested he was fully aware of the lonely future Tasuku feared for him. Yet, for better or worse, Harold possessed the strength to endure that solitude. Tasuku saw a terrifyingly strong will in him—one that would keep him walking no matter how steep the climb.

"If you truly wish to atone, do not beg for his forgiveness. Instead, watch over what he is trying to achieve. Support him. Stay by his side. Strive to be the one person who truly understands him."

"Stay by his side... and truly understand him..."

"It will be incredibly difficult. Because of his talent, Harold-kun might seek collaborators, but he likely feels he has no need for friends. Can you follow a man who acts entirely on his own, believing in him even when he keeps you at arm's length?"

It was obvious that Harold was trying to push Erika away. Tasuku didn't think Harold was doing it out of spite; he likely had a reason.

Which meant that no matter how much heart Erika put into it, he might never look back at her. That, too, was a grueling path.

"..."

Erika was not so shallow a child as to offer an easy "I can!" She knew all too well how self-centered her actions had been thus far, and how far she was from the ideal her father described.

Tasuku knelt to meet her eyes, speaking with fatherly tenderness.

"You don't need an answer right now. Just watch him, learn from him, and then decide what you want to do. Though, as for hitting him... you really should apologize for that part. You overdid it."

Tasuku sent the dejected Erika back to her room, sensing she wouldn't be able to process anything else today. Once she and Yuno had left, he let out a wry chuckle.

"She was quite a handful when the engagement was first decided, but she seems even more distraught this time around."

"Though the reasons are the exact opposite," Koyomi added, her laughter sounding like silver bells.

Only two months ago, Erika had been putting on a brave face while secretly mourning an unwanted engagement. Now, she was filled with regret for hurting that same partner and yearned to be recognized by him—even if she hadn't quite realized the nature of those feelings yet.

"Children grow up so fast, don't they?"

"Why so solemn, dear? This isn't the first time you've watched your children grow."

"It’s different when it’s my daughter. Anyway, Kiryu—what was Itsuki’s response?"

"He said he would return by tomorrow morning," Kiryu replied.

Tasuku gave another wry smile. "Typical. I figured that’s what he’d say."

"He does dote on Erika, after all," Koyomi said. "I hope he doesn't go overboard if he spars with Harold-kun."

"He'll be fine. According to Yuno, Harold-kun is quite the swordsman. It won't be a one-sided affair."

Still, Tasuku didn't truly believe Itsuki would lose. Regardless, a boyish spark of mischief lit up his eyes at the thought of the two of them clashing.

"You have a very wicked look on your face, husband."

"Nonsense. I am merely excited for the future of these talented children."

"The Master is still young at heart, it seems," Kiryu noted.

"Haha, quite right!"

"Good heavens. Men really are just children, no matter their age." Koyomi sighed, watching Tasuku and Kiryu grin at one another.

Harold, oblivious to the fact that the adults were plotting his entertainment, was fast asleep, savoring the long-awaited sensation of a proper futon. He was perfectly satisfied with how smoothly things were progressing.



The following morning.

Harold sat at breakfast with Tasuku, Koyomi, and Erika, his face a mask of cold indifference that betrayed none of his good mood. As the meal wound down, Tasuku spoke up.

"By the way, Harold-kun. Regarding our talk yesterday—I’ve found a suitable sparring partner for you."

Harold narrowed his eyes as he sipped his tea. "That was fast. You’ve been busy."

"A very skilled individual happened to be nearby. When I asked him to spar with you, he agreed instantly."

"Who is he?"

"That’s a surprise. He just got back this morning, but would you like to have a match right away?"

"Of course. I assume you have a place ready?"

Harold bit the bait immediately, unable to hide his eagerness. Tasuku’s smile deepened.

"Naturally. We’ll go by carriage. Why don't you go get ready?"

Harold stood up at once and headed back to his room. Fighting in a yukata would be impossible; he needed to change.

"He certainly seemed comfortable in seiza yesterday, didn't he?" Koyomi mused.

"And I heard he put on those Japanese clothes without any help from the maids," Tasuku added. "His use of chopsticks and indoor etiquette... his knowledge of Sumeragi culture is surprisingly deep."

"...He even seemed to know about the Sakura," Erika added softly.

The Sumeragi family stared at Harold’s empty seat, puzzled.



Several minutes later, Harold—now in his usual gear—was in a carriage with Tasuku, Kiryu, and for some reason, Erika.

Sitting next to Harold, Erika looked painfully awkward. Harold could relate. It was obvious she didn't want to be here; Tasuku likely had some ulterior motive for dragging her along. Deciding it wasn't worth the effort to speak, Harold simply watched the scenery go by.

They soon arrived at a massive martial arts complex.

The first thing Harold saw was a gate at least ten meters high. It was a domineering structure, and once they passed through, the sheer scale of the grounds became apparent. Buildings lined the vast property, and the sounds of kiai shouts and the thud of bodies hitting the floor echoed from every direction.

Harold was led to a two-story dojo that possessed a particularly solemn air. They climbed the wooden exterior stairs and entered the second floor.

The sunlight streaming through the lattice windows kept the space bright. This floor seemed to be a waiting area, with a large section covered in tatami mats where several adults could easily lounge. The lively chatter in the room died instantly as Tasuku and Erika entered, and every person present immediately bowed in a show of deep respect.

"Sorry to drop in unannounced. We'll be using the lower dojo for a bit. Is Itsuki here?"

"Yes, he arrived at dawn."

Tasuku spoke easily with the men, and they responded with genuine warmth and loyalty. It was a clear display of the trust the clan head commanded.

Following Kiryu’s lead, Harold and the others descended to the first floor.

It was a kendo dojo. Two regulation-sized courts stretched across the floor, and the ceiling was open, looking up toward the second-floor gallery. People from upstairs began to gather at the railing to see what the commotion was about.

Harold ignored the spectators. His eyes were locked on a single point.

A boy was swinging a shinai in the center of the dojo. He looked to be about twelve or thirteen—a few years older than Harold—and was focused entirely on his practice swings. Even from a distance, the boy had a presence that demanded attention.

"Itsuki."

At the sound of Tasuku’s voice, the boy stopped and turned toward them.

He had black hair and black eyes, the classic look of someone from the East. He was at least ten centimeters taller than Harold, and he was strikingly handsome—the kind of boy who could have easily been an idol in Harold’s old world.

The beautiful boy opened his mouth and immediately shouted:

"Oh, Erika! You’ve grown even more beautiful since I last saw you!"

Completely ignoring Tasuku, he dashed straight for Erika, seized her hands, and began pouring out a stream of breathless praise. Erika looked at him with the weary expression of someone dealing with a massive headache.

"...Wait. Don't tell me this is my opponent?"

"I know what you're thinking, but his skill is the real deal," Tasuku assured him. "Don't worry."

"I told you to find someone strong. This is just a kid."

"Pot calling the kettle black, isn't it?"

Itsuki, who had seemed to have eyes for no one but Erika, had clearly been keeping track of Harold. He turned toward him with a smile that was fundamentally different from the one he had given his sister—a smile that held a distinct touch of malice.

"Let me introduce myself. I am Itsuki Sumeragi. Erika’s older brother."

"...Harold Stokes."

"Is that all? No, no. You're leaving out the most important part."

Itsuki clapped a hand onto Harold’s left shoulder.

"You're Erika’s fiancé, aren't you? My! Precious!! Little sister’s!!!"

Harold felt the grip on his shoulder tighten with bone-crushing force. In that moment, he realized the truth.

This guy was a hopeless, high-level sister-con.
Chapter 20

Harold belatedly recalled that Erika did, in fact, have an older brother. He’d forgotten because Itsuki only appeared in side content completely detached from the main plot—in the game, even his name had remained a mystery.

Thinking about it logically, however, if Erika were an only child, her marriage would signal the end of the Sumeragi bloodline. Since a family wouldn't agree to an engagement so easily under those circumstances, Harold realized that failing to account for a brother had been a serious blunder on his part.

Not that the existence of a brother was a problem in itself. What he hadn't expected was that Itsuki Sumeragi would turn out to be such a textbook case of a sister complex.

Dealing with the man—who currently wore a dark, ominous smirk—seemed like it was going to be an incredible pain.

"I’ve heard all about you. Come, let’s test your mettle."

Itsuki’s eyes were those of a predator stalking its prey. While his behavior was the definition of a misplaced grudge, and Harold wanted nothing to do with him, he forced himself to agree for the sake of gaining precious combat experience.

"Keep your hands off me, you small fry."

In his head, Harold just wanted to say, 'My shoulder hurts, so could you please let go?' He had no intention of picking a fight. 

However, as long as he was cursed with this mouth, a hostile atmosphere was unavoidable. The proverb "The mouth is the source of calamity" felt like a divine revelation to him.

"So, you’re eager then. Good. Go and get ready."

While internally recoiling from Itsuki’s deepening smile, Harold followed his lead to the changing room. His current British-inspired attire was hardly suited for movement, so he changed into the provided gear: a stark white training top and deep indigo hakama, cutting a figure much like a traditional archer.

When Harold returned, Tasuku, Itsuki, and the observers in the second-floor gallery momentarily caught their breath.

A boy only 140 centimeters tall stood before them in a brand-new, spotless uniform. Yet, his movements showed no sign of a novice's hesitation. Instead, Harold radiated a razor-sharp pressure that made the skin prickle.

"Is this the 'weapon'?"

Harold grabbed a shinai from the wall, identical to the one Itsuki held.

He gave it a light experimental swing. It was so light he felt the illusion that it had no weight at all. He whipped the bamboo sword through the air, the "whish-whish" of the blade cutting through the silence.

His swordplay was sharp and fluid, enough to make the onlookers widen their eyes. Witnessing it, Itsuki let out a small breath of admiration.

He had heard the rumors, but seeing Harold’s skill in person forced him to revise his assessment; he couldn't afford to be careless. From Itsuki's perspective, Harold was a loathsome brat trying to steal his beloved sister, but he could honestly respect a ten-year-old who had forged himself into such a weapon.

At the same time, a spark of anticipation flared within him. Perhaps he could actually enjoy this.

When it came to the sword, Itsuki was a prodigy, perhaps even a genius. Consequently, even now, he could hold his own against grown men. On the flip side, the gap between him and other children his age was so vast that they couldn't even compete.

It would be a lie to say he had never felt lonely. Somewhere in his heart, he had been searching for a rival close to him in both age and skill.

And now, an opponent who might actually fit that description stood before him. If only Harold weren't Erika's fiancé, Itsuki would have welcomed him with open arms.

"It’s nothing more than a stick."

That was Harold’s only comment after testing the shinai.

It was a harsh critique, but to Harold, who had been training with a heavy steel sword, the bamboo felt practically weightless.

"Now then, are you ready?" Tasuku asked.

"Don't ask stupid questions. Just start."

Harold’s reply was so arrogant it was almost refreshing.

Deep down, he was nervous. Terrified, even. Itsuki didn't exist in the original game, but he was a human living in an RPG world where magic and monsters were the norm. Anyone considered "strong" in this world was a monster in their own right.

Under normal circumstances, a guy who had lived a soft life in modern Japan wouldn't stand a chance. However, Harold trusted this body.

While his mouth—which spewed nothing but insults and provocations—was a constant headache, this high-spec body allowed him to perform movements and techniques that would have been impossible for his former self. It was his greatest weapon.

When he closed his eyes, the image of the original Harold’s combat style surfaced vividly. He remembered the overwhelming speed and skill that had crushed him during his first playthrough.

The vessel he now inhabited was destined to reach that level. And if he could control it with his own will—

(I don't feel like I'll lose.)

A fierce light ignited in Harold’s eyes. He stared straight at Itsuki, his gaze predatory.

Sensing the shift in atmosphere, Tasuku began the final confirmation.

"The weapon is the shinai. Attacks to vital points, including the head and face, are prohibited. Magic is forbidden. There is no time limit. The match ends when one side is incapacitated or surrenders. Otherwise, treat this as a real battle. Any objections?"

"None."

"And you call that 'real battle'? How soft," Harold sneered.

"You may be dissatisfied, but I must avoid serious injury at all costs. Unless you’d prefer to wear heavy protective gear?"

"...Fine. I'll play by your rules for today."

In truth, Harold was relieved by the proposal, though he kept his face a mask of reluctant disdain. Tasuku, sensing the hidden compliance, felt a secret wave of relief.

He knew exactly how strong Itsuki was. His son’s skill was comparable to a seasoned soldier; without restrictions, he risked seriously injuring Harold. It wouldn't do to harm the heir of House Stokes—especially not when that house was currently funding them.

Itsuki understood his father’s concerns without a word being said. If he could, he would have fought with everything he had, but their positions made that impossible. 

Fine, Itsuki thought. I'll cross swords with him as best I can within these limits.

Because of that thought, an unexpected offer left his lips.

"I'll give you the first move. Give me your best shot."

Itsuki didn't mean to look down on the boy. He simply wanted to see Harold’s full power, knowing he himself would have to hold back. It was an apology of sorts to a fellow warrior who clearly wanted a serious fight.

"..."

Harold didn't react to the provocation. He merely quirked a single eyebrow.

Whether that was cool indifference or a simmering, quiet anger, no one could tell.

As Tasuku and the others retreated to the wall, a broad-shouldered man took his place as referee between the two combatants. Once he confirmed they were both in their starting stances, he gave the signal.

"Both sides, ready... Begin!"

The moment the command left his lips, Harold took the initiative. That much was expected.

What was not expected was his speed.

Harold lunged with such velocity that his form seemed to blur out of existence. He closed the distance in a heartbeat.

"Wha—!?"

Itsuki wasn't the only one to gasp. Nearly everyone watching either shared his shock or stared in silence, doubting their own eyes. Even if Yuno had been there—the only person who had seen Harold’s speed before—she would have been just as stunned. In the month since she had seen him last, his movements had become even sharper, his speed significantly more refined.

Caught completely off guard, a proper response was impossible. The fact that Itsuki managed to even reflexively shift into a defensive guard was a testament to his own skill.

But that was all he could do. A sharp crack of bamboo echoed through the dojo. In the wake of the sound, a single shinai clattered to the floor.

Itsuki stood there, empty-handed.

While the gallery remained speechless, Harold slowly lowered his weapon and spat out a sneer.

"If this were a real deathmatch, you’d be dead. Be grateful I wasn't serious."

It sounded like sarcasm, but to Itsuki, it also carried a note of genuine disappointment. He clenched his right hand—which was still numb from the force of the disarm—and swallowed his regret.

"...You're right. I apologize for underestimating you."

The remorse Itsuki felt wasn't for Harold; it was for himself. He was ashamed of his own arrogance. He had told himself not to be careless, yet he had unconsciously looked down on the boy anyway.

Now, he understood why Harold was disappointed.

(He's looking for a rival he can fight at full power. Just like I was.)

Itsuki imagined if the roles were reversed. If someone had held back against him like that, he would have been furious. Perhaps Harold had poured that frustration into that single, blinding strike. 

Itsuki’s kinetic vision had just barely managed to track the movement. If he wasn't mistaken, Harold had intentionally aimed for the shinai, changing his trajectory to match Itsuki’s guard perfectly just to disarm him. He could have struck the body or the hands, but he chose the weapon—an implicit demand for Itsuki to take this seriously.

In reality, Harold just didn't have the heart to actually beat down a "child." His mental age was nearly twenty; he couldn't bring himself to injure a kid, even if he was trying to overcome that hesitation.

"And now, I have a request," Itsuki said, his voice firm. "Please, give me a real fight."

"Are you an idiot? That was the point of this from the beginning."

Harold said it flatly, without a moment’s hesitation. Itsuki was momentarily taken aback by how easily the boy agreed.

Harold had a conscience, but he also knew he had to survive in a world where the strong ate the weak. If this was what it took, he wouldn't hesitate.

"...Right. Of course."

"If you’re ready, pick up your stick. I’ll wait that long."

"Thank you. But this time, I’m taking the initiative."

Itsuki scooped up his shinai, his tone turning casual and light. Harold smirked, seemingly enjoying the change.

"Hmph. Try it—if you can even keep up."

"I intend to."

It was the only respectful way to answer a man who wanted a true battle.

The tension in the room spiked higher than before. When Tasuku moved as if to interject, both boys turned their gazes toward him.

'We know.'

Their eyes said it all. They would follow the rules, but they were going to fight for real. Don't stop us.

Tasuku hesitated, then pulled back his foot. Seeing this, Itsuki gave Harold a genuine, gentle smile.

"Here I come!"

The match resumed.

Their first movements were nearly simultaneous, though Harold was still faster. However, as promised, Itsuki took the lead.

Harold’s raw speed surpassed Itsuki’s, but as long as Itsuki remained focused, he wouldn't lose track of him. During the first exchange, Itsuki had formed a hypothesis: Harold’s speed was purely linear. He suspected that Harold lacked actual combat experience.

An inexperienced fighter, no matter how fast, wouldn't be able to weave in complex feints or handle erratic movements at that velocity.

Itsuki’s intuition hit the mark. He predicted Harold’s trajectory and swung into empty space; his blade became a counter-trap for Harold, who appeared right where the strike landed.

"Tch!"

Harold blocked the strike with superhuman reflexes, but the impact forced his feet to stop.

That was all Itsuki needed. He pressed his advantage, unleashing a barrage of strikes. No matter how fast Harold was, he couldn't use his explosive dash at close range. Every time Harold tried to create distance, Itsuki stepped in to close the gap.

In a pure contest of swordsmanship, Itsuki held the edge. Harold was essentially an amateur who relied on his physical gifts. Without his speed, his movements were linear and easy to read.

Conversely, Harold’s eyes were too good. He reacted to every single feint Itsuki threw. Because he lacked the "intuition" gained from years of fighting, his body simply followed his eyes, leaving him wide open to tricks.

The tide turned. Itsuki aimed a heavy strike at Harold’s torso. Harold raised his shinai to block, but Itsuki leaned into him, forcing them into a grapple.

Harold’s movement was completely halted.

"What's wrong? You're all on the defensive now," Itsuki provoked.

"You're the one who sounds like he's about to hyperventilate!"

"We're both in the same boat then!"

In a test of strength, Itsuki’s height advantage won out. He shoved Harold back, breaking his posture. As Harold stumbled, Itsuki dropped his center of gravity.

Harold knew he couldn't dodge this. With his upper body leaning back, a proper block was impossible. At best, his shinai would be knocked away, leaving him open for the finishing blow.

(I've got you!) Itsuki thought.

Harold tried to intercept the slash with a one-handed grip on his shinai. It was a pathetic, desperate struggle—an amateur's "defense" that couldn't possibly stop a weighted strike.

Itsuki’s blade collided with the bamboo, ready to send it flying.

"Eh?"

Mid-swing, Itsuki’s voice leaked out in confusion. There was no resistance. It felt like he had swung through thin air.

The reason was simple: Harold had let go of his shinai the exact moment of impact.

A vacuum of time opened as the bamboo sword spun lazily through the air. In a fight, losing focus on your opponent for even a fraction of a second is fatal.

Shit, Itsuki thought, just as a sharp impact slammed into his right shoulder.

『Goudashou』

It was a bare-handed strike from the game, a palm thrust designed to stagger enemies. Normally, it was a utility move meant to be chained with other attacks, not a finisher.

But against a defenseless opponent, it was more than enough to send them sprawling.

"Gugh!"

Itsuki hit the floor hard. He tried to scramble back up, but he stopped when he saw Harold. The boy had caught his falling shinai out of the air and was now holding the tip against Itsuki’s throat.

"That’s enough!" the referee shouted.

Silence returned to the dojo, broken only by the ragged breathing of the two boys. One looked up; the other looked down.

In that simple, clear image of defeat, Itsuki let out a long breath. He had lost. It was frustrating—losing to someone three years younger always was—but he felt a strange sense of fulfillment. It was the feeling of finally finding something he had been searching for.

(So this is a rival. It’s not a bad feeling at all.)

In fact, he felt incredibly refreshed.

"I’m beat. Give me a hand?" Itsuki asked, reaching up.

"I don't remember hitting you hard enough to paralyze you. You're just a pampered noble who lacks stamina," Harold spat.

Despite the insults, Harold reached out and grabbed his hand. Itsuki smiled.

"I need to start over from the basics. We’re having a rematch."

"Hmph. I won't lose to you again. I'm going to pay back this 'debt' in full."

"What do you mean by that...?"

Harold was speaking as if he were the one who had lost. When Itsuki looked at him in confusion, Harold just huffed.

"I didn't realize you were such a bird-brain that you couldn't remember the rules. It was clearly stated: 'The weapon is the shinai.' Do you honestly think the palm strike I used to knock you down counts as a sword hit?"

"..."

The entire room went silent. Technically, Harold was right—it was a disqualification.

However, everyone there had seen Harold’s brilliant, split-second improvisation. No one in the room doubted that he was the true victor.

No one, except Harold himself.

"Pfft... haha!"

Harold’s logic was so straightforward, so stoic, and so incredibly pure that Itsuki couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Harold’s face twisted in renewed irritation. "What’s so funny?"

"Nothing. I just realized you really are strong."

"Is that sarcasm? I’ll rip your tongue out."

"Please, spare me the scary threats."

Itsuki found even this petty bickering delightful. He felt a gaze from the sidelines and turned to see his sister watching them with a look of pure resentment.

(Good grief, the tables have turned.)

He had been jealous of the boy taking his sister away, and now his sister was jealous of him for monopolizing Harold’s attention. Itsuki wanted to laugh again, but he held it in, knowing Harold would actually lose his temper.

Instead, a thought crossed his mind.

(Harold as a rival and a future brother-in-law... having him in the family might not be so bad after all.)



Author's Note:
I thought about splitting the Itsuki fight into two chapters, but I couldn't find a good place to break it, so I crammed it into one. Because of that, the update took a little longer, but the chapter is longer than usual, so please forgive me. Also, my combat writing is painfully bad.

In other news, I passed the first selection for the Narou-con! I'm going to keep giving it my all with my sights set on the grand prize. That said, it doesn't mean my posting speed will get any faster...
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Harold never dreamed that his opponent—who had been radiating blatant hostility before the match—was now harboring such thoughts. Nevertheless, he sensed the change in Itsuki’s aura and regarded the sudden transformation with suspicion.

Well, maybe he just got into a good mood after realizing he won, Harold thought, arriving at a completely misguided conclusion.

(I mean, I still lost. What happened to "I don't feel like I'll lose"?)

To make matters worse, it was a foul loss against a child. It felt more pathetic than a straight-up defeat. 

Is it possible this high-spec body is also exceptionally skilled at triggering its own irony?

He shook his head a few times to brush away the grim thought. Seeking fresh air to lift his sinking mood, he made his way out of the dojo.

Instead of leaving through the front entrance he had used to enter, he took the service entrance next to the changing rooms. It led to the back of the building and out under the open sky.

A pleasant breeze brushed against his sweaty skin as he walked barefoot across the neatly laid white stone pavement. The dojo sat atop a small hill, its gates offering a panoramic view of Sumeragi Town.

Stretching out below the cliff was a townscape that bore a striking resemblance to ancient Japan. The buildings were all wooden structures; there were no skyscrapers to mar the horizon. Nature overflowed from every corner, and pink petals swayed in the wind, painting the scenery in soft hues.

It wasn't a landscape he was personally familiar with, yet it stirred a deep, direct sense of nostalgia in his Japanese soul.

Perhaps that was the catalyst.

It had been five months since he arrived in this world. He had tried so hard not to think about his home—afraid that if he did, his heart would break—but now, the memories came rushing back. His tear ducts loosened, and his vision began to blur.

As if it were the signal for a dam to burst, waves of emotion crashed over his heart.

The isolation of being so far from home, the terror of the future awaiting him, the constant, draining tension of staying on guard, and the mounting mental fatigue of carrying a mountain of anxieties.

No matter how much this world resembled a game he loved, there were limits to how much he could enjoy it. The psychological weight of living as a character destined to die, forced to follow a script he didn't choose, was no small burden.

A maelstrom of emotions writhed inside him. Unable to hold it back any longer, tears finally spilled over, tracing a single path down his cheek.

Under normal circumstances, he might have collapsed, wailing against the absurdity of his fate. 

But he didn't. He stood there, silently weeping—a restraint likely born from the original Harold’s immense pride. For a person who wouldn't admit defeat even in death to reach a point where he cried at all showed just how cornered Harold truly was.

"……I won't let myself lose."

Even then, those were the only words he could force out. In a corner of his mind where a sliver of logic remained, Harold found it almost impressive that he could cling to his stubbornness even now, refusing to allow himself a single moment of voiced weakness.

If not for this steel-like mentality, he might have already shattered.

He stood there, immersed in sentimentality as the cherry blossoms danced over Sumeragi Town. Slowly, his heart began to steady.

Just as he was about to turn on his heel and head back inside, a voice called out to him.

"Lord Harold."

His heart gave a violent throb. It wasn't out of romance, of course. 

He was simply panicking because he had been approached by the one person he hadn't expected to see.

Turning around with the jerky movements of a rusted tin doll, he found Erika standing there.

Harold had no idea why she was here or why she was speaking to him. As far as he knew, she absolutely loathed him.

Of course, his perception of being hated was entirely wrong. Erika had followed him because Itsuki had prodded her, saying, "He seemed depressed; why don't you go comfort him?"

In truth, Erika hadn't thought Harold looked depressed at all. When he had been talking to Itsuki, he had seemed perfectly composed—aloof, even.

However, hearing Itsuki speak as if he understood Harold’s inner thoughts made her feel inexplicably frustrated. Before she knew it, she had followed him.

Thinking it over, she realized this was the perfect opportunity to apologize. While her father’s wishes prevented her from telling him the misunderstanding had been cleared, she still needed to apologize for the slap.

But as she moved to approach him, Erika saw it.

He was covering his eyes with his right palm, but a single tear had escaped through the gaps in his fingers, tracing a line down his cheek.

Erika froze. She understood instantly that she had seen something she was never meant to witness.

She couldn't guess the reason for his tears or the weight behind them. She didn't know enough about him for that.

As she stood there, speechless at the shocking sight of Harold weeping, his small murmur reached her: “I won’t let myself lose.”

Has Harold—this boy my own age—been fighting like this all this time?

He always wore that arrogant, fearless smirk so naturally, yet perhaps he had been dealing with adults and life-or-death struggles while secretly shedding tears, never letting his true feelings show.

Strength alone wasn't enough; intelligence alone couldn't win. To behave as he did required an indomitable soul capable of repelling any adversity.

Ah, what Father said was true, Erika realized, the weight of it finally hitting her.

She saw now how mistaken she had been. She had assumed Harold was a person who could face any hardship with ease, and that his arrogance was merely a byproduct of his supreme confidence.

But he wasn't just "strong." Harold was a child, just like her. He had weaknesses, just like anyone else.

He was simply acting out a persona of insolent pride so thoroughly that no one would notice the truth. Because he had no one to show his vulnerability to, he had no choice but to be a monster.

Touching upon the truth of his circumstances, Erika felt a surge of concern. She didn't want him to be alone. She didn't want him to force himself into solitude.

(……Perhaps this is what Father meant by wanting to be a "person who can truly understand Lord Harold.")

If that were the case, her path was clear. There was no more room for hesitation.

Even if she wasn't qualified yet, even if she lacked the power, she would one day become someone who could support his wounded back.

Today was the beginning—the day she engraved that resolve into her soul. The moment she decided, the weight on her chest seemed to vanish.

That was why she was able to say his name so naturally.

Harold turned slowly, his gaze wary and suspicious. Given his current state of mind, the look was understandable, but Erika had vowed she would no longer flinch at his attitude.

"That was a wonderful match. Even to someone as ignorant of swordsmanship as I, it was clear how strong you are, Lord Harold."

"Did you and your brother come here together to rub salt in the wound?"

"Not at all. I suppose you could say you lost the match but won the contest."

"I see. So you've come to pick a fight?"

Harold had lost the match on a foul. By his logic, he had lost the match and the contest. Combined with her dazzling smile, her words felt like a calculated taunt.

"Hehe…… My apologies. I spoke out of turn."

It seemed Erika realized her mistake.

However, Harold found it more baffling that she was speaking to him so naturally. This exchange wasn't like her at all.

"Hmph. If you want to spout mindless drivel, go play with that servant of yours."

"Please, wait."

Erika blocked his path as he tried to leave. The frustration of not being able to read her intentions sharpened his tongue.

"Move. I don't have time for you. Even if I did, I’d rather waste it than spend it on you."

"But then I wouldn't be able to speak with you properly, Lord Harold."

"Yes, exactly. How convenient."

"I'm afraid I cannot allow that. Please, give me your time—just for a moment."

Until now, Erika’s presence had been as delicate as a flower. Now, Harold felt an unshakeable stability from her, like a great tree with roots deep in the earth. To put it simply, she didn't look like she would budge an inch.

Is this the pressure of a main character? Feeling overwhelmed, Harold clicked his tongue and let his displeasure aura flare to full power.

"……If you have business, get it over with."

"Thank you."

Erika bowed deeply, her form perfect.

"I am sorry for the other day. I was acting in the heat of the moment, but it was wrong of me to insult you and, more importantly, to strike you. Please, accept my apology."

"Hah. You came all this way just to say that? What a waste of breath."

His words were harsh, but he meant them. Harold had intentionally provoked her; her reaction had been perfectly reasonable. Most people wouldn't have bothered to apologize. The fact that she had was proof of her character.

That kindness was her greatest virtue. To most, it was a beautiful thing. It had even been one of the reasons Harold liked her when he was just a player.

But to the current Harold, that excessive kindness was like a venomous fang. It was a dangerous, loathsome thing that could deal a fatal wound if he let it get too close.

You're just swinging your kindness around for your own satisfaction. The thought had barely formed before his mouth was already moving.

"Your apology is worthless. Are you actually stupid? Apologizing before the breath of your words has even cooled after barking so loudly? That 'kindness' of yours is just a deception born of self-righteous goodwill. It’s nothing more than a nauseating, lukewarm facade of companionship. If you want to play the part of a fool, fine—but don't get in my way. Don't even enter my sight. You’re an eyesore, and I find you utterly disgusting."

His built-up resentment toward Erika burst out, channeled through the original Harold’s foul mouth. Once the poison was out, his composure returned.

I definitely said too much. I just took my frustration out on a young girl.

He felt like crying again, though for a very different reason.

Erika didn't move a muscle, even as the verbal abuse rained down on her. Had he made her cry? Or had he finally made her snap?

As he watched her fearfully, Erika slowly straightened up.

The expression she wore wasn't one of tears or anger. She didn't look crushed or defeated. Instead, she wore a serene, gentle expression—like a Holy Mother in a painting—as if she had simply accepted everything he had thrown at her.

Erika had expected him to react this way. She knew now that he was a person of strength and severity, possessing a true kindness that was far different from her own.

There was likely no lie in his insults. She understood, even without being told, that her presence was currently a negative for him.

(I lack so many things. The strength to face a cruel fate, and the kindness to reprimand the weak.)

She had been looking at it the wrong way from the start. Reaching out a hand wasn't the only form of kindness. There was also the kindness of watching over someone, of pushing them away, or of doing nothing at all—all for their sake, so that they could grow.

But to do that, one needed the strength to believe in the other person to the very end. Only a person like that could truly support Harold.

That was why she had to accept his words. No matter how fierce they were, they pointed out her immaturity. Using them as nourishment to grow was her first step toward truly understanding and supporting him.

"……Hmph."

Harold turned and walked away as if he had lost all interest.

As his small back disappeared into the dojo, Erika whispered a promise to him.

"I won't ask you to wait for me. But I will catch up to you. I promise—I will never let you be alone."

Her murmur rode the wind, drifting away with the cherry blossom petals into the vast blue sky.
Chapter 22

"Hey, Dad, how much longer until we’re there?"

The boy’s eyes sparkled as he asked his father, his voice jolting in rhythm with the public carriage pulled by two horses. Between his restless shifting and fidgeting, it was clear he could hardly contain his excitement.

His father, attempting to settle his impatient son, offered a curt reply.

"We’re almost there. Just stay still."

"You’ve been saying that forever! I’m sick of hearing ‘almost there’!"

"And I’m sick of hearing Rainer ask ‘how much longer?’"

A blonde girl, seated opposite the father and forced into a cramped position with her knees tucked against her chest, spoke up with an exasperated sigh directed at the red-haired boy.

Rainer, the boy being scolded by both sides, had a good reason for his restlessness.

"It’s my first time in a big city! How can you not be excited?"

Growing up in Brosche, a rural village tucked away between mountains on three sides, Rainer’s idea of a long trip had previously been limited to visiting neighboring villages or the local town.

But today was different. For the first time in his life, he had traveled beyond the borders of his home territory.

"It’s only Delphit. It’s not like we’re going to the Royal Capital. If you keep acting like this, everyone’s going to know you’re a total country bumpkin."

"Well, Brosche is the sticks."

"That’s not the point..."

Despite their loud bickering, no one around them seemed to mind. The carriage was crowded, and with everyone else engaged in their own idle chatter, the group drew no special attention.

However, one passenger—a stout, middle-aged man with a well-trimmed goatee—overheard their conversation and turned to Rainer’s father.

"You folks from Brosche?"

"Yeah. You know the place?"

"It’s that village on the edge of Viscount Barack’s land, right?"

"You’re well-informed."

"I’m on good terms with the man."

The man made a quick motion, tilting his empty right hand toward his mouth. The gesture made his meaning instantly clear.

"Ah, is it the drink?"

"You bet! Around these parts, the name ‘Bale’s Brewery’ carries some weight!"

The man, Bale, let out a boisterous laugh that suited his rugged frame.

Viscount Barack was famously fond of spirits. Everyone in the territory had heard the rumors: that he drank like a fish every night or that he was a frequent sight at the local taverns.

According to Bale, the Viscount had lived in the same town as his brewery before he came into his title. He had taken a liking to Bale’s liquor back then, and even after becoming a Viscount, he continued to place regular orders.

While the Viscount was a steady customer, the Barack Territory was by no means a short trip. Bale was currently using these delivery runs as an opportunity to scout and expand his business throughout the region.

He had never actually stepped foot in Brosche, but the village's name and location were firmly etched in his mind.

"Still, that’s a long way to come from Brosche. You heading to Delphit? It’s not exactly the best spot for a family sightseeing trip."

Marine City Delphit. As the name implied, it was a coastal city built on fishing and trade.

The majority of the coastline was dedicated to the harbor, meaning there were constant fleets of ships and no sandy beaches for swimming. While there were stretches of coast further out where the ships didn't go, those areas were crawling with monsters.

There were luxury cruise liners, of course, but Rainer and his family didn't look like they were dressed for a three-month voyage. That left little to do but enjoy the seafood.

"We’re not here for sightseeing! I’m entering the Fighting Tournament!" Rainer declared proudly.

Delphit was a marine city—or more accurately, a city of fishermen. Consequently, it was full of men who were either physically imposing or hot-blooded.

Born from that culture, the city had long hosted an annual Fighting Tournament.

It had originated as a rowdy gathering where men could blow off steam or pick a fight under the pretext of praying for a good catch and safety at sea, but the rough-and-tumble event proved a perfect match for the locals.

Year after year, the number of participants grew and the scale expanded. Within twenty years of its inception, a dedicated arena had been built. Now, it was a famous regional attraction that drew competitors from all the surrounding towns.

Realizing the season, Bale nodded to himself. He looked Rainer up and down before speaking.

"The Fighting Tournament, eh? You’re competing, kid?"

"Wh-What? What’s with that look?"

"I’m not saying you’re weak, but the tournament in Delphit is the real deal. Just try not to get yourself killed."

"I’ll be fine! I’m gonna win the whole thing!"

"Hah! You’ve got a big mouth on you, I'll give you that."

"He’s only in the thirteen-and-under division, mind you," his father added, reaching over to ruffle Rainer's hair.

Rainer shouted a protest and tried to swat his father's hand away. It was a charming scene, though the boy certainly didn't look like a hardened warrior capable of conquering a tournament.

During the commotion, the blonde girl felt a tug on her hem and turned around.

"What is it?"

"I can see it! Delphit!"

"Wait, really!?"

The moment she said it, Rainer practically threw himself out of the carriage window, hanging halfway out to get a look at the city.

It didn't quite reach the heavens, but several buildings stood far taller than anything in Leitze. Stalls lined the highway, swarming with travelers and merchants.

The sheer energy of the place was palpable even from a distance. Rainer’s heart raced as he wondered how many wonders he was about to see for the first time.

Beside him, the girl tried to maintain a composed expression, though her eyes kept darting toward the window in curiosity.

"Whoa, incredible!"

"Rainer, stop shouting! It’s dangerous, get back inside!"

"I’m fine! Whoa, what’s that?"

Rainer’s excitement only intensified as they finally reached the city. By the time they stepped off the carriage, his energy was at a fever pitch.

"So many people! The buildings are huge! There’s an iron ship!"

"That’s a copper statue of a ship!"

Rainer shouted out everything he saw. Even the massive ship monument in the center of the plaza's fountain left him breathless.

The locals chuckled as they passed, looking at the boy with warm, amused smiles. Rainer was too swept up in the moment to notice, but his companions were starting to feel the embarrassment.

"Rainer, you’re making a scene! We have to go register for the tournament."

"That can wait! I’m going to see the ocean!"

"Ah... honestly!"

Before she could stop him, Rainer bolted. His small frame vanished into the crowd in the blink of an eye.

"Good grief, he never sits still... Look, I’ll go take care of the registration. You go find him. Grab him by the scruff of the neck and meet me back here at the fountain."

"Okay, I’ve got it."

The two split up.

If left to his own devices, Rainer would run around until he collapsed from exhaustion. He had headed for the harbor, but there was no telling where he’d go next. She knew she had to catch him quickly before things got complicated.

With a heavy sigh, she began weaving through the crowd. It was a feat only a small, agile child could manage.

However, she was also new to the city’s crowds. As she rounded a corner, she collided head-on with someone.

"Kyaa!"

The impact sent her tumbling onto her backside. The other person had only been walking, so luckily, neither was hurt.

Realizing her mistake, she scrambled to her feet to apologize.

"I-I’m so sorry! Are you okay?"

"Yes, I’m quite alright."

The voice was cool and refreshing, cutting through the din of the street with surprising clarity.

The voice alone was enough to draw her in, but when she looked at the speaker—a girl roughly her own age—she caught her breath.

(She’s so... beautiful!)

It was a simple, honest thought.

The girl had glossy black hair cut just past her shoulders and skin as white and translucent as fine porcelain. Her eyes, the same shade as her hair, held a mysterious, oriental charm.

She possessed a mature elegance that defied her young age. If someone had said she was the very definition of a "beautiful girl" made flesh, it would have been easy to believe.

"Are you alright? You seem a bit dazed..."

"Huh? ...Oh! Sorry! It’s nothing! Um, are you sure you aren't hurt?"

The blonde girl felt a sudden pang of worry. If she had caused even a scratch on someone so lovely, she wouldn't know how to forgive herself.

"Please, don't worry. My companion caught me before I could fall."

"Companion?"

She had been so captivated that she hadn't noticed the woman standing behind the black-haired girl. The woman looked to be in her early twenties, with chestnut hair and wearing a traditional kappogi apron.

An attendant, perhaps? Looking closer, the black-haired girl’s clothes were far more elegant than anything she had ever seen. She was undoubtedly a noble.

"By the way, weren't you in a hurry?"

"Oh, right! I was... but..."

She needed to catch Rainer, but leaving without a proper apology felt wrong.

Sensing her hesitation, the black-haired girl offered a gentle, reassuring smile.

"Do not let it trouble you. Rather, let us consider this a fateful encounter."

"A fateful encounter...?"

"If our connection is strong enough, we shall surely meet again. And when we do... yes, I would like you to become my friend."

"A-A friend?"

The blonde girl's eyes went wide at the unexpected offer.

"Would that be disagreeable?"

"No! Not at all! It’s just... are you sure you’d want someone like me?"

"If we meet again, it will be proof that our bond is genuine. It would only be natural for us to be friends then, wouldn't it?"

"I... I guess that makes sense?"

"It does. So, please keep the apology you have for me in your heart until the day we reunite."

"O-Okay!"

Truthfully, she didn't quite follow the girl's logic, but for some reason, she found herself accepting it without question. Such was the mysterious charisma the girl radiated.

"Then, until we meet again. Come, Yuno."

"Coming~"

The black-haired girl and her attendant walked away with practiced grace, disappearing into the sea of people.

Coming back to her senses, the blonde girl eventually tracked down Rainer and dragged him back to the fountain just as the sun began to set.

Normally, she would have spent the evening lecturing Rainer for his selfishness, but today, her mind was occupied by that strange encounter.

She couldn't put it into words, but she felt a fluttering in her chest—a mix of anxiety and excitement, as if the gears of destiny had finally begun to turn.

That restless feeling stayed with her into the following morning.

It was the day of the Fighting Tournament. Rainer was even more hyperactive than usual, leading the way into the arena with three times his normal energy. There, the girl encountered a shock far greater than anything she had felt the day before.

Or rather, it wasn't an encounter. It was a "reunion."

The participants for the thirteen-and-under division were gathered in a waiting area beside the main stage. As the girl stood nearby, waiting for Rainer’s name to be called, her eyes landed on someone she never expected to see.

He was being called by a different name now, but his face was one she had never forgotten since that day three years ago.

There was no mistaking her savior. He was taller, and his features had grown sharper and more masculine, but the shadows of his younger self remained.

By chance, his gaze shifted and met hers. Those deep crimson eyes, burning with an indomitable will, were exactly as she remembered.

The world seemed to stop as their eyes locked for a fleeting second.

When he finally looked away, she let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Then, the blonde girl—Colette Amarelle—whispered the name of the boy she had finally found again.

"...Lord Harold."



Author's Note:
This concludes Chapter 22 and marks the end of Part 1.
I'll be starting Part 2 next week, so stay tuned!
Chapter 23

Part 2 begins with this chapter.

"Don't take it head-on! Split left and right! Intercept it!"

In a corner of the vast, usually serene grasslands, a roar shattered the peaceful atmosphere.

The voice belonged to a sturdy man clad in white armor, barking incessant orders at the forty soldiers under his command. However, his shouts were easily drowned out by the thunderous bellow of a Hornhead.

The creature let out a low-frequency scream—a deep, earth-shaking guooooon that vibrated through to the marrow of the soldiers' bones.

The beast was five meters long and over two meters tall, its lead-colored hide massive and imposing. Its most striking feature, and the source of its name, was the long, thick, rugged horn protruding from its forehead. The Hornhead was a ferocious monster that used its rock-hard head and horn as a battering ram. It looked like a giant rhinoceros encased in iron plating.

While omnivorous, it didn't specifically hunt humans or other animals. However, it was intensely territorial. Since no other monsters in the area could rival its strength, the species had been steadily expanding its influence, encroaching dangerously close to human settlements.

That was why the soldiers were here to cull it.

The monster's greatest threat was its charge, which possessed enough power to demolish a house with ease. A direct hit on a human meant certain death.

To counter this, the captain attempted a pincer maneuver from the flanks, but the Hornhead was no fool. It swung its massive horn and heavy tail, keeping the surrounding soldiers at bay. Though they managed to inflict minor wounds, they hadn't yet slowed it down. As the battle dragged on, injuries among the men were starting to mount.

Fortunately, no one had been incapacitated yet, but the captain knew that if this stalemate continued, it was only a matter of time before the first casualty fell.

As the captain agonized over his next move, a small shadow slipped silently past him.

"W-Wait! Stop! It's dangerous!"

The captain tried to intervene, but the shadow—a young boy—didn't slow his pace. Without even looking back, the boy spoke.

"This is a waste of time. Pull your men back. They’re just getting in the way."

The captain choked on his words, silenced by the boy's cold, detached tone.

The boy was Harold Stokes, the son of their employer, Hayden Stokes. He reached down and drew a single sword from the scabbard at his waist.

Unlike the soldiers armored in heavy iron, Harold was lightly equipped for the field: a three-quarter-length jacket, tight leather trousers, and boots that reached mid-calf. He stood before the Hornhead with total composure.

With the soldiers retreating and the multi-directional pressure suddenly gone, the Hornhead locked its eyes on Harold. It growled as the boy closed the distance with a steady, unhesitating stride. Only then did Harold’s expression shift.

"They say the weakest dogs bark the loudest."

His face showed neither fear nor tension—only mockery. He looked down on the massive beast as if it were a mere insect.

The provocation worked.

With another piercing roar, the Hornhead launched its massive bulk at the tiny target. Despite the incoming ton of muscle and bone, Harold didn't flinch. He didn't even move to dodge.

When the distance closed to a few meters, Harold finally stepped forward.

An instant later, a high-pitched clang echoed across the plains—the sound of Harold’s blade meeting the Hornhead’s horn in a flash of motion.

The result of the clash wasn't signaled by the monster's roar of rage, but by a shriek of pure agony. Its pride—the symbolic horn—had been severed clean off at the base.

"I recall the blacksmiths flock to these horns. It’ll probably only fetch a pittance, but go ahead and collect it."

Harold didn't even spare a glance for the writhing monster. It was as if the creature had already ceased to exist in his eyes.

However, while the blow was devastating, it wasn't fatal. The Hornhead forced its trembling limbs to stand. Its eyes burned with a new, primal fury. It howled a third time, unleashing a roar of absolute rage.

"W-What is that?!" one of the soldiers cried out in shock.

A golden light began to swirl around the giant beast, forming a complex geometric pattern. 

It was a magic circle.

Monsters capable of magic generally fell into two categories: those born with the innate ability, and those who gained it later in life by growing exceptionally strong and large. This Hornhead was clearly the latter—a testament to its overwhelming power.

The beast reared back on its hind legs and slammed its front hooves down with enough force to shatter the earth. From the point of impact, a fissure raced toward Harold, the ground tearing itself apart and flipping upward in a straight line.

"Grand Punisher."

Despite the grandiose name, it was an intermediate Earth-element spell designed to crush an opponent between walls of upended earth. It was powerful, but its linear nature made it predictable. At a distance, it was easy to evade.

Harold, however, charged straight into it.

Just before the earthen walls could swallow him, he leapt. He kicked off the rising slabs of rock, alternating his feet as if sprinting through the air. Having cleared the ten-meter gap in seconds, Harold executed one final, massive jump, soaring high enough to look down on the Hornhead.

Lightning began to crackle and dance around his blade.

"Enough of this futile struggle."

The sword was so saturated with electricity it seemed to glow. Without a moment's hesitation, Harold swung it down.

"Thunderbird!"

In a flash of blinding light and a thunderous boom, a massive bird of lightning erupted from the blade and dove toward the Hornhead. The Thunderbird, radiating enough heat to sear the eyes of any onlooker, tore straight through the creature's massive body.

Harold landed gracefully. A second later, the Hornhead collapsed. Its body was riddled with burns and carbonized patches, smoke curling up from its charred hide. It lay motionless. The Hornhead’s life had been completely extinguished.

"I'm finished here. Clean this up quickly."

Without a drop of sweat or a single scratch, Harold turned and walked back toward the carriage as if the battle had been nothing more than a mundane chore. He was leaving the harvesting of the horn and the disposal of the carcass to the men.

The moment the carriage door clicked shut and Harold vanished from sight, the suffocating tension finally broke. The soldiers all exhaled in unison.

"Unit One, get that horn! The rest of you, start on the carcass! Move it! This is the only work suited for men who had to trouble Lord Harold to do their jobs for them!"

The captain’s command snapped the men out of their daze. As they scrambled to work, a new recruit in Unit One—assigned the lighter task of horn collection—approached a veteran, still unable to process what he’d seen.

"Was Lord Harold always... that strong?"

"Ah, right. This was your first time out with him," the veteran, Arias, replied with a wry smile. "It started about three years ago when he began volunteering for these expeditions. He was impressive even then, but now... well, you saw it yourself."

"But is it really okay? No matter how strong he is, he's the heir to House Stokes. If he ever got hurt..."

"The captain’s head would roll. And probably a few of ours too. Literally." Arias made a slicing motion across his throat.

Despite the veteran's nonchalant tone, the recruit felt a chill run down his spine. "That's not 'okay' at all!"

"It's fine. You'll understand eventually." Arias gave the recruit a reassuring pat on the back.

The recruit didn't understand yet, but those who had fought alongside Harold the longest trusted him the most.

When Harold first demanded to join the expeditions, his parents had been hesitant. As parents who doted on their son, their concern was natural. However, after Harold gave them a brief demonstration of his swordplay and magic, they had pivoted instantly. They were enamored by his genius and realized that his military exploits would greatly enhance the prestige of House Stokes.

Thus, Harold was allowed to join. It was his first real experience with combat, and at the start, he had struggled, even sustaining significant injuries. However, Harold always hid his wounds from his parents. Even when he suffered a cracked bone, he acted as if nothing were wrong, slipping away to the Sumeragi Territory for a few days to recover before returning home.

No one but Harold knew his true motivations, but his actions had undeniably saved lives.

Expeditions were inherently dangerous. Even if encounters with "boss" monsters like the Hornhead were rare, serious injuries and deaths were common. But ever since Harold started participating, the number of severe injuries had plummeted, and the death toll had dropped to zero.

Part of it was simply because Harold killed most of the threats himself, but he also went out of his way to protect the men—even while insulting them. The cracked bone he’d hidden had been sustained while shielding a soldier from a lethal blow.

It was obvious to the veterans that he had stepped in today because he sensed the men were nearing their limits. That silent consideration made them both grateful and frustrated. They were supposed to be the ones protecting Harold, yet here they were, being saved by a thirteen-year-old boy. It was a powerful motivator; many of the soldiers trained harder than ever just for the hope of one day being strong enough to stand by his side.

(I've built up a decent amount of combat experience with the local monsters. I'd like to push further out, so I need to make sure I don't lose any men. There are still so many species I haven't indexed yet... I need to collect that data as soon as possible.)

Even if Harold's true "principle of action" was simply to efficiently farm experience points and data for his own survival, the fact remained that the soldiers owed him their lives. He hid his injuries solely because he knew his parents would bar him from expeditions if they found out he was getting hurt.

The three years Harold had spent misunderstood by everyone around him had brought about significant changes.

Chief among them was his combat prowess and mental fortitude. Through a desperate, relentless cycle of fighting, he had reached a point where he could face multiple monsters alone without a hint of fear. His aggressive, almost eager approach to combat had even earned him a reputation among the commoners as a "Berserker"—a symbol of terror.

And there was one more change, not in Harold himself, but in his environment. The primary driver of this was Tasuku Sumeragi. Thanks to Tasuku's tireless efforts, the LP Farming Method was finally about to see the light of day.

Returning to the Stokes Mansion after a two-week expedition, Harold didn't even pause to rest. He immediately boarded a carriage with Tasuku to head back to the Sumeragi Territory. His parents interpreted this as Harold being hopelessly "head over heels" for Erika.

Harold felt a pang of phantom stomach pain whenever he imagined their reaction if the engagement were ever broken, but he shook the thought away. Que sera, sera.

"How did the negotiations go?" Harold asked.

"Quite well," Tasuku replied with a bright smile. "We can finally begin full-scale implementation."

"Successful" meant that, as planned, House Stokes had been placated with immediate, tangible benefits.

These "interests" were simple: the contract fees for farmers using the LP Farming Method were waived for the Stokes Territory, usage fees were reduced, and a portion of the tax revenue generated by the increased yields would be kicked back to House Stokes.

This allowed the Stokes farmers to adopt the method with minimal overhead. Since the LP Farming Method allowed for faster harvest cycles, it would give them a massive advantage in exports, increasing overall revenue and allowing the peasants to pay Hayden’s heavy taxes without delay.

From Hayden’s perspective, his tax revenue would increase without him lifting a finger. He saw no reason to fight for total control of the patent yet; he assumed that once Harold and Erika were married, the rights would be shared between the families anyway.

"To think things would proceed so smoothly," Harold muttered.

It was a strange thing for the mastermind behind the plan to say, but he couldn't help but sigh at how easily his father had been manipulated.

"Oh, that reminds me," Tasuku said, switching topics. "I have a message for you from Itsuki."

"Another duel?"

"Haha, well, that's a given. But there's something else this time. He wants to know if you'd like to enter the Fighting Tournament in Delphit."

Delphit. The Fighting Tournament. Those words triggered a memory. In the original Brave Hearts story, there was an event where the protagonist wins that very tournament.

(If I remember correctly, that event involves a gauntlet of human opponents. And since it's a tournament, it's not a fight to the death...)

This was a massive opportunity to gain experience in interpersonal combat. It was the perfect bait for the current Harold.

"...Interesting. I'll do it."

With those words, Harold’s entry into the tournament was set.
Chapter 24

The fact that Harold could make such a decision without much hesitation suggested that the rumors of him becoming a "battle maniac" weren't entirely baseless.

One of the most notable changes was that his resistance to the act of fighting had thinned considerably, even when the risk was low. It was the result of a cold calculation: if he didn’t adapt this way, he wouldn’t survive.

"By the way, are you feeling alright? I heard you faced a massive Hornhead on this last expedition."

"Not this again."

Harold sounded profoundly fed up. It seemed he was asked the same question every time they crossed paths after a subjugation mission.

From the perspective of Tasuku—and by extension, the House Sumeragi—they still remembered the time Harold had arrived at their doorstep unannounced, only to be found suffering from a grievous wound. Even though they knew how strong he was, they couldn't help but be anxious. It certainly didn't help that Harold was the type of person to dismiss a serious injury as "just a scratch."

Erika, in particular, maintained a composed front. "It was a choice Lord Harold made for himself," she would say, appearing to respect his autonomy without showing excessive worry. However, the fact that she had taken up the study of healing magic that very day betrayed her true state of mind: she simply couldn't stand by and do nothing.

By the time Erika’s healing magic had begun to show real promise, Harold had stopped getting injured altogether. Her powers had yet to actually mend a single one of his wounds. Nevertheless, her devotion—never neglecting her daily training to sharpen the efficacy of her spells—was the real deal. Harold, naturally, remained oblivious to this.

"Do you honestly think I’d lose to some oversized piece of trash? Think before you speak."

"It’s impressive enough that you can say that at your age, Harold-kun."

"Your son is much the same."

Itsuki, who had recently turned sixteen, was likely capable of taking down a Hornhead on his own without much trouble. He was the only person in their age group whose strength truly rivaled Harold’s.

The sentiment was mutual. Perhaps that was why the two of them had formed a bond where they frequently crossed blades to test one another’s growth.

In the original story, Itsuki was merely referred to as "the brother," never even granted a name, yet here he was, possessing such formidable strength. It occurred to Harold that there were likely many other powerful foes he didn't know about yet, just like Itsuki.

Realizing at this stage that his "game knowledge" could actually be a double-edged sword was a significant gain.

Thinking of it that way, Harold felt that deepening his ties with the Sumeragi family, despite the risks, had been the right move.

Meanwhile, his relationship with Erika—his greatest concern—had seen almost no progress in three years. He had been conspicuous about keeping his distance, limiting their conversations to the absolute bare minimum. There hadn't been a single event even remotely appropriate for a betrothed couple.

(Asking me to trigger flags under these conditions is a tall order, honestly.)

It was going so perfectly that he almost let a smug chuckle slip.

While the spread of the miasma in the Sumeragi territory remained a precarious situation, it was a problem the protagonists were meant to solve, so he couldn't personally interfere. Even so, the situation was undoubtedly better than in the original story thanks to the trial implementation of the resistance medicine and the LP Farming Method.

Still, complacency was his greatest enemy. Looking ahead, the list of problems was a mile long. Harold renewed his resolve to spend the five years remaining until the start of the original story hunting down every possible death flag before it could even sprout.

◇

On a stone platform roughly twenty meters square, two figures were locked in a fierce exchange of blows.

One was a young man in the midst of his transition into adulthood, standing nearly 180 centimeters tall with brownish-black hair. His face, which usually radiated the kindness of a well-bred youth, was now set in a grim mask of concentration.

Opposing him was a boy about a head shorter, standing roughly 160 centimeters tall, with striking, deep crimson eyes. His jet-black hair, even darker than the young man's, whipped about as he moved with violent speed. Yet, in contrast to his frantic movements, his gaze remained sharp and clinical as he parried every strike.

As close friends, they often sparred like this whenever they met to gauge each other's progress.

"Huff... huff... Yeah, you'll be more than fine for the tournament with this."

Itsuki stepped out of striking distance and lowered his sword, regulating his breathing.

"I don't need your concern."

"Regarding your skill, certainly. I'm just glad you haven't forgotten how to handle a practice sword."

"Don't mock me. I'm not so fragile that this weight bothers me."

"I was more worried about your inability to hold back, actually."

Itsuki’s private assessment was that very few participants in their age group would be able to even withstand Harold’s blade. If anything, his concern was for the safety of Harold's future opponents. It seemed, however, that his worries about Harold’s precision were unfounded.

"Well, let's call it a day. We're scheduled to depart tomorrow morning."

(Another carriage ride, huh... Well, Delphit is close, so it can't be helped, but I really want to try riding an airship.)

The airship was a wooden flying vessel that appeared in the game. Unlike sea-faring ships, they featured wings on both sides of the hull and propellers at the masts and stern. It was a vehicle that leaned heavily into fantasy aesthetics; how such a shape achieved stable flight was a complete mystery.

Then again, since they were powered by "Crystals"—minerals dropped by defeated monsters—science and physics likely didn't apply. Incidentally, those crystals were incredibly useful for synthesizing and strengthening equipment.

"Oh, right. Do you want to change the name you're using for registration? The participants are mostly commoners; your parents might not approve of you appearing in such a venue."

"Who knows? They might actually be thrilled that I 'thrashed the inferior species.'"

Either way, their reaction wouldn't be normal. If he used a pseudonym to hide his identity, it would save him the headache even if news of the winner's name reached his parents.

"A fake name is fine. Just pick something random."

"I'll think of something on the way, then."

And so, Harold was destined to stand on the tournament stage under the name "Mr. Lord"—a pseudonym so questionable it would make anyone doubt Itsuki’s sense of naming.

Harold had no way of knowing what the future held, but his trials weren't over yet.

After several days of travel, they finally arrived in Delphit. On that very night, they checked into their inn. When Harold went down to the attached restaurant with Itsuki to grab dinner, he found Erika sitting there.

His entire body stiffened instinctively.

"Sorry, Erika. We're a bit late."

Ignoring Harold's frozen state, Itsuki took a seat at the table with Erika. Harold glared at them both, demanding an explanation, but Erika beat him to the punch, directing her grievance at her brother.

"Brother, I was under the impression we were dining alone?"

"That’s right. I did indeed ask you, 'How about the two of us have a meal for a change?'"

"...I see."

Erika muttered in exasperation as she realized Itsuki's trick. In short, Itsuki had invited her with the implication of "the two of us (plus Harold-kun)," intentionally omitting the parenthetical to lead her astray.

"If my being here is a nuisance, I can leave?"

"Stay here," Harold barked, just as Erika said, "Please stay."

Their voices overlapped perfectly.

If Itsuki left now, Harold would be forced to eat dinner alone with Erika. To him, that was a literal hell.

As for Erika, while she didn't dislike the idea of dining with him, her desire not to be a burden was stronger, knowing full well that Harold was trying to keep her at arm's length. However, it would be the height of rudeness to see his face and immediately get up to leave—even if the seating arrangement had been engineered by a trap.

Itsuki, perhaps having calculated his sister's personality to a tee, wore a smug expression that said he'd won.

"...Why is she even in Delphit?"

"There's a risk of injury in a fighting tournament, so I thought it wise to bring someone capable of healing magic. As it happened, the other family members were unavailable, so I was forced to ask Erika to come along."

Harold found it highly doubtful that this was "just a coincidence." Given that Erika—who had also been tricked—didn't argue, it might have been technically true, but Harold remained unconvinced. The whole situation felt far too deliberate.

"I won't be getting injured."

"There's a proverb about being prepared. That's why Erika agreed to come."

"I recall our agreement was that I would not have more contact with Lord Harold than necessary," Erika added.

"I simply judged that an initial meeting was required. That way, we can coordinate smoothly if something happens, right?"

When put that way, the logic was sound enough that Harold couldn't complain.

Ultimately, he was swept along by Itsuki's pace, and the three of them shared a table. It went without saying that no conversation occurred between Harold and Erika. If Itsuki hadn't acted as a bridge, the silence would have been absolute.

This "ordeal" for Harold lasted over an hour.

By the time dinner concluded, Harold’s mental fatigue had hit its peak. He stood up with somewhat unsteady steps and retreated to his room.

Erika watched his retreating back with a pang of guilt.

She wanted to give Itsuki a piece of her mind, but as if sensing the impending lecture, her brother had disappeared alongside Harold.

While she was happy to spend time with Harold for the first time in a while, the feeling that she had troubled him weighed more heavily on her heart. From the beginning, she had intended to stay out of sight during the tournament unless Harold actually got hurt.

And yet, it had come to this.

She decided she would have to give Itsuki a stern warning when she found the time. She headed back to her own room; though they were in the same inn, they were on different floors—a small consideration to ensure they wouldn't accidentally run into each other.

When she opened her door, Yuno was there to greet her with her usual airy demeanor.

"Welcome back, Lady Erika~. You look quite exhausted~."

"You were watching, weren't you?"

"I am technically your guard, after all~. Though, both Lord Itsuki and Lord Harold are stronger than me, so I do wonder if there’s any point~."

Erika understood Yuno’s sentiment. She saw those two spar often, but lately, their movements had become so fast she could no longer follow what was happening. Harold, in particular, moved with a speed that made her wonder if he was actually teleporting. That Itsuki could keep up with him was equally extraordinary.

"By the way, did you mention Lady Colette~?"

Yuno brought up the name of the girl they had coincidentally met earlier that day.

Colette Amereel.

The girl who was officially supposed to be dead along with her mother was, for some reason, here in Delphit. Considering the timing, she was likely here to see the tournament.

"No, I’ve kept it hidden."

"So you really can't tell him~?"

"No. We aren't supposed to know she survived."

If Harold realized the Sumeragi family knew Colette and Clara were alive, it would spark unnecessary suspicion. Harold had protected that mother and daughter even at the cost of his own reputation. Erika refused to trample on those feelings. She had no intention of prying into that secret until the day Harold chose to reveal it himself.

And yet, she couldn't bring herself to say nothing at all. That was why she had told the girl that if they met again, she wanted to be friends.

Erika had felt something when she looked at Colette. She suspected that the girl might also be someone capable of being an ally to Harold. Colette surely knew of the kindness hidden behind Harold’s precarious strength, for she had been saved by it and was still being protected by it today.

If they were to reunite, it would likely be when Harold finally shared his secret. At that time, Erika truly hoped to become her friend. She was certain they would get along well.

"I’m going to sleep now. Yuno, you should return to your room."

"As you wish~. Good night, Lady Erika~."

"Good night."

Once Yuno left, Erika changed into her nightgown, turned off the lights, and slipped into bed. The unfamiliar sensation of the springs was a stark contrast to her usual futon. Compared to the beds at the Stokes mansion, this one wasn't particularly comfortable.

As she struggled to drift off, her thoughts returned to what she had been contemplating earlier.

If she reunited with Colette and they became friends, there was a chance the girl might fall for Harold, just as she had. She held the title of "fiancée," but it was a hollow, provisional thing. She knew Harold intended to break it off. If that happened, Colette might become a rival in love.

A normal person might feel jealous. Yet, Erika found her heart strangely at peace. It wasn't because she thought she had an advantage. She simply felt that Colette becoming a rival might be a good thing.

In the past few years, Erika had come to accept her own feelings for Harold. If possible, she hoped her first love would bear fruit. But for Erika, those romantic feelings weren't the most important thing. What she desired above all else was the happiness of the person she loved.

If Harold chose someone else, then so be it.

She would surely cry if her heart was broken; her love for him was real. Even so, if Harold were to marry Colette or anyone else, she wanted to be able to offer her heartfelt blessings with a genuine smile. This was Erika's true, unvarnished wish.

Becoming his wife wasn't the only way to support him.

(That is why I look forward to our reunion.)

Bathed in the moonlight streaming through the window, she smiled peacefully at her future friend.

The brilliant silver light reminded her of Colette’s vivid blonde hair. With those thoughts in mind, Erika closed her eyes and fell into a deep sleep.
Chapter 25

“Whoaaa... why on earth do we have to pull patrol at this hour?”

The man was in his late twenties, clad in armor emblazoned with the silver sword and obsidian-colored wings of the Order of the Holy King. He let out a massive, jaw-cracking yawn, his voice thick with lethargy.

His subordinate, who was accompanying the blatantly unmotivated officer, offered a sharp chiding.

“It’s our job, so stop complaining, Squad Leader. It’s not like I enjoy being out here at five in the morning either.”

The clock had just ticked past 5:00 AM. In truth, their patrol had begun at sunrise, around 4:00.

The reason for the early start was the row of shops already bustling with life. The taverns, in particular, were thriving. During the three days of the annual Fighting Tournament, most of the local fishermen took time off. They spent their days drinking from noon onward, throwing boisterous parties as they got swept up in the excitement of the competition.

With drunks flooding the streets, brawls were frequent and public order tended to fray. The patrol was meant to be both a deterrent and a rapid response unit.

“Just because it’s a festival doesn’t mean they have to be so damn loud, I tell you.”

“And yet, despite the whining, why are you trying to sneak into a liquor store?”

The subordinate grabbed the shoulder of his superior, Squad Leader Cody, who had tried to veer into a shop as if guided by magnetic force. That the junior officer could use such informal language was a testament to Cody’s relaxed personality; it wasn't a lack of respect, but a familiarity Cody encouraged.

“The ale is calling my name.”

“Don’t say stupid things with such a straight face.”

Cody’s subordinate dragged him back onto the patrol route. Cody watched the liquor store recede into the distance, looking utterly defeated. To an outsider, it would have been impossible to tell which of them held the higher rank.

“Sigh... I have to spend three more days watching everyone else drink while I suffer in sobriety?”

“You say that, but you’re a lightweight anyway, Squad Leader.”

Besides, you’re an annoying, clingy drunk, the subordinate added under his breath.

Cody shot back, “I don’t drink because I like alcohol. I drink because I like being drunk!”

For Cody, the ale was a means to an end. He declared with total conviction that as long as he reached that state of bliss, the quality of the booze didn't matter. For those forced to endure his company during those bouts of cheap, tasteless drinking—and the inevitable "clingy" phase that followed—it was a nightmare.

As the two continued their pointless bickering, the sharp sound of shattering glass echoed from an alley up ahead. A woman’s scream followed, swallowed by a rising commotion.

The two officers locked eyes and shared a simultaneous, weary sigh.

“Looks like it’s time to clock in.”

“Good grief... Can’t people just be 'happy' drunks?”

“You’re the last person on earth who gets to say that, Squad Leader.”

“Quiet, you. Come on, Robin-kun. Let’s use that terrifying face of yours to scare some sense into them.”

Cody’s feet moved as fast as his mouth as he sprinted toward the noise. He rounded the corner and began shoving through the gathering crowd to see the source of the trouble. He ignored Robinson—affectionately dubbed Robin—who was grumbling behind him about his "choice of words."

“Alright, excuse me, coming through!”

“Hah? Don't you go barging in—!”

A brawny fisherman spun around to snap at the interloper, but the words died in his throat the moment he saw Robinson looming behind Cody.

Robinson stood nearly six-foot-three with a massive, muscular frame and skin tanned darker than the local sailors. His slate-gray eyes, combined with a natural, sharp-angled squint, gave him a look of malicious intensity. He looked far more dangerous than most monsters.

In reality, Robinson was quite gentle, but he was the type of man cursed by his own appearance. Of course, in the line of duty, it was often an asset. A weak-willed thug would lose heart just from a glance, and in a crowd like this, people tended to clear a path.

The effect was immediate. The crowd parted like the Red Sea the moment they registered Robinson’s presence.

“Honestly, Robin-kun, things are so much easier when you’re around.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment... I guess.”

When they reached the center of the clearing, they found a boy, an adult, and a third person who had been shoved headfirst into a large water jar. The man in the jar was flailing his legs helplessly.

While Cody and Robinson were still processing the scene, the boy reached out and hauled the man out of the jar by his collar. As the soaking wet man collapsed onto all fours, coughing and wheezing, the boy looked down at him with a look of pure coldness.

“Well? Has the water sobered you up, or do you need another dip?”

The man was too busy gasping for air to answer. Instead, his companion lunged at the boy in a rage.

“You little brat! What do you think you’re doing?!”

“Are you blind? You seem to have lost your senses too. Perhaps you’d like to join your friend in the cold water? Though, if you weren't sane to begin with, I suppose it’s a waste of time.”

“Keep talking, you little shit! I don’t care if you’re a kid, I’ll kill you!”

Fueled by liquid courage, the man wound up a massive right hook and charged. Cody, realizing he was too far away to intervene physically, began to sprint forward to break it up.

That was when he saw it. The boy’s eyes.

Even with an enraged adult charging him, the boy showed no fear—not even interest. His gaze was bone-chillingly calm. And more impressively, even as he faced his attacker, he had already registered Cody’s rapid approach from the periphery.

His composure and situational awareness were far beyond his years.

The boy’s eyes met Cody’s for a fraction of a second. In that instant, a flicker of shock—and then sharp wariness—crossed the boy’s otherwise expressionless face.

But the moment passed in a heartbeat. The boy slipped under the man’s clumsy swing and drove an elbow straight into his solar plexus.

It was a perfectly executed strike. The man’s knees buckled instantly. As the boy stepped over the collapsing body, he was met with a round of applause from the onlookers, but his eyes remained fixed on Cody, cold and calculating.

Cody felt a chill. No way... did he sense my strength? Just from that split-second eye contact?

Cody intentionally hid his true power, content to act like a lazy squad leader to avoid the headaches of high-ranking politics. In reality, he was one of the Order's elite, capable of trading blows with Vincent van Westervoort, the man expected to be the next Grand Master.

If this boy had sensed that hidden strength and was already on guard, then his reaction was staggering.

Taking down a grown man with one hit is impressive, but that level of intuition? Cody thought. To accurately gauge an opponent's level—especially one stronger than yourself—required a massive amount of personal power. The boy was clearly a monster in the making.

Hoping to defuse the tension, Cody raised his hands in a non-threatening gesture and offered a tired, easygoing smile.

“Whoa, hey now. That was some impressive work, kid. You really surprised me.”

Cody’s laughter was intentionally boisterous and a little suspicious, but the boy seemed to decide Cody wasn't looking for a fight. He relaxed his stance, if only slightly.

“Sorry to bother you,” Cody continued, “but could you tell me what happened here? We just got here and we’re still trying to piece it together.”

“...A pair of drunks were brawling. One of them was knocked toward me, so I handled him.”

“I see. Well, your 'handling' of him was practically an art form. No joke.”

The image of the legs flailing out of the water jar made Cody want to chuckle. It would make for a great story over a pint later.

The boy made to leave, clearly finished with the conversation.

“Wait, wait! You aren’t hurt, are you? Even a scratch can get infected if you aren't careful.”

“I was dealing with trash that didn't even qualify as a warm-up. I'm fine.”

“Are you sure? Don't be stubborn. If you move your arm like this, does it hurt—?”

“You’re tedious. If you want a report, ask the crowd. Or do you intend to waste my time with a formal interrogation?”

“Whoops. Caught me, did you?”

In truth, Cody only cared about the "report" for 20% of the conversation. The other 80% was pure curiosity; he wanted to keep the boy talking to figure out who he was. It hadn't worked.

The boy gave Cody a flat, unimpressed look and walked away.

“Squad Leader, what are we doing with these two?” Robinson asked, gesturing to the downed men.

“Ah, right. Let’s wait for them to wake up, and in the meantime...”

Cody began giving Robinson instructions, but his mind remained on the black-haired boy. That level of insight, those refined movements, and the sheer nerve to stand his ground against someone of Cody's caliber—those were traits only forged in the fires of real combat.

The boy looked twelve, maybe thirteen. Where could a child possibly have seen that much blood?

He’s a strange one, Cody mused. But I think I’ll pay close attention to the tournament today. I have a feeling things are about to get very interesting.

Based on the "warm-up" comment, the boy was almost certainly an entrant. Since the Under-13 Division was starting today, the age fit perfectly.

What had started as a boring work day had suddenly gained a spark of excitement. It was only after the boy had vanished into the crowd that Cody realized he had forgotten to ask for his name.



(That was close! Way too close! Why the hell is Cody here?!)

Harold had retreated into a secluded alleyway, away from the prying eyes of the crowd, and was currently clutching his head in frustration.

The source of his panic was his encounter with Cody. As Harold’s internal encyclopedia confirmed, Cody was a significant character from the game. He would eventually become the leader of "Frieri," a mercenary band of drifters. He was a wild card—sometimes an ally, sometimes a manipulator, but generally a "good guy" who acted as a high-level helper for the protagonist’s party.

Harold knew Cody had been a knight once, so the armor wasn't a shock, but he hadn't expected to bump into him in a random alleyway.

Harold had been woken up at 4:00 AM by the noise of the city. The restless, festive atmosphere reminded him of the college festivals from his previous life in Japan, and he’d found himself drawn out into the streets.

He’d been wandering the market for about thirty minutes, getting some light exercise, when he heard shouting. Two men were brawling, knocking over tables and smashing glassware. Harold wasn't the type to play hero, and he’d intended to walk right past them—until one of the men was shoved directly toward him.

He could have dodged. In fact, he was going to. But then he saw a small girl standing right behind him. If he moved, she was going to get flattened by a hundred and eighty pounds of falling drunkard.

His body moved before he could think. He swept the man's feet and guided him into the water jar with practiced ease. After that, his "Harold Mouth" had taken over, provoking the second man into a fight. He had reached a point of grim resignation regarding his own verbal abuse; fighting against his own personality was just too exhausting.

He had planned to end the fight quickly, but Cody’s sudden arrival had thrown him off. In his momentary confusion, he’d accidentally put a bit too much "oomph" into the elbow strike.

(Sorry, nameless old man. I definitely overdid it.)

As he offered a silent prayer for the man’s ribs, Harold began to calm down. Looking back, he realized he probably shouldn't have run away.

In the game’s original plot, there was no real interaction between Harold and Cody. By the time the story starts, Harold is a knight and Cody has already left to form Frieri. Their paths might have crossed briefly, but it wasn't canon.

(Wait, wouldn't it have been better if he knew my face?)

Cody eventually works with Rainer’s group. Having a bridge to him could have been a goldmine for intel on the protagonist's party. He’d probably acted too impulsively.

Resolving to try for a friendlier (or at least less frantic) interaction next time, Harold headed back to his inn for breakfast. He ran into Itsuki just as the older boy was stepping out.

“Good morning, Harold-kun. Where have you been?”

“Scouting the venue.”

He’d caught a glimpse of it on his walk, so it wasn't a total lie. Honestly, the size of the stage had made him feel a little bit of stage fright.

“You seem ready. In that case, I have something I wanted to give you.”

“...What is this?”

Itsuki handed him a paper-wrapped parcel. Harold opened it suspiciously. Inside was a masquerade-style mask designed to cover the upper half of his face.

“Since you’re entering under a pseudonym, I thought it might be fitting to hide your face as well.”

“Like I'd ever wear that!”

It was the most sincere retort Harold had delivered since his reincarnation. Lately, Itsuki’s character was becoming a mystery to him. He’d initially pegged him as a serious siscon, but the guy had a bizarre playful streak—one that actually reminded him of the game’s version of Erika.

Then again, Itsuki said these things with such a straight face that Harold wondered if he was actually just an airhead. Was this really the same man who had cleverly trapped him and Erika into a dinner date last night?

Exhausted by the mask proposal, Harold then discovered he had been officially registered under the suspiciously chuunibyou name "Mr. Lord." This led to a second shouting match with Itsuki right before the opening ceremony.

By the time he actually stood on the stage for his first match, his nerves had been replaced by sheer, grinding fatigue.

The crowd was a wall of noise and heat. Their gazes were physically heavy, pressing in on the stage. The moment he stepped out from the waiting area for the under-13 bracket, the roar of the crowd hit him like a physical blow.

“And in this corner, the man of mystery—Mr. Lord!”

As his ridiculous name was called, Harold stepped onto the stage. He was the only person in the entire tournament using a fake name, which, naturally, made him stand out like a sore thumb.

Isn't this the opposite of keeping a low profile?

Trying to swallow his shame, Harold adopted a perfectly expressionless mask. To the spectators, he looked like a cold, focused warrior. To the young boy facing him, he looked like a literal demon.

The match was about to begin. Harold scanned the crowd... and froze.

Her blonde hair caught the sunlight, longer than he remembered, tied back in a neat ponytail. It was the girl he had saved three years ago. Her face was still that of a child, but he could see the echoes of the woman she would become five years from now.

Colette Amarele was sitting in the front row.

Her hazel eyes were locked onto his. Harold looked away instantly, his heart hammering against his ribs.

She knew. He could tell by the way her eyes had widened in shock.

This was the absolute worst-case scenario. A reunion with Colette, in a city where Erika was also present. If there was a god in this world, Harold decided he hated them.

(Dammit... I should have worn the mask Itsuki gave me. It would have hidden my face AND probably gotten a laugh from the crowd. It was the ultimate item all along...)

Faced with impending doom, Harold did the only thing he could: he retreated into a very deep state of denial.
Chapter 26

Wading through a sea of feverish excitement, Cody shoved his way forward.

Muttering light apologies like "Sorry" and "Pardon me" as he went, he navigated the throng with a nimble grace, reaching the front row of the spectator seats in the blink of an eye.

"Oh, looks like I made it in time. Leaving that work to my subordinates was well worth the effort."

Stroking the stubble on his chin, Cody squinted at the stage, muttering to himself as he spotted the black-haired boy.

Cody's squad had been ordered to patrol the city streets, but he had dumped that duty onto Robinson and his other two subordinates so he could slip away to watch the Fighting Tournament. By now, they were likely grumbling their resentment with every step of their beat. He’d certainly have to endure a lecture when he faced them later, but for now, he prioritized satisfying his curiosity over avoiding a scolding.

He claimed a seat with an excellent view and sat through several lackluster matches. Finally, the boy he was looking for stepped onto the stage.

His attire was crafted from high-quality leather. The bracer on his left arm, too, possessed a luster that suggested a material far more refined than common bronze.

That’s finer gear than what we low-ranking knights carry, Cody thought. Is he some young noble?

His entry name, "Mr. Lord," was an obvious pseudonym. Judging by his equipment, the possibility of him being a mere commoner was low. If he were a noble, recruiting him into the Order of the Holy King might be a bit of a headache. Whether Cody would actually attempt a recruitment depended entirely on the boy's actual skill—and that was exactly what Cody had come here to judge.

In other words, this was a legitimate scouting mission to find talent for the future of the Order. He was absolutely not slacking off.

He had his excuses ready just in case. Now, he could focus on the match without a single worry.

"Now then, let's see what you’ve got... shall we?"

But before Cody could even finish the sentence, the match was over. Immediately following the signal to begin, "Lord" closed the distance in a single stride, flicked his opponent's sword aside, and leveled the tip of his own blade at the boy’s throat.

The entire exchange took less than three seconds—a lightning-fast conclusion. It was no surprise the opposing boy looked utterly dazed. Furthermore, the sharp, murderous glare Lord directed at him likely inspired more terror than the dull training sword held at his neck.

Overwhelmed by Lord’s bloodthirsty aura, the opponent surrendered with a trembling voice.

The spectators, who had been roaring with excitement moments before, fell into a confused buzz, unable to process what had just happened. Lord didn't give the bewildered crowd a second thought as he turned and walked away.

"...Whoa, now. Is this kid a genuine masterpiece in the making?"

The participants in these tournaments ranged wildly in skill. His current opponent had likely been decent enough for his age, but that was the limit of it. The point of interest wasn't the victory itself—it was that speed. The opponent had probably felt like he’d lost before he even realized the match had started.

In terms of pure velocity, Lord completely outstripped the subordinates Cody currently supervised.

Despite being surrounded by thousands of spectators, the boy hadn't wavered once; he had overwhelmed his foe with movements that were devoid of waste or hesitation. Though he was still a child—immature in mind, technique, and body—his ability to perform at such a high level under these conditions was nothing short of magnificent.

Talent like that was too good to leave wandering the wild.

Perhaps it was the ego of a knight speaking, but from Cody's perspective, the Order could never have enough excellent personnel. Even if he did try to scout him, the boy held the final say on whether to join, and Cody wasn't virtuous enough to hesitate over such things.

I should probably put a mark on him. Though...

During that brief bout, Cody had sensed something coming from Lord. It was a very slight, yet undeniable sense of impatience—as if he were desperate to settle things quickly.

This was the same boy who, earlier that morning, had gauged Cody's true strength in a gaze that lasted less than a heartbeat. There was no way he could fail to perceive the massive gap between himself and his opponent. Therefore, that wouldn't be the reason for his haste.

Perhaps Cody had simply misread him. But if he hadn't, what was the source of that anxiety?

The question lingered in Cody's mind.



Harold's movements had been swift the moment he noticed Colette. He launched a blitzkrieg attack the second the match began, forced a surrender, and immediately left the stage.

He hurried back to the participants' waiting area and began scanning the room for a specific boy. Since Colette was here, the chances were high that he was here too—Rainer, the protagonist of Brave Hearts.

The problem was whether he was just a spectator like Colette or a participant in the tournament. In the worst-case scenario, Harold would have to fight him.

Harold's silent prayer of Please, just stay in the stands vanished like mist.

A shock of spiky hair that seemed to vibrate with energy crossed his field of vision. The color was a burning red, exactly as he remembered. When the name "Rainer Griffith" was called, the boy leaped onto the stage, looking like he was ready for anything.

Seeing that, Harold let his head hang. It was confirmed: Rainer was a contestant.

Are you serious? Should I withdraw before I have to fight him?

This development hadn't been in the original game. In the story, Rainer was supposed to arrive in Delphit later and be amazed by the large ships, claiming it was his first time in the city. Harold had no idea why he was suddenly entered in a fighting tournament.

In any case, it was best to let sleeping dogs lie. But just as he started fabricating a reason to withdraw, he realized he was repeating the same mistake he’d made that morning. Without thinking, he was reflexively trying to escape simply because Rainer was an "original character."

Looking back, Rainer's hatred for Harold in the game stemmed from the murder of Clara and Harold's general behavior. He had already saved Clara. And though his tone of voice was still a disaster, he intended to continue acting properly. There was no reason for Rainer to hate him now.

In fact, it would be much wiser to get on his good side. He had no intention of joining the protagonist's party—the front lines of danger—but he could use his knowledge of the game to offer advice that would make them stronger. They wouldn't listen to him if they were enemies.

As he thought it through, he felt himself calm down.

Furthermore, even if Erika and Colette met, it would be their first time meeting each other. As long as Harold wasn't involved in that encounter, his past actions wouldn't come to light. Since Erika wouldn't go out of her way to approach Harold anyway, this tournament was actually a perfect chance to observe the relationship between Rainer and Colette.

He could gauge Rainer's current strength while establishing a connection for the future. There was no reason to let this opportunity slip away.

Having made his decision, Harold turned his attention back to the matches. Rainer had just secured his victory and was currently giving a jubilant "guts pose." He was the future hero who would save the world, after all; even at "Level 1," Harold wanted to believe he wouldn't lose in a place like this.

First, he should offer a straightforward congratulation. It would be a good icebreaker.

What should I say? If I try to say "Congratulations," it'll probably come out as "I suppose you're slightly better than garbage." That sounds so arrogant. Okay, let's try to keep it neutral...

While he was debating with himself, Rainer walked right past him. Harold spoke up instinctively to stop him.

"Hey, you. The red-head."

He had immediately failed his word choice.

Combined with his posture—arms crossed and back leaning against the wall—it sounded like an incredibly haughty demand. But once the words were out, there was no taking them back. Rainer stopped in his tracks at the mention of his hair color.

"Ah, it's you!"

Upon recognizing Harold, Rainer suddenly closed the distance. Harold braced for a fight, thinking he’d angered the boy, but Rainer’s eyes weren't filled with rage—they were practically sparkling.

"Whoa, you're that super fast guy from before! I was watching, but I couldn't even see what you did! How’d you do that? Can I do it too!?"

His enthusiasm was so intense that even Harold took a step back. Rainer had always been a bit childish in the original story, but seeing it in person as an actual child was overwhelming.

"Just give me a tip! Or at least tell me what kind of training you do! I run with weights on my back and stuff, but I can't move anywhere near as fast as you did!"

"First, shut that motor-mouth of yours."

"Oh, sorry. Right, I haven't even introduced myself. I'm Rainer!"

Rainer energetically extended his right hand. After a split second of hesitation, Harold took it.

"...Harold. Call me whatever you like."

"Yeah! Nice to meet you, Harold!"

Rainer gave him a bright, carefree smile. In his mind, they were probably already friends. That was simply the kind of boy Rainer was.

It was a trait Harold actually liked. His conscience twinged slightly at the thought of approaching such a pure boy with ulterior motives, but he suppressed the feeling.

"I saw your performance. It was... adequate. You're slightly better than the rest of the rabble here."

"Hehe, thanks!"

No matter how you sliced it, that sounded like a blatant insult to every other participant in the room. Several nearby contestants shot them murderous glares, but Rainer—completely oblivious—simply looked sheepish at the "praise." It seemed his status as an "idiot kid" who couldn't recognize sarcasm was fully intact.

For Harold, who was constantly plagued by his involuntary insults, this was a godsend.

"However, I have no obligation to teach you anything. If you want to know my secrets, try to steal them from me in a fight—assuming you can climb that high."

"You're on! You better not lose before you get to me, Harold!"

"Who do you think you're speaking to? The only thing you'll learn is the gap between our strengths, which is as vast as the heavens and the earth."

"I'm looking forward to it! See you later! Let's meet in the finals!"

Rainer gave a bellicose, competitive grin that replaced his earlier friendliness, while Harold remained as arrogant as ever. Fearlessness met defiance.

This was the opening skirmish.

The other participants glared at them from the sidelines. Since the two had spoken as if no one else in the room mattered, it was only natural that they were seen as provocateurs. Harold had unintentionally made things harder for Rainer, but if he were truly the protagonist, he would surely clear a hurdle of this height with ease.

"All the more worth fighting, then," Harold muttered, looking down at his right hand, which still felt the lingering warmth of that firm handshake.
Chapter 27

An emotion that defied easy description flitted through his chest. Perhaps the most appropriate term for it was "profoundly moved."

He had finally reached the point of meeting Rainer, the protagonist of Brave Hearts. He had achieved a meeting that, according to the original story, shouldn’t have happened for another five years.

Though it was completely outside his initial plans, the fact that he seemed capable of building a friendly relationship with Rainer felt like proof that his actions thus far had not been in vain.

The corners of his mouth curled upward. It was a hideously wicked smile.

The onlookers who witnessed that expression were seized by an instinctive chill and recoiled in unison. Harold, whose focus had already shifted entirely to Rainer, didn't even notice.

How can I earn his trust? What is Rainer’s current level of strength? Is he already as close to Colette as he was in the game?

Such questions were all that occupied Harold's mind.

In truth, shortly after realizing this was the world of Brave Hearts and resolving to avoid his own death flags, Harold had once wondered if there was even a need for him to act at all.

To put it bluntly, this world was a work of fiction.

It was a story with a predetermined conclusion, woven by characters and fates established by its creators. Every story has a protagonist, and every protagonist benefits from a little thing called "Protagonist Correction."

This "Correction"—which one might call the will of the creators—was a collective term for a tremendous power where the environment, the flow of events, and the world itself conspired to aid the hero. Naturally, Rainer had been the beneficiary of such grace throughout the game. If that weren’t the case, no matter how talented they were, there was no way a group of fewer than ten people could have saved the entire world.

Conversely, this implied that as long as Rainer remained the protagonist, the world would side with him. The universe was simply built that way.

Therefore, Harold had once doubted the necessity of a minor existence like Harold Stokes going to such great lengths. He thought it might be better to do nothing, withdraw from the stage of the original story as quickly as possible, and become something like Nameless Villager A to stay far away from danger. He could just wait in some forgotten corner of the world like a proper background character until the story reached its happy ending.

Looking back, he realized that had been a form of escapism—a desire to abandon his role because he was terrified of his own future. The reason he hadn't succumbed to that sweet temptation was the simple fact that he had been able to save Clara.

Though it was through Harold's intervention, she had survived a death that should have been set in stone.

Ultimately, even if this world was remarkably similar to the game Brave Hearts, there was no "Historical Correction Force" compelling the original story to stay on its tracks. If this hypothesis was correct, then even if Harold ran away, no other villain would emerge to take his place. It would be a gaping hole in the plot. That, in turn, could negatively impact the protagonist's growth.

To avoid a future where the world was destroyed because the hero failed to grow strong enough, Harold had continued to involve himself in the plot.

(...But looking at it from another angle, that means it's also possible to make Rainer even stronger.)

He had been so preoccupied with the downsides that the idea hadn't occurred to him until they actually met. By giving Rainer more experience than he’d had in the game, or by teaching him efficient tactics for specific enemies, Rainer might become an even greater hero than his original counterpart.

With this hidden agenda in mind, Harold waited for his duel with Rainer. Every other participant he faced was swept aside with effortless ease.

Finally, the fated clash arrived. By some quirk of fate, it took place in the finals—a stage that felt as if someone had meticulously prepared it just for them.

Both had ascended the bracket with overwhelming dominance. Scarcely anyone had been able to even trade blows with them. As the two faced off, the crowd's excitement reached a fever pitch.

"I made it here, just like I promised!"

"Naturally. If you aren't all talk, then prove your worth to me."

"You're on!"

With a fiercely competitive look in his eyes, Rainer spoke without a trace of hesitation. His resolve to win at any cost was written clearly across his face.

Unable to contain his spirit, Rainer attacked the moment the match began.

He unleashed a horizontal slash intended to blow his opponent back. Harold stepped back to evade, but Rainer immediately closed the distance with a relentless follow-up.

From the right, from the left, from above and below, and occasionally from straight ahead—Rainer unleashed a continuous storm of strikes. Harold calmly parried and struck down every single one of them.

Speed, power, technique. Rainer was certainly a cut above anyone Harold had fought so far in every category. It was clear why he had reached the finals without breaking a sweat.

But that was all. He felt no true threat from Rainer's current abilities.

(Hey, hey... is this seriously it?)

From Harold's perspective, there was honestly very little difference between Rainer and the other participants.

In game terms, the current Rainer was Level 1; considering his age, he might even be lower. While one could argue Harold was expecting too much from a twelve-year-old, he couldn't help but doubt if this boy could truly become the hero meant to save the world.

Witnessing Rainer's true strength firsthand, Harold felt neither anger nor disappointment. Instead, he felt a heavy, crushing anxiety.

◇

It was a staggering sight for Rainer.

He had entered the fighting tournament with high spirits, but before his first turn even came, a certain boy had appeared and finished his match in the blink of an eye. He moved with a speed that made it look like he was teleporting.

Harold. The boy of "Godspeed," who was difficult to even track with the naked eye, had introduced himself with that name.

Moreover, a warrior as strong as Harold had acknowledged Rainer's own potential. For Rainer, who had worked tirelessly to become strong enough to protect those he loved, that recognition was a source of pure joy. At the same time, however, he felt a sting of frustration that a boy roughly his own age was already so much more powerful.

That was why he wasn't holding anything back. With the same intensity he felt when challenging his parents—only to be swatted away every time—Rainer threw himself at Harold. He poured his entire being into his sword.

And yet, his blade could not reach him.

(Why can't I land a single hit?!)

He had launched over fifty strikes. Most were parried by Harold's blade, and those that weren't were dodged with a simple, effortless shift of the body.

Though Harold held a slender, lightweight longsword, he wielded it with one hand as if it were an extension of his own arm, parrying Rainer’s desperate onslaught with insulting ease. Furthermore, Harold hadn't even used that "disappearing" speed yet. He remained stationary, giving Rainer every opportunity to attack as he pleased.

To the audience, it looked like Harold was entirely on the defensive. Seeing the contrast with his previous flashy victories, the spectators began to jeer, shouting for Harold to get serious.

However, for Rainer, who was actually crossing swords with him, every clash reinforced the astronomical gap in their skills. It felt like trying to siege a massive, iron-clad fortress with a single twig. It was a sensation bordering on despair.

The moment a small crack appeared in Rainer’s resolve and his sword slowed, Harold retreated. Then, he spat out his evaluation.

"How disappointing. This is pathetic."

"What!?"

"It’s the truth, isn't it? Your attacks haven't even grazed my clothes. No matter how many times you repeat this, it is an exercise in futility."

"But Harold, you haven't even attacked yet!"

"You fool. I can do that whenever I please."

Harold immediately proved it. In the same breath that Rainer realized Harold had vanished from his sight, the sword he held with both hands was sheared in two.

The blade was severed cleanly, the tip clattering across the stone floor. All that remained in Rainer's hand was a stump less than half its original length.

The weapons used in the tournament were all blunted practice swords. To slice through one so cleanly—Rainer couldn't even fathom the level of skill required for such a feat.

And then there was that speed. Seeing it from the stands was one thing; facing it was another entirely. Harold had closed the distance before Rainer could even register a movement.

"To think you can't even react to this... I am truly appalled."

"Damn it..."

He had lost. Abruptly, and with a gap wider than that between an adult and a child.

It was the first time in his life he had lost so completely to someone his own age. He never imagined defeat would taste this bitter. Rainer lowered his head, unable to look at Harold—an existence that felt impossibly distant.

Now, his defeat would be declared, and it would all be over—or so he thought. But the referee didn't say a word.

Confused, Rainer looked up, only to see Harold pointing his practice sword at the official.

"...Huh?"

At a sight so far beyond his understanding, his frustration and sense of defeat evaporated into pure bewilderment. For some reason, Harold was threatening the referee.

"Hey, you. What do you think you’re doing, trying to end the match when this brat hasn't admitted defeat yet?"

"No, well, his weapon is broken... he can't fight anymore..."

"Then give him another one!"

"What...?"

Rainer and the referee were equally dumbfounded. Ignoring them both, Harold stepped to the edge of the stage and snatched a sword from another participant waiting below.

To any observer, the match was already decided. Even Rainer had internally accepted his loss.

"Rainer."

"Y-yeah?"

Harold returned and stood before him, holding the confiscated practice sword. He tossed it carelessly at Rainer's feet.

"If you still have the will to fight, pick it up."

"..."

Rainer stared at the discarded sword in silence. Normally, he would have grabbed it without a second thought. But he hesitated because Harold was just too strong. If such a monster existed in his own generation, he could never hope to win.

He was afraid that by picking up that sword, he would only be forced to admit his own inferiority again. Protecting one's pride was a primal instinct, and Rainer had never lost to anyone but his parents. If he fought now, he would only be piling more shame upon his defeat. His spirit felt ready to snap.

He decided he should stop. But then, Harold spoke.

"For what purpose do you seek strength?"

That single question stayed his hand.

"For what... purpose..."

Why did he want to be strong? Was it because his dream was to lead a knight order? Because he wanted to surpass his parents?

Those were certainly part of it—long-held dreams and immediate goals. But they didn't feel like the real answer. Why had he admired the knights in the first place?

(If I’m strong, I can be a knight. And if I’m a knight, I can protect people...)

Protect. It was a simple, almost vague thought.

But that was it. The origin of Rainer's thirst for strength was something so straightforward it was almost laughable. When he was even younger, one of his friends had been bullied by an older child. A gap of a year or two is massive for a child, and to bridge that gap, Rainer had sought power. He wanted to protect his friend. He wanted to defeat those bigger and stronger than him.

The sense of justice within him required power to manifest. He needed the strength to guard what was precious.

"...I have things I want to protect. And to protect them all, I have to be the strongest!"

He had made a promise to his nagging childhood friend, too. He wouldn't let her cry ever again. He would become stronger than anyone for her sake.

No matter how powerful the opponent, Rainer had to win. He couldn't afford to give up until he did.

"Protect everything? You're quite the aspiring hero."

"That is my resolve!"

"Hmph. No matter how much resolve you claim to have, without the power to back it up, you are merely a clown."

"Then I'll get that power! Right here, right now!"

The flames of battle reignited in Rainer's eyes. The hand gripping the sword grew hot. That heat surged from his palm and raced through his entire body. He felt his pulse quicken, his blood beginning to boil.

His body and heart suddenly felt weightless.

"Here I go, Harold!"

He lunged, surrendering himself to the sensation of flight. With a single movement, he knew—he was faster and sharper than he had ever been in his life. And yet, more power continued to well up from deep within.

He couldn't suppress the surge of adrenaline, and he had no intention of trying. Rainer launched into a fierce, relentless assault.

Harold continued to parry as before, but his expression was now twisted into a hateful scowl. The sharp click of his tongue told Rainer that he was finally being pushed back. As victory felt within reach, even more power overflowed.

"Ryaaaaaaaa!"

He unleashed a diagonal slash with every ounce of his strength. Harold narrowly evaded the blow. When the sword struck the stone floor instead, the impact sent cracks spider-webbing through the masonry, a testament to the blow's lethal power.

Watching this from the corner of his eye, Harold muttered under his breath.

"You've triggered 'Brave Mode' here? You really are..."

"Haah... haah... Brave... Mode...?"

Rainer panted, hearing the term for the first time. The sound of his own heavy breathing made him realize he was reaching his limit. He couldn't maintain this state for long. He pushed all questions to the back of his mind.

Regripping his sword and letting out a spirited shout, he unleashed another attack, his movements a blur.

"Deryaaa!"

"Don't get cocky!"

This time, Harold struck back. The exchange became a dizzying blur of steel. The spectators held their breath as the two boys engaged in a duel that defied their age, the ring of clashing metal dominating the arena. Everyone present was captivated. They wanted to see the outcome, yet they wished the dance would never end.

But eternity does not exist. The end of the battle drew near.

"Guh...!"

Rainer stumbled after a missed swing, barely catching himself before he fell. His body, which had felt so light moments ago, suddenly turned to lead. It was as if his limbs had been replaced by solid metal; he couldn't even draw enough air into his lungs.

(No... I've just gone back to normal...)

He had been performing feats far beyond his natural limits. This was simply the backlash. His grip strength was failing. His legs were shaking just from the effort of standing.

He had fought well. He hadn't landed a clean hit, but he had pushed the monster known as Harold Stokes further than anyone else. Perhaps it was okay to rest now. He was no match for Harold.

"...As if I'd ever say that!!"

Rainer drowned out his wavering heart with a scream. Even if he couldn't win, even if he was outmatched, the one thing he would never do was give up. Not if he wanted to keep his promise to Colette.

His fighting spirit did not dim; instead, it roared to life with even greater ferocity. As if responding to his will, the wind around him began to swirl. His red hair billowed like a flickering bonfire.

The next strike would be his last. He would pour every scrap of his existence into it. He would unleash his heart and soul—every drop of effort and every emotion he had ever felt.

If you can stop this—

"THEN STOP ME!!"

From the blade swung down in a massive overhead arc, a pillar of crimson flames erupted with a roar. It was a flame birthed from Rainer's will—the embodiment of his hunger for victory. It was the greatest strike of his twelve years of life. He knew it with absolute certainty.

The howling flames surged toward Harold, expanding as if to swallow him whole. But at the moment the fire was about to consume him...

A blinding white flash tore through the air, erasing everything else from sight. Almost simultaneously, a thunderous roar shook the very foundation of the arena. Some onlookers cowered; others screamed in terror. It was an overwhelming display of power that forced every living creature to recognize an immediate, mortal threat.

Only those standing far from the arena could truly see what had happened.

A colossal bolt of lightning—larger than anything seen in living memory—had struck the stage. Descending from a perfectly clear blue sky, it had utterly crushed the flames meant to incinerate Harold.

There was no need to ask who had done it. Only one person in the arena remained standing, calm and unshaken.

Harold—a mere thirteen-year-old boy—had summoned it.

"Haha... are you... for real..."

Even the strike that had exhausted his very soul hadn't reached him. On the contrary, Harold had effortlessly surpassed him. Faced with such a reality, Rainer could only laugh. But he didn't even have the strength left to smile.

With his vision fading and his legs failing, Rainer began to fall.

Harold was the one who caught him. Supporting Rainer’s weight with one arm, Harold spoke with a voice full of exasperation.

"You idiot. If you can do that, do it from the start."

"You're... too strict..."

"That" presumably referred to the final strike—a move born only because Rainer had been pushed to the absolute brink. It wasn't exactly something he could pull off on command.

Faced with the realization that there were people even more demanding than his mother, Rainer managed one final, weak retort before losing consciousness in Harold's arms.

As the medics rushed over and carried Rainer away on a stretcher, Harold offered a final, private compliment.

"Well, I suppose I'll take back what I said about you being disappointing. It seems your power at least reaches the level of my feet."

It was a typical, high-and-mighty Harold comment, but it was also a genuine sign of respect. Rainer, unconscious, didn't hear a word of it, but as he lay on the stretcher, he looked as though he was smiling with satisfaction.
Chapter 28

The match between Rainer and Harold had reached its conclusion. Colette, who had been staring at the scene in a daze, snapped back to her senses an instant later and went sprinting toward the fallen Rainer.

The magic Harold had unleashed at the end—while it hadn't been a direct hit, there was no guarantee that Rainer was unharmed. Ignoring the shouts of Rainer’s father, Olbel, who tried to restrain her, she ran, driven by a gnawing anxiety.

However, just a short distance from the infirmary, a wall of spectators blocked her path.

Why are there so many people...? Colette thought desperately as she plunged into the crowd. "Excuse me!" "Please, let me through!" she cried out, using her slender arms to shove her way through the mass of bodies.

Suddenly, the wall of people gave way.

With the sudden disappearance of the resistance blocking her path, Colette stumbled forward from her own momentum. She managed to catch herself and steady her posture only through her innate sense of balance.

Then, she looked up and her eyes met Harold's.

"Ah..."

An involuntary sound escaped her lips.

It seemed this human wall had formed because everyone was instinctively giving Harold a wide berth. Looking around, she saw a near-perfect circle of empty space with him at the center.

It was understandable that the crowd would shrink back after witnessing that display of lightning. Had Colette not been saved by Harold in the past, she likely would have shared their terrified reaction.

But even so, she couldn't find the words to speak.

She had a mountain of gratitude and so many things she wanted to tell him. However, having just witnessed a battle between her life’s savior and her precious childhood friend, her emotions were too turbulent to form a coherent sentence.

Perhaps he sensed her inner conflict, or perhaps he simply didn't care, but Harold was the first to speak.

"Is that the man you’ve placed your faith in?"

"Eh...? Ah! Ye-yes!"

Colette’s response was faltering, her mind completely flustered. Still, she managed to process Harold’s words and offer an answer.

"I believe I told you to give that to a man capable of protecting you. Why have you gone out of your way to choose such a pathetic weakling?"

By "that," he meant the necklace he had given her three years ago. From the day Rainer had received it, he had worn it around his neck, never letting it leave his person.

Harold had realized during the fight that Rainer was the knight who intended to protect Colette.

"R-Rainer isn't weak. He... he protects me."

Colette’s voice was feeble. Yet, her eyes remained steady, meeting Harold’s gaze and refusing to look away.

"Hmph. Well, if you’re satisfied with being protected by such a man, so be it. A coward is a fitting guardian for a weakling. At best, you’ll do little more than drag him down."

"Why... why would you say such a thing?"

Colette couldn't fathom why Harold was rebuking them so harshly. Being criticized by him was a pain that was almost too much to bear.

"I thought you had learned firsthand just how powerless the weak truly are. If you still choose to live your life as a weakling, do as you please. It is no concern of mine."

Leaving her with those cold words, Harold walked away, acting as if he had already lost all interest in her.

The reunion with her savior had ended after only a few brief exchanges—and in the form of him unilaterally casting her aside.

Why? The question circled endlessly in Colette’s head. Why had Harold, the boy who saved her and her mother, showered her with such cruel words?

Unable to find an answer, she realized her vision was blurring with tears. They were tears for Harold’s unreasonable behavior, and for the hollow sadness of being forsaken by him.

She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. When she looked back toward the direction Harold had gone, his receding back seemed impossibly far away. It felt like the physical manifestation of the distance between them, and the thought constricted her chest.

"...That’s right, I have to go to Rainer."

Colette whispered the words to herself, her voice devoid of strength. As if fleeing from a reality she didn't want to face, she ran in the opposite direction, away from Harold.

When she finally reached the infirmary, Rainer was lying on a bed with his eyes closed. From what she overheard Olbel—who arrived shortly after her—discussing with the doctor, it seemed Rainer had simply collapsed from exhaustion and had almost no physical injuries.

The doctor added that since healing magic had already been applied, he would likely wake up soon.

Rainer regained consciousness about ten minutes later.

With a low groan, his eyelids fluttered open.

"Rainer!?"

"Colette...? Whoa!"

The moment he woke, Colette lunged forward, hugging him so tightly she nearly covered him.

Rainer was confused by the sudden contact, but as he realized what was happening, his face turned a deep crimson. The adults in the room, including Olbel, read the atmosphere and quietly slipped out without making a sound.

Colette, oblivious to their departure, continued to cling to Rainer.

"I’m so glad... I’m so glad you’re okay."

"Glad...? Oh, right. I lost, didn't I?"

Noticing he was in a bed, the memories of the match flooded back. His entire body felt sluggish and heavy, but he felt no actual pain.

"Are you all right? Does anything hurt?"

"I'm fine. Harold went easy on me."

At the mention of Harold’s name, Colette’s expression clouded over. She didn't want to act this way, but the memory of Harold’s recent coldness sent her emotions into a tailspin.

Rainer peered into her face, his expression turning serious.

"Did something happen?"

His eyes and tone were full of sincere concern. Ever since the day they had made their promise, Rainer had done everything in his power to protect her. Because he was that kind of person, Colette trusted him—and she couldn't forgive Harold for belittling him.

"Hey, Rainer."

"Yeah?"

"You’ll keep protecting me, right?"

"Of course! I promised I would! ...I mean, I did lose today, though."

Rainer scratched his head, looking sheepish. Colette forced a smile to encourage him.

"You aren't weak, Rainer."

"Eh?"

"You might have lost to Lord Harold today, but you might win next time."

" 'Might,' huh? ...Wait, 'Lord' Harold? Colette, do you know him?"

"Yes. A long time ago, he saved Mama and me. The Knight Order's necklace I gave you? Lord Harold was the one who gave it to me."

"Is that right...? Hey, is that guy a noble or something?"

"He is."

"I knew it. He’s incredible. He’s strong, he can use magic, and he’s a noble."

It was a simple, blunt impression: He’s amazing. But Colette had to agree. What Harold had displayed in the match against Rainer was a staggering difference in caliber. Rainer was the strongest among the village children; he had even defeated a ferocious monster on his own. Yet, Harold had overwhelmed him completely.

He possessed the strength to fight and the strength to protect. That was why she was grateful to him, and why she respected him. And that was exactly why his rejection stung so much.

"Even so, that guy is way too strict. Do you know what he said to me at the end? 'Fool. If you could do that, do it from the start.'"

Rainer grumbled, imitating Harold’s sharp tone. However, his face showed no trace of anger at being mocked, nor any misery over his defeat.

The flame Rainer had unleashed at the end had undoubtedly been his absolute best. And Harold had reflected it back perfectly. There was no way the competitive Rainer felt nothing about that.

"Aren't you frustrated?"

"I am! I’m incredibly frustrated! But, more than that... hmm, how should I put it?"

Rainer crossed his arms and tilted his head in thought. After groaning for a while, he finally found the words.

"I don't really know why, but it didn't feel bad. When he told me to 'do it from the start,' it didn't feel like he was mocking me. It felt more like... like when Mom beats me up."

Rainer’s mother, Leona, was usually kind, but when it came to training Rainer, she was foul-mouthed and quick to strike. However, that was her own way of showing affection and supporting his dream. It seemed Rainer had sensed something similar in Harold.

While Rainer’s tendency to find affection through being pummeled was somewhat pitiable, perhaps he alone was able to decipher Harold’s true intent.

"Besides, if we ever fight again, I’m definitely going to win!"

"...I see. Good luck."

"? You seem a little down. You okay?"

"I'm fine."

Suppressing the words that rose to her throat, Colette smiled.

Rainer, who had lost with the sword he took so much pride in and was still looking forward, was dazzling to her. She felt as if his light was highlighting her own weakness, and she couldn't help but look away.

"Oh, that's right! I’ll go call the doctor and Olbel-san! They shouldn't have just disappeared when you were about to wake up."

Leaving behind a hollow laugh and forced words, Colette vanished from the infirmary.



A sense of exhilaration he hadn't felt in years surged through him. Driven by that rush, Cody let his usual easygoing mask slip further into a grin as he sprinted down the main street, ignoring the bewildered looks of the pedestrians.

He didn't care if his subordinates spotted him. More important than such trivialities was making contact with that black-haired boy.

Lord’s talent for both sword and magic was the real deal. Furthermore, he had already polished those skills to an impressive degree. Yet, his technique and his physical build were still incomplete. The boy had a terrifying amount of room left to grow.

It was truly frightening. In time, he might become a legendary figure on par with, or even greater than, Vincent.

That potential made him promising, but it also made him dangerous. Because he possessed power so far removed from the norm, he could cause immense damage if he used it incorrectly.

So, what was the solution? The answer was simple: throw him into a den of other powerful individuals.

"And so, why don't you consider joining the Knight Order?"

"What do you mean, 'And so'? Is your brain addled?"

Cody had appeared like a gust of wind and immediately blurted out an invitation without a greeting or preamble. Lord didn't even flinch, meeting him with a sharp tongue instead.

The young man walking beside Lord looked at the suspicious Cody with intense caution, but Lord himself raised a hand to restrain him.

"Calm down. This man is a member of the Knight Order, despite appearances."

"This person is...?"

The young man looked dubious, which was only natural. Cody, who looked flighty even at the best of times, had discarded the armor that proved his rank and was currently dressed in civilian clothes that blended into the city. It was hard to believe he was a knight.

"Ahahaha! I’m dressed like this for a reason, but I really am a bona fide member of the Order."

"So, what do you want?"

"Well, like I said, I’m here to recruit you. I think you’re already more than capable of handling our work, Lord-kun."

"...Let me make one thing clear. My name is not Lord. It is Harold. Do not call me by that name ever again."

"Oh?"

"Do you hate the name that much?" Cody asked.

"Enough that I might instinctively beat you to death."

"It sounds like there’s a complicated story there. Why don't we sit down and talk about it?"

Cody pointed with his thumb toward a shop behind him. In Delphit, where taverns dominated the streets, it was one of the few establishments that specialized in non-alcoholic drinks.

Harold accepted the invitation without voicing any further complaints.

The interior was somewhat quieter than the noisy street. There were fewer than thirty seats including the counter, but about eighty percent were occupied, making it reasonably busy. Cody took a seat at a round table—the only one that could accommodate three—and Harold sat directly opposite him without hesitation.

In contrast, the young man who sat between them remained on high guard. Even after they had finished light self-introductions, he kept a constant eye on Cody. He didn't look particularly pleased when Harold explained his background or his reasons for entering the tournament under a fake name.

Still, he didn't seem to have any intention of interfering with Harold’s decisions, listening quietly to the conversation while occasionally sipping his drink.

"Ho-ho, a pseudonym to deceive your parents. Why go to such lengths for this tournament?"

"A simple test of skill. Unfortunately, it was full of nothing but weaklings who weren't even worth testing."

Indeed, given the massive gap in ability, it was no wonder he felt let down. If there was any opponent who had shown even a spark of potential...

"But that red-haired boy you fought in the finals. He was pretty good, wasn't he?"

"Hah, don't make me laugh. At his level, he’s no different from a pebble on the side of the road."

"You’re a tough critic. Personally, I’d like to try recruiting him as well—"

"What did you say?"

The atmosphere, which had been neutral if not friendly, froze instantly. The aura Harold suddenly emitted was one of unmistakable fury.

Exposed to a crushing, heavy pressure, Cody instinctively flinched. He had no idea what part of the conversation had touched a nerve, but Harold was showing a visceral, violent rejection to the idea of Cody contacting Rainer.

"...Was just a momentary lapse in judgment! Ahahaha, I must be getting old. I’ve been having a lot of misunderstandings lately."

"Hmph."

It was a clumsy cover-up, but the situation seemed to settle for the moment.

Still, why did Harold hate the idea of anyone meddling with Rainer so much?

Does he have some kind of attachment to him? Come to think of it, his fighting style in the finals looked almost like he was guiding the boy.

At first, Cody had thought Harold was simply toying with his opponent, but in the end, he had never landed a direct, lethal blow on Rainer. While Harold had fought that way throughout the tournament, he had dispatched his other opponents in an instant. Rainer had been the only exception.

Harold had refrained from using his greatest weapon—his speed—and had instead blocked, parried, and dodged Rainer’s attacks. By doing so, he had cornered Rainer and forced him to draw out power that exceeded his limits.

One could argue that Harold had deliberately cultivated that growth.

Well, I suppose the truth is something only he knows, Cody thought.

He was curious, but it wasn't a priority. The most important thing was whether Harold was willing to join the Order. Cody resumed his light tone to ease the tension.

"Anyway, back to the main topic. Harold-kun, how would you like to join the Order of the Holy King?"

"..."

Harold crossed his arms and fell silent. He appeared to be deep in thought.

Sensing the opening during the silence, Itsuki spoke up.

"Um, Cody-san. I believe you have to be at least sixteen to join the Order. Harold-kun is only thirteen."

"Hmm, well, technically that is the rule. However, exceptions exist for everything. I have an acquaintance who joined the Order at the age of fourteen."

"An exception, I see."

"Yep! It’s extremely rare, of course. It’s just that I felt Harold-kun had the talent and potential to justify it."

This was the absolute truth. Hearing the words "talent and potential," Itsuki also fell silent. Having observed Harold from a closer vantage point than Cody, he likely had plenty of reasons to agree.

"Who was the youngest to ever join among those exceptions?"

Harold, who had been silently weighing his options, finally asked a question.

"The fourteen-year-old I just mentioned. His name is... Vincent."

Cody spoke the name with the unspoken implication: You know who he is, don't you?

Vincent van Westervoort.

A monster known as the "strongest" in the Order of the Holy King, a hero envied by many.

"...Very well. Get me into the Order."

Upon hearing that name, Harold smirked. It was the look of a man eager to challenge the strongest.
Chapter 29

Harold had accepted Cody’s invitation on the spot, but under normal circumstances, such a decision wasn't something a child could make unilaterally.

Perhaps concerned by this, Itsuki repeatedly pressed him on how he intended to persuade his parents even after they had parted ways with Cody. Harold, however, didn't expect much resistance.

His parents were the type to be obsessed with vanity and social standing, and joining the Order of the Holy King was considered the pinnacle of prestige. Unlike the regular national army, the Knight Order was an elite unit under the direct command of the King. His father, Hayden, had even aspired to join its ranks in his youth.

It was easy to predict how those doting parents would react to their beloved son being scouted by such an elite group; the answer was as clear as day.

Having secured Cody’s contact information, Harold left Delphit the following morning, acting as though he had no further business in the city. Without stopping at the Sumeragi Territory along the way, he completed the two-week journey back to the Stokes Mansion and immediately requested an audience with his parents.

"Why the sudden formality, Harold?" Hayden asked.

"There is something I wish to inform you and Mother. While I was in Delphit, I was scouted by a member of the Order of the Holy King."

"What?! Is that true?!"

"Yes. They told me I could join immediately if I wished. It would be the youngest enrollment in history."

"That’s wonderful, Harold!" Jessica cried.

"I wish to join. Do I have your permission?"

"Of course you do!"

The reaction was exactly as Harold had anticipated. Hayden's joy, in particular, was overwhelming. He likely felt as though his son was fulfilling the dream he had failed to achieve years ago.

Harold’s explanation was a carefully curated version of the truth: he claimed that while sightseeing in Delphit with Erika, he had encountered a rioting mob and was scouted after suppressing them. His parents didn't doubt a single word. On the contrary, Hayden immediately shouted for a banquet to be prepared. Harold knew there was no point in trying to stop them.

The Knight Order gets deployed to the front lines of every dangerous zone, though, Harold thought as he watched his parents’ excitement. What are they going to do if their heir actually dies?

Still, it would have been more of a problem if they had tried to stop him, given that joining the Order had been his plan from the start. Besides, as a military man himself, Hayden surely understood the risks involved.

With the matter settled, Harold wandered through the mansion with an air of indifference as the halls grew frantic with party preparations. He eventually summoned Norman, Jake, and—as an afterthought—Zen to his room.

"I’m heading to the Royal Capital to join the Order of the Holy King," Harold informed the three of them. "The Sumeragi are taking the lead on the LP Farming Method, but I want you to send me regular reports on the situation here, even if nothing is happening."

"The Capital is quite far, Lord Harold," Norman noted.

"It’s not a distance a swift horse can cover in a day. If we are to communicate regularly, we’ll have to rely on letters," Jake added.

"That will take some time, won't it?"

"I don't care," Harold snapped. "If you have news that absolutely cannot wait, coordinate with the Sumeragi. I’ll settle the details with them before I leave."

"Understood, my lord."

He established these communication protocols to ensure he could track any movements within House Stokes while he was away. If any signs of unrest appeared or the situation shifted, he needed to be able to respond as quickly as possible.

However, one of them couldn't stay silent.

"Wait, wait, wait! Just a second! Lord Harold, you’re joining the Knight Order?" Zen burst out.

"That’s what I said. Are your ears just for decoration?"

"No, but... Norman-san, Jake-san, you’re both acting so calm! This is a massive deal, isn't it?!"

Zen was practically vibrating with excitement. Grammatical correctness of his outburst aside, Harold understood the sentiment. However, he found it a hassle to explain further.

"We’re done. Get back to work."

"Yes, sir."

Norman and Jake bowed and departed, with Zen following reluctantly behind them.

Once alone, Harold let out a long breath—somewhere between a deep inhalation and a weary sigh. Whether it was the loneliness of leaving a familiar home or the relief of escaping his parents' watchful eyes, even Harold couldn't say for sure.

Three years. That was how long it had been since he had arrived in this world without explanation. He had spent the vast majority of that time in this mansion, in this very room. He couldn't claim to feel nothing about leaving it behind.

That said, joining the Knight Order was a mandatory step in following the original story's plot. The schedule had simply moved up a bit.

Cutting through his wavering emotions, Harold spent the grand banquet—held in honor of his enrollment—getting by with the formal tone and fake smiles he reserved only for his parents. Less than a month after being scouted, he departed the mansion.



After several hours of riding with now-practiced hands on the reins, Harold arrived at the designated checkpoint on the highway to meet Cody.

The checkpoint was less about taxes and more about security—checking for suspicious individuals or prohibited goods. Stone walls cut across the road, forcing travelers to pass through the facility to continue.

Lightly equipped, Harold cleared the brief inspection with ease. The area inside was bustling; merchants had set up small stalls near simple tents intended for weary travelers.

He spotted a group clad in white armor in one corner and dismounted, walking toward them. As he approached, Cody noticed him and waved. "Hey there!"

The shout drew the entire group's attention to Harold.

"Hello, hello, Harold-kun. That was a faster reunion than I expected."

"I didn't come here to see you," Harold spat. "Just make sure you don't go back on your word about getting me into the Order."

"It’ll be fine, I told you~"

Cody’s breezy response didn't inspire much confidence. To be honest, Harold still had his doubts about the scouting offer. Knowing Cody's flighty personality only made the skepticism harder to shake. Then again, while the man was a teaser, he wasn't an outright liar; the offer was likely legitimate.

"Hey, Captain, is this the kid you were talking about?"

A girl standing next to Cody, also dressed in the white armor of the Order, interrupted to size Harold up.

"Hmm? Yep, that’s him."

"You’re kidding. He’s just a kid."

The girl looked to be about seventeen or eighteen. In this country, sixteen was considered the age of adulthood, so her assessment was technically fair. However, from Harold’s perspective, she was still a child herself. Given that his mental age was well over twenty, he naturally felt like the only adult in the conversation.

"Hmph. Does that make you a pathetic weakling even lower than a child?"

The words slipped out of his mouth before he could stop them.

"W-What did you say?!"

Evidently not expecting such blatant vitriol, the girl flinched and stepped back, bumping into someone behind her. Realizing who it was, she quickly scurried behind the person, pushing them forward as a shield.

He’s huge, was Harold’s first thought.

The man had a face that could only be described as villainous. He possessed an intensity that made one want to surrender unconditionally just by standing in his line of sight.

Terrified to the point of almost making a high-pitched noise, Harold tried to gauge the mood of the giant, who looked like he had something to say.

"Do you have a complaint too? If so, I’ll beat some sense into that body of yours, along with that woman over there."

Internally, he was trembling, but outwardly, he remained as arrogant as ever.

The members of the Knight Order, excluding Cody, looked stunned. Did my foul mouth turn them off? Harold wondered. Then, the fierce-looking man spoke.

"A-Are you... not afraid of me?"

"I fail to see anything about you worth fearing. Besides, in a fight, I’d be the one to win."

Harold’s mouth flatly dismissed the man's question against his own will. I wasn't even talking about winning or losing! he screamed internally. This man was a member of the Order; he clearly had the skills to match his intimidating look. Harold desperately wanted to stop spitting venom at people who were about to become his colleagues.

Of course, Harold knew better than anyone that he couldn't expect any such cooperation from his own mouth.

"Alright, everyone, calm down," Cody interjected. "Harold-kun has been recruited, but he isn't an official member yet. Why don't you start with introductions?"

"M-My apologies. I am Robinson."

"...Aileen."

"I’m Sid! Welcome, Harold!"

The tall, intimidating man was Robinson. The abrasive girl was Aileen. And the one with orange hair like a lion’s mane was Sid.

As Harold heard their names, his body went rigid.

These guys are death characters too!

That was the reason for his shock.

In the game, Cody’s motive for leaving the Knight Order and founding the resistance group, Frieri, was the loss of his direct subordinates—Robinson and the others—in a specific battle.

The Cody of the original story was aloof on the surface but secretly blamed himself for his lack of power, constantly agonizing over whether his choice to abandon the Order had been a mistake. While players could help him resolve those conflicts late in the game, the premise was that Robinson and the others had to die for that character arc to exist.

The game never provided a detailed explanation of their deaths. They only appeared in fragments: Cody mentioning their names while looking at the moon, or brief mentions of his tragic past. They didn't even have character designs in the game; this was the first time Harold had ever seen their faces.

Even if he wanted to save them, he had almost no information to work with. He only knew roughly which battle they would die in.

And above all, if they survived, it would mean the further collapse of the original story. Saving them would likely prevent Cody from leaving the Order and founding Frieri. If that happened, players wouldn't be able to clear the events that required Frieri's help. In the worst-case scenario, the world would be doomed because the game became "unbeatable."

Harold was forced to make a choice.

Should he prioritize his own survival and let them die? Or should he risk the collapse of the original plot to save them from their fated deaths?

Because he knew the future, he knew exactly how his decisions would kill him or kill others. He knew, and yet he still had to choose.

Harold felt a poignant realization: this was the inescapable, curse-like destiny he had accepted the moment he decided to live as Harold Stokes.
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Chapter 30

“...What do you think of him? Of Harold.”

The sun had already begun to dip below the horizon. As they prepared the night camp, Aileen lowered her voice to ask the question. Robinson and Sid, the recipients of her inquiry, exchanged a look. After a brief pause, they each offered a reply.

“He seems like a good kid, doesn't he?”

“Isn’t he crazy strong?”

“I’ll grant that he’s strong, but he is definitely not a good kid.”

To Aileen, who had been abruptly insulted as a pathetic loser worse than a child, Robinson’s assessment was impossible to swallow.

“You really think so?”

“It’s only because you weren't scared of him when you first met, Robin. That's the only reason you feel that way.”

“Well, I mean...”

Harold had been completely unfazed by Robinson’s greatest insecurity. It was undeniable that this fact alone had significantly boosted the man's opinion of the boy.

“Either way, the fact that he didn’t flinch at Robin means he’s probably walked through his fair share of hell, don’t you think?”

No one voiced a disagreement with Sid’s point. They were all in general agreement on that much.

To put it bluntly, Robinson’s face was a weapon in its own right. His appearance was so villainous that even grown adults would tremble in terror at the sight of him. 

For a child—even one of Harold’s age—it wouldn’t have been strange if he had burst into tears on the spot.

That was the trio's shared understanding.

Without any particular coordination, all three pairs of eyes shifted toward Harold. As he sat there with a grumpy expression, feeding small twigs into the bonfire, he looked like nothing more than an ordinary boy his age.

But the reality was that he had been recommended for the Knight Order at only thirteen. He had to be hiding an incredible amount of power.

The only reason they couldn't say for sure was that they hadn't actually seen his skills yet—and because they didn't quite trust the endorsement of Cody, a man whose behavior was notoriously flighty. Though, in their hearts, they knew Cody wouldn't go as far as to recruit someone as a joke.

Suddenly, Sid muttered a suggestion.

“Tell you what, let’s just go talk to him.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than Sid finished pitching his tent with practiced ease.

He walked over and plopped himself down directly across from Harold with the bonfire between them.

“Yo, Harold. Got a minute?”

“What is it?”

“Nothing special. We only know each other’s names so far, so I figured we should get to know each other a bit.”

“...Do as you please.”

Despite his annoyed expression, Harold accepted Sid’s proposal. Seeing this, Robinson and Aileen approached as well.

“By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask: where did the Squad Leader find you? No matter how many times we ask him, he won't spill the beans.”

“The fighting tournament in Delphit.”

“Wait, weren't we there as guards...?”

“Oh, wait. Are you the kid who thrashed those drunks?”

A memory flashed through Robinson’s mind.

He hadn't been able to see the boy's face clearly from a distance, but looking back, the build and presence were a perfect match for the boy in his memory.

“You were doing stuff like that?”

“But I don't recall him doing any scouting back then...”

“That man showed up right after the first day of the tournament ended. The reason he’s keeping his mouth shut is because he’d have to admit he was slacking off. He wasn't even wearing his armor.”

“...Come to think of it, there was a day he disappeared and left all the patrols to us.”

The memory of the chaos caused by Cody abandoning his post was still fresh for the three of them.

Upon hearing this, Aileen let out a low, menacing groan. “Squad Leaderrrr?” she growled, her eyes narrowing as she stomped off toward Cody.

“What’s wrong with that woman all of a sudden?”

“Oh, she’s just going to give the Squad Leader an earful. It happens all the time.”

She had given him a legendary scolding after the tournament as well, but it seemed her anger had been reignited.

As Sid laughed and explained to Harold that this was a sight he’d have to get used to, he noticed Robinson wearing a look of deep suspicion.

“...Lord Harold, you said you participated in the tournament. Was that the Under-13 Division?”

“It was.”

Harold narrowed his sharp eyes even further, his gaze practically demanding, “What of it?”

Though slightly intimidated, Robinson pressed on.

“And what was the result?”

“I won. Obviously.”

Harold declared it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Sensing the true intent behind Robinson's line of questioning, Sid fell silent to watch how things played out. Then, Robinson reached the heart of the matter.

“...That day, while we were patrolling as guards, a massive bolt of lightning crashed down right above us. According to the rumors, that was magic used by the winner of the Under-13 Division.”

In other words, if the rumors were true, the one responsible for that lightning was Harold.

If that strike had truly been Harold’s handiwork, it explained why Cody would recommend him for the Knight Order without waiting for him to reach the standard age. The sheer scale of that magic had been terrifying.

“Was that your magic?”

“...『Bolt Lance』.”

A flash of light sliced through the darkening twilight sky. A single arrow of lightning fired upward, ascending toward the heavens.

Just as the bolt seemed ready to vanish into the void of space, it struck a monster, shooting down a massive avian creature at least three meters long. The charred monster fell to the ground, dead before it even hit the earth.

“There is your answer. Satisfied?”

Having felled a monster with a single strike—launched without a single posture or chant—Harold spoke in a bored tone, his expression remaining perfectly calm.

Robinson and Sid stood frozen, stunned by the sheer suddenness of it. Even Aileen, who had been lecturing Cody a short distance away, stood gawking, unable to process what had just happened.

In the midst of the silence, Cody—the only one unfazed—slipped away from his scolding with a look of triumph.

“What was that for, Harold-kun? You shouldn't just fire off magic like that, it's a shock to the system.”

“It's because you were too busy saving your own skin to explain who I was. Don't waste my time.”

“Well, when you put it like that, I don't really have a comeback. You're making it hard for your big brother here.”

Showing no signs of actually being troubled, Cody laughed off Harold’s caustic remark.

Then, as if he had just been struck by a brilliant idea, he clapped his hands together with a sharp pop. He changed the subject instantly, acting as if the heavy atmosphere didn't exist at all.

“Anyway, the sun’s down, so how about some dinner? Do we have any salty Kujimana left?”

Cody began rummaging for snacks to go with his drink as if nothing had happened.

Watching him, not only Harold but Robinson and the others could do nothing but let out a collective, deflated sigh.



In the quiet office, the only sound was the steady, rhythmic scratching of a pen across parchment.

The bookshelves lining the walls were filled to capacity, every volume arranged perfectly by title. The meticulous organization was a clear reflection of the room's owner.

The master of the room, Vincent van Westervoort, continued to write in silence. After facing a mountain of documents for hours on end, he finally felt the weight of exhaustion and looked up, rubbing his shoulders.

Opposite him sat his adjutant, Shannon, who was just as immersed in paperwork as he was.

Vincent was about to suggest they take a break when he noticed a commotion outside the window.

Was there a training session scheduled for today? Curious, he peered outside and saw a crowd gathering at the training ground.

“Lord Vincent, is something the matter?”

“Shannon, was there a joint training session scheduled for today?”

“No, sir. Not to my knowledge...”

While Shannon tilted her head at the question, Vincent pointed toward the window.

“That is... it looks like members of the platoons are gathering. I believe I see a few Company Commanders as well.”

The question was what they were actually doing.

Since the news hadn't reached Vincent, it was likely a matter they had decided to handle on their own authority.

“Yoo-hoo. Is Vincent in?”

As he was racking his brain over the nature of the gathering, the office door was thrown open without so much as a knock. The voice that burst in belonged to an old friend—though the term "nuisance" often felt more appropriate.

That friend was Cody Luzial. Although there was a vast gap between the ranks of Vice Commander and Squad Leader, they were kindred spirits who knew each other inside and out.

Consequently, the moment Cody appeared, Vincent intuitively realized that the commotion at the training ground was his doing.

Looking back, he hadn't seen Cody's face for several days. He must have been plotting something during his absence.

“It’s you. What is this commotion about?”

“Now, now, jumping to conclusions isn't very becoming of a Vice Commander... though you're right, of course. We’re about to hold an entrance exam for a newcomer. You’ll want to see this.”

“Honestly, you really are something... Just please, try not to cause any trouble.”

“Well, that depends on the kid.”

Cody chuckled, a sound he seemed to be trying to stifle. It was a truly joyful laugh—one Vincent hadn't seen from him in a very long time.

He wondered if the person Cody referred to as "the kid" was the reason for his high spirits.

“Anyway, just watch the training ground from here. You’re gonna see something special, I promise.”

Leaving it at that, Cody vanished back out the door, leaving it wide open. In the renewed silence of the room, two sighs overlapped.

“As boisterous as ever,” Shannon muttered with a hint of distaste as she moved to close the door. To a woman as serious as her, Cody’s irresponsible behavior was difficult to appreciate.

She tolerated him because of his skill and his long history with Vincent, but her honest wish was that he would carry himself with a bit more dignity.

“That free-spiritedness is innate; I doubt it will ever be fixed. Besides, he is a man who knows how to behave when the situation is formal.”

“I know that, but... I believe you are far too soft on him, Lord Vincent.”

The word "soft" sent a sharp prick of guilt through Vincent’s chest. It was a feeling he had carried regarding Cody for some time.

If he seemed lenient, that guilt was undoubtedly the cause.

By nature, Cody was not a man who belonged in an organization like the Knight Order, which lived and breathed tradition and discipline. Cody surely knew that himself.

And yet, he had survived here for over ten years. He had stayed in this suffocating, ill-fitting place for all this time.

“...No, the one who truly doesn't belong here is me.”

“Did you say something, sir?”

“It was nothing.”

Vincent shook his head, pushing aside the negative emotions that threatened to surface. Brushing off his accidental slip of the tongue, he pushed the window wide open.

A gentle breeze drifted into the room. He took a long, deep breath as the wind brushed against his face.

“Let’s take a short break, Shannon.”

“I’ll prepare the tea, then.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

He couldn't guess Cody's true aim, but since the man had gone to such lengths, there had to be something he wanted Vincent to see.

Knowing Cody, there was a fair chance it would be something trivial.

However, the image of that smile lingered in his mind. It was an expression etched in his oldest memories—one that made Vincent feel a profound sense of longing.

That was why he wanted to believe in him. He wanted to believe in that version of Cody—the one who looked like a young boy who couldn't wait to share a secret, barely able to contain his excitement.
Chapter 31

Regalia Castle stood at the heart of the Royal Capital, Amageer. As the nation’s seat of power, it served as both the residence of the ruling royalty and the stage where high-ranking officials debated the country's administration day and night.

The castle was perched atop a massive, artificially constructed rectangular plateau. This elevated position made it a symbolic landmark, visible from nearly any point within the city.

At the foot of this plateau, stone fortifications had been erected to encircle the heights. These walls featured two gates, north and south, situated roughly 150 meters from the castle itself. The passage-like space between the plateau and the fortifications served a dual purpose: it was a defensive stronghold in times of war and the Inner Citadel for the Order of the Holy King, a commando unit under the King's direct command.

This sprawling complex contained the Order’s headquarters, barracks, and training grounds. Except for those on long-term expeditions or external assignments, every member of the Order of the Holy King lived and ate within these grounds.

As Robinson and the others explained these details, Harold half-listened while he waited for his appointment. Internally, however, he was still mentally recoiling from Robinson's frighteningly rugged face. Even during their journey to the capital, when Robinson had pressed him to confirm if he could use magic, Harold had reflexively fired off a spell out of pure terror.

While his experiences fighting monsters had helped him conquer his fear to a degree, Robinson’s appearance was so overwhelming that it shook his mental fortitude to its core.

"……Forget that. Where did that guy go?" Harold demanded.

"He’ll be back soon, I think," Robinson replied. "Just relax and wait."

"And in the meantime, I’m to be treated like a sideshow? Don't screw with me."

Irritation seeped into Harold's voice. For once, his biting words perfectly matched his internal state. His annoyance was justified by their current situation: Harold was standing in the middle of a training ground typically used for interpersonal combat drills, surrounded by a large crowd of knights watching him from a distance.

His expression was the picture of foul-tempered. He had arrived at the capital and followed the invitation into the Order's facilities, only for the person in charge to vanish, leaving him on display like an exhibit.

"Yo, yo! Sorry to keep you waiting!"

Completely oblivious to Harold’s mounting rage, the perpetually easygoing Cody finally reappeared.

Suppressing the urge to kick the man, Harold demanded an explanation. "You. Where have you been? And who are all these people?"

"Sorry, sorry, I had some business to attend to. Anyway, Harold-kun, I need you to fight them. Think of it as an entrance exam."

"What?"

Harold wasn't the only one who reacted. A murmur rippled through the gathered knights; evidently, they had been kept in the dark as well.

A bearded man stepped forward to question Cody. "What’s the meaning of this, Cody? We were told we’d be testing the fledglings."

"That’s right. This fight will serve as their test and his entrance exam simultaneously."

Every eye in the area fixed on Harold. The bearded man voiced the obvious concern. "An entrance exam for this kid? He doesn't look like he's even hit the minimum age requirement."

(This again…… And of course, this bastard makes everything difficult!) Harold thought. He had expected Cody to pull something, but it was still a headache. He didn't mind the trial itself, but he wished the man would at least give him a heads-up. Cody had likely kept quiet just to "surprise" him—a motivation Harold found utterly idiotic.

"Besides," the bearded knight continued, "even if they are fledglings, these boys have two years of training and a bit of combat experience under their belts. This is too much for a child."

The man’s point was valid. The Order of the Holy King was highly prestigious, and the competition to join was fierce. Even after being accepted, many quit due to the brutal training. Those who failed the post-entry tests were promptly discharged. Only after three years of surviving this sifting process were they no longer considered novices. It took another several years—roughly five years from enlistment—to be treated as a full-fledged knight. Reaching that rank required a robust mind and body. Even those labeled "fledglings" were talented individuals who had survived the initial cull.

"Oh, it'll be fine. This boy is an exceptional talent," Cody said, completely dismissing the man's logic. He then turned to the knights who would be Harold's opponents. "In fact, you lot better be careful. If you underestimate him, you’re going to get hurt. Tell you what—if any of you manage to beat Harold-kun, I might even recommend you for the next promotion exam."

His tone made it clear: he didn't think a bunch of recruits could take Harold down.

No knight could ignore such a provocation. Even as novices, they had poured their blood and sweat into their training to earn their titles. They possessed pride in their efforts and their status as members of the Order. Being used as a measuring stick for a child—and being belittled in the process—left a bitter taste in their mouths.

Harold could feel the atmosphere grow heavy as the recruits silently resolved to crush the boy and prove Cody’s evaluation wrong.

"Well then, do your best," Cody said, patting Harold on the shoulder with a smug grin.

Harold’s expression didn't flicker. Gaining combat experience was his highest priority after avoiding death flags. While the ambush-style exam annoyed him, the opportunity was exactly what he needed.

"Cody."

"Yeah?"

"I'll give you this much credit."

As Harold spat out his usual arrogant remarks, the corners of his mouth curled up. He felt a surge of elation—a primal fighting instinct—ignite in his chest and spread through his limbs. He observed the sensation with a cold, detached corner of his mind.

He had felt this before: when he clashed with Itsuki, and when he first faced a monster. This manifestation of battle-lust was likely a vestige of the original Harold Stokes. The original character was a man who only felt superior when crushing a strong opponent. He wallowed in the pleasure of dominance. Because of this, the original Harold could never accept defeat; losing to Rainer in the game drove him to crave even more power, leading to his ruin.

(He really was a battle junkie in a way. Not just seeking strength, but obsessed with the glory and envy that came with it. That makes it so much worse.)

It was a warped foundation, but for the current Harold, it wasn't a flaw. The stronger the opponent, the more his body demanded victory. This drive translated into his movements.

Faster. Sharper. More precise.

The more disadvantageous the situation, the more his techniques honed to a razor edge. He had already proven this in his prior battles. However, he had recently felt his edge dulling; he had grown too accustomed to his training with Itsuki and the local monsters. This entrance exam, orchestrated by Cody, served both Kazuki Hirasawa's pragmatic needs and Harold Stokes's ego.

Harold drew his sword and faced the knights. He wanted to say, “I look forward to a fair match,” but his mouth had other plans.

"Any of you who are eager to lose, step forward."

As expected, his "Harold Mouth" delivered a perfect provocation. A young man stepped out from the crowd, his eyes burning with genuine hostility.

Man, this mouth really is a genius at taunting people, Harold thought, nearly scoffing. To the observers, it looked like a sneer of pure contempt.

"Squad Leader Cody, is what you said true?" the young man asked, raising his hand. His posture was stiff and disciplined.

"Of course! Provided you can actually beat him, that is."

"Sir! Thank you very much!"

The recruit gave a textbook salute and turned to Harold. "Boy, I’m sorry, but I won’t be holding back. Consider this a lesson on how small your world really is."

"I’m touched by your sermon. In return, I’ll leave you crawling in the dirt."

Harold stepped forward to meet him. A sharp, electric tension filled the air.

"Alright, anything goes as long as you don't kill each other," Cody called out lazily. "Begin whenever~"

"I'm coming for you!"

The recruit lunged forward the moment Cody finished speaking. His movements were disciplined and fast, his overhead slash carrying significant weight.

But that was all it was.

Harold ducked under the descending blade, stepped into the man's guard, and drove his own blade into the recruit's breastplate. With a heavy clang, the young man was blown backward. He stumbled, fell onto his back, and went limp. The shock of the thrust had traveled through the armor, knocking him unconscious instantly.

Cody peered at the fallen knight. "……Eyes are rolling. He’s out. Hey, someone bring a stretcher!"

"Y-Yes, sir!"

As the recruit was carried away, Harold swept his sharp gaze across the remaining knights. Several flinched.

"Next," Harold commanded.

He had something he wanted to test in this exam. He pushed aside all unnecessary thoughts and focused entirely on the combat.

The next opponent was a larger, more muscular man. He bowed silently before taking his stance. Harold didn't wait; he initiated the exchange. They traded several blows as a feeler. Harold gradually increased his speed, and to his satisfaction, the man kept up. Even when Harold reached the speeds he used against Itsuki, the man didn't waver. He was clearly skilled.

Harold backed off to create distance. Then, he lowered his sword, exposing himself completely. He wore a twisted, mocking smile that practically screamed: “Come on, try and hit me.”

Unable to endure the blatant disrespect, the man charged. His speed and power were far greater than in their initial exchange.

Harold didn't block. He kept his right hand down and focused entirely on dodging. He didn't counter; he simply observed the man’s movements with intense scrutiny. After a few minutes of pure evasion, he had his answer.

(I suspected it, but it's true. Intrinsic motions exist.)

"Intrinsic motions" referred to the fixed animations used by game characters. In Brave Hearts, the "Knight" enemy was a generic mob with no unique identity. Because they were essentially the same character model, their animations were standardized.

Harold had first noticed this while fighting monsters. Once he had overcome his initial terror and gained the composure to observe his enemies, he realized they were moving in familiar patterns. Their attack timing and spellcasting were identical to the animations from the game. While they were capable of movements not seen in the game, the fact that their "base" patterns were predictable gave Harold a massive advantage.

He had wondered if this applied to humans as well. The problem was that he hadn't had a chance to fight a "generic" human character he recognized from the game. He had joined the Delphit tournament hoping to find some, but he had only fought children. Even Rainer was too young to use his "adult" game animations.

Now, two years after forming the hypothesis, he finally had his proof. While he still needed to verify it further, the prospect of having "precognition" in interpersonal combat was a game-changer.

Harold’s grin widened with genuine pleasure. To the onlookers, his effortless dodging looked like he was cruelly toying with an inferior opponent.

Frustrated, the knight created distance and lowered his center of gravity. It was the distinct telegraph for magic. A pale blue magic circle formed at his feet.

(Knights use the same motion for every spell. And a blue circle means water attribute. They only have one water spell. Which means—)

Harold thrust his left hand forward and spoke the incantation.

"Aqua Slash!"

Both chanted simultaneously. Dozens of water blades, each thirty centimeters long, manifested in the air. They collided in the center of the arena, shattering into harmless mist.

It was exactly as Harold intended. In the game, once a spell was cast, you could only dodge or block it; you couldn't "cancel" it with another attack. But in this world, magic could be neutralized by opposing magic. Harold had already verified this.

The knight’s face went pale with shock. He knew that magic could be canceled out in theory, but it was considered a fluke of combat, not a repeatable tactic. It was nearly impossible to match the speed and attribute of an opponent’s spell on purpose. One would usually have to use a much more powerful spell to simply overwhelm the other, as Harold had done with lightning against fire in the tournament. Predicting a spell so perfectly was thought to be impossible.

The man tried to resume his attack, but his movements were now sluggish and imprecise. Seeing someone perform the "impossible" had shattered his composure.

Harold didn't even need to use his superior speed. He dismantled the man's offense, reading every move before it happened, and ended the fight with a perfectly timed counter. He wanted to refine his technical skill rather than just relying on raw speed, and this exam was proving to be the perfect training ground.

"Fighting you one by one is tedious," Harold goaded, his voice dripping with arrogance. "Why don't you all just come at me at once?"

He felt a little bad for using them as test subjects, but he needed them to go all out. His "Harold Mouth" was in top form.



"He’s incredible……" Shannon whispered.

Standing beside Vincent, she watched the boy in black dominate the training ground with a look of awe.

Vincent gave a curt nod. "Yeah."

"Incredible" was an understatement. The boy was perfect. He defended against every attack with surgical precision and ended his own exchanges in single, decisive strikes. And he was doing this against trained knights before he had even reached the age of fifteen.

But that very perfection sat wrong with Vincent.

(What is this? It’s too perfect.)

The boy wasn't just skilled; he was fighting as if he already knew exactly what his opponents were going to do. It was so fluid it almost looked like a choreographed play. To evade and position oneself so optimally for the next move required more than just instinct or experience. It was as if he were looking into the future.

The Order of the Holy King had specific combat forms. Recruits had those forms drilled into them until they became second nature. While veterans eventually adapted those forms into their own unique styles, the foundation remained the same.

The problem was that this boy, an outsider, seemed to know those forms better than the knights themselves. It wasn't just "incredible"—it was suspicious.

(Something is wrong. You can't fight that efficiently through talent alone.)

There was only one logical explanation: the boy had fought the Order of the Holy King many times before. He must have studied their forms, their sword paths, their magic timing, and even their smallest physical tells until he knew them by heart.

If that were true, he was a massive security risk. A boy with that much knowledge showing up for an entrance exam suggested one thing: infiltration.

"……Shannon-kun, I have a task for you."

"Anything, sir."

"Gather the combat records for the Order of the Holy King from the last ten years. Everything from major wars to small squad skirmishes and individual reports."

"What is the deadline? Individual records will take some time to compile."

"That’s fine. Start with the large-scale records and bring the rest as you find them."

"Understood," Shannon said with a respectful bow.

Vincent didn't return her usual smile. The boy had even demonstrated the ability to read and cancel out their magic. He knew the Order's weaknesses better than they did.

It would be easy to reject him and send him away, but that would be dangerous. They couldn't leave such a variable unaccounted for. It was better to bring him inside where they could monitor him and find out who he was working for. Perhaps he could even lead them to other spies already embedded in the Kingdom.

"I hope this is just paranoia……"

"Did you say something, sir?"

"No, nothing. Let’s get back to work."

"Yes, sir."

As they returned to their desks, the boy in black finished defeating his twentieth opponent in a row.
Chapter 32

The final verdict was clear: Harold had passed the entrance exam with flying colors. It was the only logical outcome after he had systematically dismantled over thirty knights while remaining virtually unscathed.

Countering attacks that deviated from standard forms was child’s play for someone with Harold’s reflexes and physical prowess. By the latter half of the exam, he had grown so accustomed to the recruits' patterns that the combat felt like mere busywork. Before he knew it, the rare thrill he had momentarily felt had already ebbed away.

However, passing the exam brought its own set of complications. To put it bluntly, the sight of a newcomer beating his seniors to a pulp didn’t sit well with certain members of the Order.

"You’re that rookie, Harold, aren't you?"

"……What of it?"

"You've got a hell of an attitude. I thought I’d teach you how a fresh recruit is supposed to behave."

In short, within ten days of his induction, Harold found himself targeted by senior knights at every possible opportunity.

Is this really how knights are supposed to act? Harold wondered. From the outside, they were seen as a paragon of honor and excellence, but it seemed the Order had its fair share of rotten apples.

Intrigued by how they could act so shamelessly, Harold had questioned Sid and learned that private duels involving weapons or magic were strictly prohibited. Breaking that rule carried severe penalties.

This was why they only approached him when he was unarmed, cornering him for "fistfights." They hid their harassment under the guise of "unarmed training" rather than an illegal duel.

Harold had just finished the hand-washing duties assigned to the new recruits and was heading back to the barracks after hanging the last of the laundry when four senior knights blocked his path. He let out an audible, weary sigh.

The gesture rubbed them the wrong way, but Harold couldn't have cared less. To these men, anything he did was an affront. 

As the saying goes, "Hate the monk, hate his gown." Even if they managed to land a blow on Harold, it likely wouldn't satisfy their petty resentment. 

There was no reason for him to stand there and take it. If being hated was unavoidable, he was content to let them stew in their malice. Besides, engaging with them was a waste of time. Harold had only one response in mind.

He lowered his center of gravity, bending his knees slightly. The four men tensed, expecting him to pounce, but their hyper-focus became their undoing.

With a sudden surge of power in his legs, Harold vanished with a sharp whiz of displaced air.

Because they had been staring so intently at him at such close range, their field of vision had narrowed. Their eyes couldn't track his speed, leaving them a step behind.

By the time they realized Harold was gone, he had already kicked off the stone wall to his right, using the momentum to rocket forward. In less than a second, he had cleared twenty meters, leaving them in the dust.

At that distance, they had no hope of catching him. When they finally spun around, Harold’s back was already a distant speck.

He ignored the angry roar of "Wait, you bastard!" and headed toward a more populated area. They wouldn't dare cause a scene if there were witnesses. 

If I just keep dodging them like this, I won’t have to deal with their nonsense.

(Still, with so many idiots like that in the ranks, Vincent really has his work cut out for him.)

Harold mused on this as he widened the gap.

In the game, Vincent was a terrifyingly powerful foe, but the man himself was a saint to the core. He was a paragon who lived by a rigid code of righteousness, both as a human and a knight.

"A knight is the Kingdom's sword and shield."

That was his creed, but Vincent’s definition of the "Kingdom" wasn't limited to the crown. To him, the Kingdom was the people.

To borrow a line from the original story:

"A nation is its people. Without them, a King has no purpose. Thus, it is the King’s duty to lead and provide a sanctuary of peace. We knights exist to eliminate the threats that prey upon them and to forge a path forward, so that both the crown and the commoner may fulfill their roles!"

He was a man who valued honor, respected etiquette, protected the weak, and showed no mercy to those who harmed the innocent. 

Vincent was undeniably right, and he was strong enough to make his ideals a reality. Perhaps he felt he had no choice but to be that strong. As a result, the Vincent of the original story was eventually crushed by the weight of his own impossible ideals, leading to his eventual downfall.

Anyway, Harold thought, getting back on track, this 'hazing' tradition is the exact opposite of the organization Vincent wants to build. He probably hates this stuff. Once he becomes Commander, he'll likely purge these old, toxic habits.

Harold hoped Vincent would hurry up and take charge as he reached the barracks. He returned the wooden laundry basket and made his way to the Grand Dining Hall. It was past noon, and the hall was crowded—a perfect deterrent for his "fans."

As a side note, the basic meals in the Grand Dining Hall were free. High-end dishes or sides cost a small fee, but it was negligible. 

Harold, who had no strong culinary preferences and ate a moderate amount, ordered the standard set and claimed an empty seat. Naturally, he ate alone.

Given his reputation for being a magnet for trouble, Harold was avoided by seniors and peers alike. While there was already a natural divide between him and the other recruits due to the unique circumstances of his enlistment, the primary reason for his isolation was the fear of being caught in the crossfire of his constant conflicts.

"You’ve got a sour look on your face again, Harold."

There were, however, exceptions to every rule. A man sat down next to Harold without an ounce of hesitation.

It was Sid. Following his lead, Robinson and Aileen took the seats opposite them.

"What do you want?"

"I saw a poor, lonely junior eating all by his lonesome. My heart bled for you, so I decided to keep you company."

"Unnecessary meddling. Besides, don't you lack any real friends? I’ve never seen you with anyone but these two."

"Don't be stupid. I’m not like Robin."

"I wish you wouldn't say things I can't even argue with……" Robinson muttered, dejected. He slumped his shoulders and stirred his soup with his spoon like a sulking child.

Having spent a fair amount of time around them lately, Harold had come to realize that despite his massive, intimidating frame, Robinson was a timid, sensitive, and incredibly gentle soul. His personality was the polar opposite of his appearance.

While there was no reason to fear him, Harold still needed time to adjust. Whenever Robinson suddenly entered his peripheral vision, Harold still reflexively tensed up.

"Anyway, you've sure become popular. Dealing with the seniors looks like a real pain," Sid said, his tone dropping slightly. It seemed even he had heard the whispers from those who held a grudge against Harold.

The fact that Sid still treated him so frankly despite the social pressure proved he was a good man. Robinson and Aileen also looked at Harold with genuine concern.

"……Indeed. I'm currently surrounded by troublesome pests," Harold spat.

"If you can still talk like that, I guess you're doing just fine." Sid let out a hearty laugh, unfazed by the insult.

Aileen, on the other hand, let out a long sigh.

"Seriously, you are so uncharitable. You’ll never make friends—let alone a girlfriend—with that attitude."

"Bwahaha! A girlfriend? That’s rich, coming from you—!"

"Did you have something to say, Sid?"

Before Sid could finish his sentence, Aileen’s left straight connected squarely with his face. A red streak immediately began to leak from his nose.

"Hmph. Fortunately, I have no need for such things," Harold replied.

"I’ll bet~."

As Harold answered the intimidating Aileen, Cody appeared out of nowhere and draped an arm over Harold's right shoulder, his face wearing that signature, faint smirk.

The other three seemed used to his sudden entrances and didn't react. Harold, however, felt his heart skip a beat from the shock, even if his expression remained a mask of arrogance.

"After all, Harold-kun already has a fiancée, doesn't he? No need to go looking for a girlfriend now~."

Cody dropped the bombshell without any warning. Between the surprise and the sheer absurdity of the comment, Harold failed to react in time. In fact, he made a catastrophic mistake.

"……How do you know about that?"

The moment the question left his lips, it was as good as a confession.

Sid, who was busy wiping blood from his nose with his sleeve, grabbed Harold's other shoulder.

"Wait, let's hear the details, Harold. You actually have a fiancée?"

"Oh, yeah. She’s a real sweetheart. The kind of girl who defines the phrase 'refined young lady of a noble house'—modest, elegant, the whole package."

For some reason, Cody was the one answering Sid's interrogation.

It was infuriating, but the bigger problem was that Cody clearly knew about Erika.

"Hey, how do you know about her—"

"Her? You called her 'her' just now? Are you already acting like a husband at your age?!"

"Gah, stop shouting! You're annoying!"

"Well then, I should get back to work. You kids try to keep the noise down~."

While Harold struggled to peel off a clinging Sid, the man responsible for the chaos waved a lazy hand and vanished. There was no time to catch him.

The commotion didn't die down, however. Harold was left to deal with Sid’s frantic shouting of "A fiancée already?!" and Aileen’s shock that an "antisocial brat" had beaten her to the punch. Robinson could only hover nearby, flustered as he tried to calm everyone down.

It was a very loud afternoon.



More than half of the Order lived in the barracks scattered across the headquarters' grounds.

New recruits were generally consigned to cramped six-person rooms for their first few years. As their tenure and rank increased, they eventually moved up to three-person and then two-person rooms.

Married knights lived in private homes, and single members could move out if they met certain criteria. However, communal living for the first four years was a mandatory requirement.

Because of this system, the Vice Commander of the Knight Order was granted a proper private suite—an office, a study, and a reception room attached to his living quarters.

To Vincent, it felt like an excessive amount of space, but he valued having a place where he could speak without being overheard.

Consequently, his old friend Cody tended to become even more relaxed once he was inside these walls, as there was no longer any need to maintain professional appearances.

Currently, Cody was sprawled across the three-seater sofa in the reception room. He lay on his back with his legs crossed, using his left arm as a pillow while flipping through documents with his right hand.

"Hmm. So he's been volunteering for subjugation expeditions for about three years now, huh?"

The papers in Cody’s hand contained all the intelligence they had gathered on Harold. It was still limited to what could be observed from the outside.

The reason Cody knew about Erika was that she had been listed as Harold's fiancée, complete with a portrait, in a previous investigative report Vincent had commissioned.

After skimming the file, Cody sat up and looked at Vincent. "So? Why are you having me read all this?"

"I’m assigning Harold to your squad soon. This is for your situational awareness."

"Whoa, hold on. Harold hasn't even been here a month. Usually, they don't get assigned until they finish the basic training course."

"I’ve judged it unnecessary for him. He’ll take the final exam for the sake of formality, but he’ll pass without issue."

"Well, yeah, probably. Still, this is a massive exception to the rules."

"Harold is exceptional. It would be a waste to force him into a generic mold; he needs appropriate education. Besides, as a thirteen-year-old—the youngest recruit in history—he’s going to draw attention no matter what we do."

"Taking him under your wing, then? But this is gonna make him stand out even more."

"Which is why I need you to act as his windshield."

The two men locked eyes for a moment.

Cody was the first to look away, letting out a long, weary breath. "I get what you’re saying—at least the official version."

"……So you’ve seen through me."

"It's not that hard. If that were all there was to it, you wouldn't need to go this far."

Cody tossed the documents onto the table. His intuition was sharp, and Vincent had never intended to keep his true motives from his friend. The formal part of the conversation was over; now they reached the heart of the matter.

"Cody, tell me. What did you think of Harold’s combat during the entrance exam?"

"……It was impossible. The way he moved—it was like he was specifically optimized to counter the Knight Order’s style. It's beyond anything I expected."

It seemed Cody had reached the same conclusion as Vincent. Harold’s performance had been too perfect, too deliberate.

"I agree. We need to find out where and how he learned to fight like that."

"But Harold is a high-ranking noble. A hardcore pure-bloodist, at that."

Cody made a calming gesture, sensing Vincent’s underlying fear that Harold might be connected to an organization hostile to the Kingdom.

"The murder of that servant's family might be the result of those connections," Vincent countered.

"True, I can't deny that…… but he also got hurt protecting that soldier. You can't just write him off as a villain based on rumors."

"That is exactly why I’m having him join your unit immediately. I need to verify his background and his character. You are the only one I can trust with this."

"So, I’m his watchdog. I still wonder if it’s really necessary to go this far, though."

"I cannot trust someone simply because they are a noble. We both learned that lesson ten years ago with Noheik’s defection."

Cody fell silent. The betrayal of Carem Noheik was a memory they both wished to bury. Carem had been the King’s confidant and the head of the prestigious House Noheik, yet he had leaked classified information and accepted massive bribes from corrupt trading companies. His crimes were too numerous to count.

Crucially, his leaks had included sensitive data regarding the Order of the Holy King.

Once imprisoned, Carem had committed suicide by repeatedly smashing his head against his cell wall, taking his secrets to the grave. The state had managed to punish the colluding merchants, but they still didn't know exactly how much classified information had been compromised or where it had gone.

The betrayal of a man trusted by the King, the Order, and the people had caused a shock far greater than any material damage.

"I don't believe that incident is truly over," Vincent continued. "The negative legacy he left behind—the people who conspired with Noheik—are likely still lurking in the heart of this country."

"……If you’re going that far, you must have some leads. And you think Harold might be connected to them."

"Either that, or he’s connected to a third party that obtained the information Noheik leaked. It’s all speculation for now. I’m sorry to put this on you, and I feel for Harold, but even so—"

"Alright, alright, I get it. I’ll do it."

Cody cut him off before he could say I have to doubt him.

"……My apologies."

"Why are you apologizing? Just say thanks. You’re way too serious for your own good, Vincent."

"Perhaps it's because the man who was always by my side did nothing but slack off. I had to become serious enough for the both of us. It would be a great help if you decided to turn over a new leaf."

"Ouch. My ears are ringing. I’m out of here."

Cody shrugged and made a quick exit from the reception room.

As the door clicked shut, Vincent stared at the space his old friend had occupied. He whispered a word of gratitude, knowing it wouldn't reach him.

"Thank you."
Chapter 33

That day, the new recruit barracks in a corner of the Knight Order of the Holy King’s headquarters was buzzing with a single topic of conversation. It had all started a few days prior with a notice sent out to the entire Order.

The content was simple: a new recruit would be joining their ranks. Mid-term enrollments that bypassed the annual public recruitment exams were rare, but they usually didn't cause much of a stir.

The reason this particular case had everyone talking was the recruit’s age. He was far below the standard requirement.

He was a thirteen-year-old boy—the youngest recruit in the history of the Order.

As if that weren't enough to fuel the rumor mill, word had it that he had defeated dozens of senior knights single-handedly during his entrance exam. Curiosity about his true identity was reaching a fever pitch.

In the barracks where the 94th Class—the boy's peers—resided, the commotion was even more intense. The most restless among them were the members of Squad 7, who had learned they would be sharing a room with him.

"Hey, what are we going to do if the new guy is really like the rumors say?"

Isaac, the leader of Squad 7, restlessly tossed the question to his teammates.

"That again? The rumors are so hard to believe, I doubt it’ll be that bad, but..."

"But it seems to be a fact that he beat several seniors to a pulp, so he’s definitely not normal."

"Wasn't he supposed to be some two-meter-tall muscle-bound freak who punches people out without even using a weapon? And that no attacks work on him? I don't have the confidence to live with a monster like that."

"I even heard someone say he might be a ghost—a collection of grudges from knights who died on the battlefield. That’s why physical attacks don't hit him."

"That’s impossible... right?"

The words tumbled out one after another, a clear manifestation of their anxiety. The rumors that had swept through the Order over the last few days had become increasingly divorced from reality. 

While they wanted to laugh it all off, there was a lingering sense of credibility that made it impossible to dismiss entirely—even if the ghost story was a bit much. And so, whenever they had a spare moment, they spent it clashing over their various speculations regarding the newcomer’s true nature.

However, those debates were ending today.

The boy at the center of the storm was finally arriving.

Suddenly, the doorknob turned without a preliminary knock. Four pairs of eyes snapped toward the door.

With a long, rhythmic creak, the old door slowly swung open. The man who appeared from the other side was—

"Pardon me. Is everyone here?"

He was a man with a stubbly beard and messy hair that grew long at the nape of his neck.

Since they had only been in the Order for a few months, the recruits didn't recognize him, but seeing the officer’s rank on his shoulder, they immediately snapped into a salute.

"Yeah, yeah, at ease. I just brought a delivery. I’ll leave the rest to you."

From behind the superior officer and his flippant greeting, a boy roughly 160 centimeters tall peeked into the room. 

His expression was severe.

"You've got some nerve treating me like an object, Cody. How about I shove you into a wine barrel and kick you into the sea instead?"

Just as the recruits wondered if the boy might be nervous, he opened his mouth to hurl an insult at a superior officer without a shred of hesitation. Faced with such an unprecedented sight, Isaac and the others stood frozen, mouths agape.

A fresh recruit not only failing to use formal language but speaking to an officer with such blatant disrespect was unheard of. It couldn't be excused as childishness or mere high spirits.

It was behavior that defied their every understanding of common sense.

"In that case, make sure the barrel is full of booze. I’d prefer a cognac I can’t usually afford."

"Make do with low-grade ale. It suits you better."

"Talk about cheap. It’d be a tragedy if my last drink in life was low-grade ale."

Even more shocking was that the officer didn't seem to mind at all. If anything, he wore a carefree, flippant smirk.

While the recruits' brains struggled to process this abnormal exchange, the officer waved a hand and left the room with a casual "See ya." Naturally, this left the boy alone in front of Isaac and his squad.

He wasn't the two-meter-tall giant from the rumors. His features were handsome and gave off a mature impression for his age, yet there was still a lingering sense of youth about him. 

He wore black clothes that matched his black hair, but what truly caught the eye were his deep crimson eyes—eyes that seemed to draw in anyone who looked into them.

Those eyes narrowed, pinning the four men with a sharp gaze.

"I am Harold. You lot had better take the utmost care not to displease me."

He spoke with an arrogance so casual it was almost easy to miss, yet his words were an absolute declaration. 

It went beyond being cheeky; it was sheer, unadulterated insolence. Ordinarily, as his seniors, they should have been furious, but the sheer scale of his audacity left them simply stunned.

"...Ah, yes. I'm Isaac. I look forward to working with you."

Stunned as he was, Isaac managed to squeeze out a response, though his cheek twitched as he used an excessively polite tone. No one judged him for looking pathetic in front of a younger boy. 

Everyone present was overwhelmed by the crushing weight of Harold's presence—a presence that brooked no argument. If Isaac was pathetic, then they were all pathetic.

For the members of Squad 7, 94th Class, this was an encounter they would never forget for as long as they lived.



Harold proved to be fundamentally taciturn; after that initial greeting, he spoke only the bare minimum. Part of it was likely because Isaac and the others were so intimidated by the suffocating atmosphere around him that they couldn't bring themselves to start a conversation.

They spent the rest of the day in that tense silence, leading into the next morning.

In the early hours, while the morning mist still clung to the ground, all recruits with less than a year of service—including Squad 7—were gathered at the outdoor training grounds. It was a standard early morning training session.

The only difference was the introduction of Harold before they began.

"You've probably heard the rumors, but this is Harold Stokes. He's the youngest recruit to ever join our ranks."

The instructor's words sent a ripple of murmurs through the recruits. Most of it was likely surprise that he wasn't the giant they’d expected, but an ordinary-looking boy.

The whispers were largely skeptical, questioning his supposed strength. Harold, standing beside the instructor, didn't so much as twitch an eyebrow, appearing as though he couldn't even hear them.

"Now that you've joined, age doesn't matter. You will be treated the same as everyone else. Harold, are you prepared for that?"

"Don't ask such idiotic questions. Being treated like these commoners is already far too soft."

"So the rumors that you don't know how to hold your tongue are true. You’ll join the others after you run thirty laps around the training grounds! Move!"

The recruits gasped.

Early morning training usually began with ten laps as a warm-up before moving on to drills and practice swings. It wasn't uncommon for people who were late or perceived as slackers to be given extra laps as punishment. 

However, thirty laps was unheard of. For the 94th Class, who had been there for less than six months, it was a number they were hearing for the first time.

Harold's attitude had clearly rubbed the instructor the wrong way.

Ordered into the punishment run, Harold set off without a word of protest. Immediately after, the instructor barked at the rest of the group.

"What are you standing around for?! Do you want to run as many laps as him?! If not, get moving!"

Driven by the desire to avoid such a fate, the recruits scrambled to begin their own run.

One lap of the training ground was roughly 400 meters. Thirty laps was twelve kilometers. Even for these trained recruits, finishing such a run would take at least fifty minutes. For someone Harold's age, it would likely take over an hour.

No one believed he would have any strength left to participate in the actual training afterward. 

Everyone expected him to drop out on his very first day.

However, by the second lap, they noticed something was wrong. 

The distance between them and Harold, who had started first, wasn't shrinking. If anything, the gap was widening.

"He's going way too fast."

"He'll never last thirty laps at that pace."

A few people running alongside Isaac voiced their honest thoughts. Everyone agreed.

But contrary to their expectations, by the fifth lap, Harold had already caught up to Isaac’s group and lapped them. His pace hadn't slowed in the slightest.

His breathing was perfectly rhythmic, his posture unwavering, and his limbs moved with explosive power. His light, effortless stride suggested he was nowhere near his limit—he even looked like he had energy to spare.

It was unbelievable. If any of them had tried to match Harold's pace, they would have been gasping for air by now.

And yet, Harold glanced back, thought for a moment, and then muttered to no one in particular.

"I suppose I'll pick up the pace a bit."

Those who overheard him felt a literal chill. He’s going to go even faster?

Suddenly, Harold's stride lengthened. He accelerated with terrifying efficiency.

Almost simultaneously, the other recruits felt their legs grow heavy. The fatigue they usually felt at the end of the session was hitting them right now. 

They wondered why, until the realization dawned: they had unconsciously tried to keep up with Harold, and their own pace had skyrocketed. They were already out of breath.

They still had four laps to go. Just the thought of it made their legs feel like they were going to give out.

With their rhythm completely shattered, it took them five minutes longer than usual just to finish their ten laps. They were utterly exhausted.

But the real shock came a few minutes later when Harold finished his thirtieth lap. His speed was nothing short of miraculous.

Even the instructor looked like he was seeing a ghost. Harold, meanwhile, was sweating, but his composed expression hadn't crumbled.

"...It seems you have plenty of endurance."

"Obviously. I haven't trained so poorly that I'd be exhausted by a light jog."

"Hmph. Then for the next set of forms, I'll have you swing this."

Determined to break Harold’s spirit, the instructor handed him a longsword—a weapon far longer than those usually used in form practice. A longer blade meant significantly more weight and centrifugal force, making it exponentially harder to control.

For a body whose bones and muscles weren't yet fully developed, even swinging it properly should have been a struggle.

But that was for ordinary people. Everyone present, including the instructor, was beginning to suspect that Harold was the exception to every rule.

Unconcerned with their stares, Harold took the longsword and moved away from the group. He began swinging it in every direction, seemingly testing its weight and center of gravity. His fluid, effortless bladework looked more like a dance than a drill.

Just then, a gust of wind swept through the grounds.

It wasn't a gale, but it was enough to rustle the trees and shake loose several green leaves. The fresh leaves danced through the air, carried by the wind toward Harold.

The moment the leaves crossed his field of vision, Harold unleashed a flurry of slashes. The speed was so extraordinary that to Isaac, the longsword became a blur of afterimages. His peers likely saw the same.

It was obvious what Harold was trying to do: he was targeting the falling leaves.

Is that even possible? Isaac wondered. 

Cutting something that moved irregularly and would be blown away by the very wind pressure of the sword required astronomical skill and dynamic visual acuity.

But for Harold, it was simply a matter of course.

Six leaves were caught in the wake of his slashes. They were carved into perfect vertical and horizontal crosses, resulting in twenty-four tiny fragments.

The shredded leaves were swept up by the wind and vanished into the sky. Harold didn't even look at the recruits standing there in stunned silence; he just stared at the longsword.

"Hmph. Not bad."

It had been a mere test swing. A trial run. Something he expected himself to be able to do.

Harold's attitude spoke volumes.

Standard blades are thick. Shredding a leaf floating in mid-air is a feat of extreme difficulty. If it can be done at all, it is only with the very tip of the blade—the few millimeters sharpened for thrusting.

To accurately strike something as light as a leaf, something that shifts its shape and path with the slightest breeze, using only the tip of a heavy, unwieldy longsword...

If the slash were off by a single millimeter, or if the distance were misjudged by the width of a piece of paper, the feat would fail.

Just how much power did Harold possess to pull that off so casually?

The rumors of him overwhelming dozens of senior knights were almost certainly true. 

The entire 94th Class finally understood. Harold stood at a height they could never hope to reach.

They felt it in their bones. It was the same instinctual dread a wild animal feels when facing a natural predator—an absolute hierarchy established from the moment of birth.

By the second day of his enlistment, Harold had asserted his absolute dominance over the 94th Class by simply demonstrating the overwhelming gap between them.
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He woke with the sunrise and powered through early morning training that lasted upwards of two hours. After breakfast, he tackled the mundane chores required within the Order, and on occasion, he was tasked with following his seniors on city patrols like a baby duckling trailing its mother.

Once lunch was over, the rest of the day was dedicated entirely to training. Now that he was actually living it, he found the schedule to be quite grueling.

More than two weeks had passed since he started this routine, yet nothing had changed for Harold—neither in himself nor in his surroundings.

Technically speaking, he struggled with neither the physical nor the technical aspects of training. No matter how much he exerted himself, his stamina seemed bottomless, and he could breeze through any drill.

On the other hand, his complete disregard for time and place—manifesting as a constant stream of verbal abuse directed at his superiors—meant his training menu was perpetually being expanded as punishment. While his body could easily handle the extra workload, the knowledge that his standing with his superiors was currently scraping the bottom of the barrel left him in constant fear that he might be summarily fired any day now.

His social situation remained equally stagnant. He was shunned by his peers and frequently harassed by the growing "Anti-Harold" faction.

As for his roommates, he still barely knew them. Unable to bear the oppressive silence of the room, he spent every moment of his free time training. To him, the barracks had become a place used strictly for sleeping.

In short, other than his interpersonal life being a complete wreck, no fatal problems had occurred thus far.

That trend seemed to break today when, just as he was about to sit down for lunch to prepare for the afternoon session, he received an abrupt summons to the instruction room. Am I finally getting the boot? Terrified, Harold reported to the room, only for the instructor to get straight to the point.

"Harold, you’re going to take the final exam for the Basic Training Course."

"The final exam?"

"Correct. If you pass, you'll officially graduate from recruit status and be formally inducted into the Order."

Harold dug through his hazy memories, recalling something similar in the legal code summarizing the Knight Order’s regulations. If he remembered correctly, one only became eligible for that exam after serving at least one year as a recruit.

"I was under the impression it hadn't even been a month since I joined. Does time flow differently in this place?"

"This is a special measure. We’ve judged that your abilities already far exceed the level of a mere recruit."

"That much should have been obvious during the entrance exam. However, I’ll commend you for having the wisdom to make such a decision."

Even toward a superior, his attitude remained insufferably condescending. As much as it was his own doing, Harold found it miraculous that he hadn't been kicked out yet.

The sudden advancement to the final exam was a surprise, but he didn't hesitate to accept. While Harold’s exact rank in the original story was unknown, the fact that he was seen leading subordinates suggested he eventually held some degree of authority. Harold himself didn't care about climbing the social ladder, but if a higher rank meant more freedom of movement, he wasn't about to complain.

"The final exam will be in a few days. The specifics will be revealed on the day of, but make sure your gear is ready for an expedition."

"Is that all?"

"Yes, that's all. I wish you luck."

"A waste of breath. The result is already a foregone conclusion."

Even in response to the instructor's encouragement, he couldn't manage a simple "I'll do my best." If he failed now, he would be the laughingstock of the century.

At the very least, I need to make sure my actions are sincere, Harold thought, steeling his resolve.



Four days later, the day of the final exam arrived.

Harold marched forward, his armor—the very symbol of the Knight Order—clattering with every step. Nine shadows stretched out across the ground under the midday sun.

The group consisted of Harold, four members of Cody’s squad, two platoon leaders, a company commander, and his adjutant.

The exam was essentially a field exercise. Currently, they were marching toward their destination on foot. This, too, was part of the drill; they had been walking for three hours straight.

"How’s it going, Harold? Getting tired yet?" a voice teased from behind. It was Sid, sounding more playful than concerned. Like the others, he showed no signs of fatigue.

"If I look tired to you, go see a doctor. Though it might already be too late for your eyes."

"So much energy! I guess those subjugation expeditions you did back home really paid off."

"...How do you know about that? You mentioned something like that before, too."

"Before? What are you talking about?"

"Don't play dumb. I'm talking about Erika."

"Ah, Lord Harold’s fiancée," Cody chimed in, emphasizing the word.

Harold realized he had dug his own grave. He had committed the ultimate folly of bringing up that topic himself. While he wondered how Cody was digging up information on him, he found himself caught in a pincer movement between Cody in front and Sid behind. He opted for a "strategic retreat" into silence.

However, a follow-up attack came from a completely unexpected direction.

"An interesting topic. Does Stokes-kun really have a fiancée?"

The speaker was Sakris, a company commander with a neat side-part who looked like he belonged in a business suit rather than a suit of armor. Despite his appearance as an elite bureaucrat, it seemed he had a penchant for gossip.

To make matters worse, Sakris’s interjection caused everyone’s eyes to fixate on Harold. While he was used to being stared at, ignoring a direct question from a commander was awkward.

"...I do. And?"

As soon as he answered—still unable to publicly deny the engagement—the air grew tense. The adjutant’s expression, in particular, stiffened. 

I guess speaking casually to a company commander is where they draw the line, Harold thought, bracing himself for a reprimand.

Instead, a voice filled with profound sorrow replied.

"I see... so it's true... Even a boy twenty years my junior has a fiancée, while I..."

Sakris began muttering dejectedly to himself. As the adjutant tried to console him with cries of "It's okay, sir!", Cody and the two platoon leaders struggled to stifle their laughter. Apparently, it wasn't the disrespectful tone that had caused the tension; Harold had simply stepped right on Sakris’s emotional landmine.

Single soldiers really do all have the same reaction, Harold thought as he glanced over at Aileen.

"Want me to crush you?" she snapped the moment their eyes met. He wasn't sure what she intended to crush, but her hostility was entirely unearned. It was easy to see why she didn't have a boyfriend.

Since he had no desire to be crushed in any capacity, Harold turned back toward the front and focused on the march. That focus, however, was immediately broken.

"Two Hammer Trents! Approaching from the flank!" Robinson barked.

Looking ahead, Harold saw two trees, each about five meters tall, moving toward them. They used their massive branches—thick as their trunks—like crutches to haul their heavy forms across the terrain.

Naturally, these were no ordinary plants.

Hammer Trents were tree-like monsters named for the way they swung their giant branches like clubs to pulverize their enemies, defenses and all. Their trunks featured distorted eyes and a mouth, earning them the nickname "human-faced trees." Despite being vegetation, they were carnivorous, using those mouths to consume animals—and humans—for nutrients.

"Hmm. It seems they've targeted us."

"There's still enough distance to outrun them, and the highway is just down the hill behind us," one of the officers noted.

"No, we should finish them here. Stokes-kun, you—"

"Don't you dare tell me to stand back," Harold interrupted, asserting his intent to fight.

"Encountering Hammer Trents was unplanned. This won't affect your exam score, you know?"

(It won't?!)

Harold had braced himself, thinking that handling unforeseen variables was part of the field exercise, but he had been wrong. That said, backing down now would be pathetic. Besides, Harold had a personal grudge against Hammer Trents; one had cracked his ribs in the past. This was the perfect opportunity for a revenge match.

"I don't give a damn about scores. That thing is mine."

"...Very well. Lucas and Selim, you’re on support. Don't let him do anything reckless."

Under Sakris’s orders, the group split. Harold and the two platoon leaders took one Trent, while the rest moved toward the other.

"We’ve got your back. Fight with confidence," Lucas said.

"I’m looking forward to seeing this 'prodigy' in action. But back off if it gets dangerous, alright? These things are usually too much for a recruit to handle," Selim added.

The two seniors patted Harold on the back encouragingly. They were incredibly reliable.

(Actually, these guys don't have any hostility toward me at all. That alone is a huge relief.)

Harold was composed enough to appreciate the lack of drama. Despite calling it a revenge match, he wasn't feeling particularly emotional. Even when he had been injured previously, he only struggled because he had been trying to protect other soldiers. In a straight fight, he knew he could win.

Given that this was an unplanned detour during an exam, he decided to finish it as quickly as possible.

Without even drawing his sword, Harold stepped into range with a steady, casual gait. The Hammer Trent reacted immediately, hoisting its right "hammer" high and slamming it down toward him.

A heavy thoom echoed as a cloud of dust erupted and the ground shuddered. Harold, however, was already in the air, having leaped over the strike.

Suspended in mid-air, he was a sitting duck. The Trent didn't miss the chance, swinging its left hammer to swat him out of the sky. The timing made a direct hit seemingly unavoidable.

In one fluid motion, Harold performed a mid-air spin. His right leg, shrouded in a pulsing purple aura, slammed down into the incoming branch.

"Housenkyaku!"

It was a bare-handed strike on par with Goudashou—a kicking technique players often referred to as a "Heel Drop." Normally, Housenkyaku was a move used to extend combos, as its short reach made it difficult to land on its own, though its raw power was significant. As for the purple effect that flared upon impact, Harold didn't really understand what it was, but since it happened automatically, he just accepted it as part of the world’s logic.

The Hammer Trent's petrified bark collided with Harold’s leg. It was a collision between a fifty-kilogram teenager and a hammer weighing several hundred kilograms. By the laws of physics, the lighter object should have been sent flying.

However, an "original story character" was a being that existed to defy such logic, often producing results that were utterly absurd for their opponents.

A sharp clang rang out upon impact. The Hammer Trent was the one overwhelmed.

The tip of its massive branch was driven into the earth with a violent thud. The wood was crushed, and the bark at the point of impact had completely shattered.

Lucas and Selim stood frozen in disbelief. Even Cody’s group, engaged with the other Trent, paused to gape at the scene. Ignoring them, Harold moved to finish the job.

Using the buried hammer as a stepping stone, he closed the distance and finally drew his blade, thrusting it deep into the monster's "mouth." He didn't give the creature even a second to howl in pain.

"Flame Sword!"

Torrents of fire erupted from the blade. For the Hammer Trent, the agony of being incinerated from the inside out lasted only a fraction of a second. Harold wrenched the sword upward in a vertical slash.

The giant tree was cleaved in two by a massive blade of fire, its life extinguished instantly.

The five-meter-tall body split down the middle and was immediately consumed by the inferno. Flaming wreckage collapsed onto the dirt.

The entire engagement had lasted less than a minute. The fight was over in literal seconds.
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Aside from that initial brush with the Hammer Trent, the group encountered no other large monsters. The field exercise proceeded smoothly, without further incident.

Combat comprised the bulk of the final exam, and the targets were predetermined based on the level of skill expected from a new recruit. These targets ranged from small monsters that could be handled individually to medium-sized ones that required unit coordination to take down.

Of course, one couldn't always find the intended monsters on command. It wasn't uncommon for knights to spend days staking out a habitat. These long waits tested more than just combat prowess; they scrutinized a recruit's stamina, patience, and ability to work with a team.

While progress was exceptionally fast this time because Harold was the sole examinee, periods of waiting and scouting remained an unavoidable necessity.

Ultimately, the final exam concluded three days after it began. The sun was just starting to dip below the horizon when they finally felled the last Basilisk.

As Harold and the others prepared camp along the riverbank, Sakris took a moment to reflect on the events of the past few days.

This final exam for the basic training course had been organized in haste, and its only participant was the boy currently dominating every conversation in the barracks: Harold Stokes.

His age—thirteen—was shocking enough, but his battle with the Hammer Trent had been truly astounding. Under normal circumstances, taking down such a massive creature required a squad of at least four new recruits.

That was precisely why Sakris had assigned Lucas and Selim, both veteran platoon leaders, to provide support. Yet Harold had effortlessly slaughtered the Hammer Trent without ever needing their help.

Sakris knew with absolute certainty that he couldn't have killed the beast that quickly himself.

It was an abnormal level of combat ability. Sakris realized he was witnessing the kind of once-in-a-generation talent destined to carve his name into the annals of the Knight Order.

Perhaps it was only natural for a boy who had attained such power at thirteen to become conceited. Sakris suspected that Harold’s prickly nature, his arrogance, and his habit of looking down on others were all symptoms of that overwhelming confidence.

However, that confidence usually led to reckless solo actions. In Sakris's experience, those who were most secure in their own strength tended to neglect their comrades. No matter how strong a man was, there was a limit to what he could achieve alone. If Harold couldn't understand that, Sakris had intended to fail him—but that resolve had only lasted a few hours.

When the time came to coordinate with Cody’s squad, Harold had performed flawlessly.

They were out of sync at first, but with every encounter, the teamwork improved. By the third day, they were demonstrating rock-solid combinations. It was clear to Sakris that this was only possible because Harold was the one adjusting his movements to match Cody’s men.

In terms of raw skill, Harold was light-years ahead of Robinson and the others. Had they tried to keep up with him, they would have been nothing but a burden. By suppressing his own power, Harold had enabled the team to function.

Though he remained foul-mouthed from start to finish, his tactical movements focused on leveraging his allies' strengths and covering their weaknesses. Despite his apparent disdain for others, he possessed a keen ability to respect and utilize their capabilities.

He was a walking contradiction. A boy whose words never matched his actions.

If he truly viewed his comrades as worthless, he never could have achieved such magnificent coordination. Then again, Sakris also considered the alternative: perhaps Harold was simply so talented that he could pull off such a feat regardless of his true feelings.

The exam had ended without Sakris truly grasping the boy's essence. Regardless, Harold had produced results so undeniable that failing him was out of the question.

Still, Sakris couldn't shake a lingering sense of unease—a vague, inexplicable incongruity.

Carrying that doubt, they began the march back to the Royal Capital the following morning. They departed at six o’clock; if all went well, they would arrive before nightfall.

They moved in a standard column, stopping briefly for lunch. They were more than halfway back to the capital when it happened.

"What is that?"

Lucas was the first to notice. Everyone’s eyes snapped forward at his call.

Several hundred meters ahead, something blackish-red was swaying in the middle of the path.

"...Smoke? No, the color and movement are wrong."

"It looks... hazy."

"A new species of monster, maybe?"

The soldiers threw out speculations, but no one had an answer. Since it sat directly on their route, they approached to investigate. As they drew closer, Harold’s expression grew grimmer than usual.

Sakris noticed it—and so did Cody.

"Harold-kun, do you know what that is?" Cody asked in a low voice. Only Harold and Sakris were close enough to hear.

"Who knows? But if you don't feel anything coming from that, your instincts have truly rotted," Harold replied, his eyes locked on the swaying mass. Sakris didn't understand why the boy sensed such danger, but he would soon find out that Harold’s intuition was perfect.

Up close, the thing was a localized mist. It was shaped roughly like a cylinder, welling up from the ground and dispersing once it reached a height of about five feet. There were no other clues to its identity.

"Is something buried under there?"

The moment Sid bent down to take a look, the mist wavered violently. A portion of it transformed as if driven by a conscious will.

Harold’s voice cut through the air. "Get back!"

"Eh? Whoa!"

The mist coalesced into a sharp scythe, lashing out at Sid like a whip.

Before the boy could react, Harold lunged forward, grabbed Sid by the collar, and yanked him backward. It was a close shave; a fraction of a second later, and the mist-scythe would have opened Sid’s throat. A few strands of Sid's hair, severed by the blow, fluttered to the grass.

Realizing how close he'd come to death, Sid turned pale and managed a shaky "T-Thanks... I owe you, Harold."

"I don't care. Stand up already, you slowpoke," Harold snapped. It was a harsh response to a man who had nearly died, but the situation was becoming dire.

Without them noticing, more mists had begun to appear.

"We're surrounded!"

"What the hell are these things?"

Six pillars of blackish-red mist now encircled the group. Each one formed a scythe and began to drift in a slow, predatory circle. Everyone recoiled from the surreal, eerie sight.

Everyone except for one.

After a single, sharp breath, Harold fearlessly charged the mist. He moved with a speed he hadn't shown once during the exam. While Sakris watched in astonishment, Harold used that blinding velocity to slash the enemy to ribbons.

The mist dispersed under his blades—only to reform instantly. After several failed attempts, Harold leaped back to the group.

"Physical attacks are useless. The blade just passes through. Don't bother trying to parry, either."

"But their attacks are physical enough..." Cody noted, glancing at Sid's severed hair.

The enemy was intangible, yet it could strike them with impunity.

"W-We can't win this..."

"Maybe we should run!?"

Robinson and Aileen were starting to panic. Even Sid hadn't fully recovered his nerve. This wasn't a state for combat. Sakris was about to order a retreat when Harold’s voice silenced the recruits.

"If you have time to panic, use your heads. If you don't want to die, ready your swords. Bolt Lance!"

A massive spear of lightning erupted with a crackling roar. The spell, powerful enough to kill almost any common beast, struck one of the mists head-on. The mist shattered, but it began to reform immediately. Harold didn't pause; he unleashed a barrage of magic.

"Flame Column! Aqua Slash!"

The results were immediate. The mist swallowed by the Flame Column reformed without issue, but the one hit by the Aqua Slash dispersed into the air and vanished completely.

"Water magic is the key?"

Harold fired a series of Aqua Slashes. Every shot hit home, but only one more pillar vanished. Four remained. The conclusion was obvious.

"You mean specific magic works on specific mists?"

"A different weakness for every individual? That’s a pain," Cody remarked.

"Are you lot useless dolls? Stop complaining and hammer them with every element you've got!"

"Fair point," Cody grinned.

Harold, Cody, and Sakris unleashed a simultaneous volley. Lightning rained down, fire spiraled, and gale-force winds tore through the field. The vibrant green grassland was transformed into scorched earth in seconds.

Once the last of the mists vanished, Sakris scanned the area, his heart pounding. There were no reinforcements. The crisis had passed.

"Is everyone alright?"

"W-We're okay..."

Not a single person was injured. Sakris let out a breath of relief, knowing full well it was only thanks to Harold’s instant judgment and tactical insight. Had Sakris been the one in command, he doubted they would have escaped without casualties. Sid, at the very least, would have been dead.

It was exactly as Harold had said. If you don't feel anything coming from that, your instincts have truly rotted.

Sakris had been warned, yet he hadn't stopped his men from approaching. It was a failure of leadership that had nearly cost a life.

Sakris bowed his head to the young recruit. "Thank you, Stokes-kun. And I apologize. This predicament was the result of my poor judgment."

"Don't count something this trivial as a predicament. But don't make the same mistake again."

At this point, the hierarchy between them felt non-existent. Sakris didn't care. He carved the words into his heart and replied with iron determination. "I won't. I swear it."



Sakris’s gratitude didn't even register with Harold. He was responding mechanically, his mind a whirlwind of agitation.

He had suspected it from a distance, but seeing them up close had confirmed his worst fears. Why are these things here?!

The blackish-red mists. In the game Brave Hearts, their official name was Eerie Clouds. They were immune to physical damage and only vulnerable to one randomly determined element. Worse, their attacks ignored defense stats. The only strategy was to dodge and blast them with magic.

That was why he had fought while giving a running commentary to Cody and the others.

In the game, the 'Search Glass' item could identify an enemy's weakness, but for some reason, that item didn't exist in this world. Harold had long ago accepted that this wasn't a perfect replica of the game, but the disappearance of the Search Glass had been the final nail in that coffin.

However, that wasn't the problem.

Eerie Clouds were plot-critical monsters. They weren't supposed to appear until the mid-to-late game. Specifically, they were the calling card of "Earth Erosion"—the grand plan of the final boss, Justus Freund.

Finding them here, five years before the start of the original story, was a disaster. It was far too early.

There was a chance they had always existed in this world and were only limited by game mechanics in the original story, but he had to assume the worst: Justus’s plan was moving faster than the script. If the timeline was accelerating, Harold’s knowledge of future events was becoming a liability.

He had prioritized saving the Sumeragi territory and joining the Knight Order, both of which were deviations from the original timeline. Had his interference caused this? Was he the reason the world's destruction was ahead of schedule?

(Easy now. Keep your head. It’s not a certainty yet...)

He forced his breathing to slow, fighting for composure. This was just the worst-case scenario. He needed facts.

Justus Freund.

To the world, he was a genius scientist. In reality, he was a madman willing to let the world burn to achieve his ambitions. He was also the man who had orchestrated the death of the original Harold Stokes.

Harold had hoped to avoid the man entirely, but if the world was changing, he couldn't afford to hide. He had to get close to the source of the rot before it was too late, regardless of the risk.

With a massive new seed of anxiety taking root in his mind, Harold’s final exam came to an end.
Chapter 36

After finishing his exam and returning to the Royal Capital, Harold spent his days occupied with the usual chores and drills while waiting for his results. All the while, he racked his brain over how to establish contact with Justus.

Justus had a laboratory in the capital and, in the game, had been known to frequent the Royal Castle. If Harold simply wanted to create an opportunity to meet him, it wouldn't be difficult.

However, the difficulty skyrocketed once he added the requirement of doing so "without raising suspicion." Justus’s plans were shrouded in secrecy; while he might utilize others in the process, the core of his work was a solitary endeavor.

More importantly, Harold already knew the full extent of those secret plans. Dealing with a genius of that caliber, there was a constant risk that Harold’s words or actions might give away how much he truly knew. If that happened, Justus wouldn't hesitate to use every means at his disposal to silence him.

"Ha..."

Would it be better to just take him by surprise and capture him? No, the risks there were even higher.

The primary concern was the progress of the Earth Erosion. Even if he managed to apprehend Justus, if the erosion had advanced too far, Justus was currently the only person capable of stopping it.

"...rold."

But there was no world in which Justus would abandon his plan of his own volition. He was the type to see his desires through even if it meant throwing away his own life. Furthermore, Harold didn't believe he could defeat the man alone if "that power" were to awaken. If things went south, the continent might very well collapse before Rainer and his friends even had a chance to act.

In the first place, he lacked any evidence to justify capturing the man. Even if he disclosed the full plan to Vincent and the others, it was easy to imagine they would dismiss it as a hallucination. Who would believe a tall tale about Justus attempting to remake the world into a Wishing Machine to resurrect the dead?

"Harol—"

"Shut up."

Harold finally cut off the voice that had been calling his name for several minutes. There was a limit to how long he could ignore such persistent nagging. Arresting the motion of his sword mid-swing, he reluctantly turned toward Sid.

"What, you actually noticed me?" Sid asked, looking genuinely surprised.

Unfortunately for him, since Harold was training in a secluded corner where not a single soul was present, any intruder was immediately obvious. It was a dark, dismal spot—shrouded by bushes and the ruins of what appeared to have once been a stable. In other words, the perfect place for a loner to hide.

The reason he had been training in such a place was that he’d recently begun being harassed even at the main training grounds. His "seniors" likely thought they could openly vent their frustrations on him under the guise of sparring. He had judged that, at the very least, being bothered here wouldn't inconvenience anyone else.

"Naturally. I was merely filtering out unnecessary noise."

"That's even worse, man."

It was a fair point. However, since Harold's mouth was incapable of social niceties, he simply let it slide. Ignoring Sid’s retort, he moved the conversation along.

"So? What do you want?"

Prompted, Sid suddenly dropped into a deep bow, his waist bent at a perfect right angle. As Harold stood there, inwardly taken aback by the sudden display of formality, Sid made his request.

"Please! Give us a lesson!"

For a moment, Harold was at a loss for words.

Sid might not have been a master, but he had survived three years of the Knight Order’s grueling training to hone his skills. Now, that man was bowing his head to a newcomer—one six years his junior. It was entirely unexpected.

"You're an eyesore. Raise your head. And who exactly does 'us' refer to?"

"Me, Robin, and Aileen."

As suspected, it was the usual trio. Harold let out a heavy, undisguised sigh. These guys too?

"Where are the other two?"

"Out on city patrol. I came alone to ask, but it’s a unanimous decision."

Harold found himself in a bind. Even if he wanted to help, he didn't exactly have "techniques" to teach. In terms of the fundamental duties of a knight, Sid and the others had far more experience than he did. He was simply replicating movements from a video game; he lacked any solid technical theory to pass on.

That was his honest feeling, anyway. However, there was a clear benefit to making Sid and his friends stronger.

Sid, Robinson, and Aileen were all characters destined to lose their lives in a battle two years from now. Harold still hadn't decided if he would risk breaking the original story to save them—and he wasn't even sure if his intervention could change that particular event.

But it had been over a month since he'd met them. They had shared many meals and moments together, and if possible, he didn't want them to die. Strengthening them now would ensure that, should he find the resolve to save them later, it wouldn't already be too late.

"...Fine. Bring the other two here tomorrow."

"Oh! Thanks a ton!"

After a moment’s deliberation, Harold accepted. Regardless of how the future unfolded, having more capable allies would only help. Besides, he had his own ulterior motives—he figured there was no harm in utilizing Sid’s group for his own ends.

The following day.

The desolate, dim space played host to a surprisingly large group of eight. It consisted of Sid’s trio and the five members of the 94th Class Squad 7, including Harold. Isaac’s group and Sid’s group weren't acquainted, creating a somewhat awkward atmosphere, but Harold ignored the tension and got straight to the point.

"We’re starting."

Without preamble or explanation, the words tumbled out, leaving the other seven looking at each other in confusion.

"Starting? What are we even doing first?"

"Draw your swords. All of you, come at me at once."

"Hah?! You're making light of us way too much!"

The protest came from Aileen, the group’s only woman. Her voice was anything but ladylike. Harold understood why they would react that way, but he wasn't the type to explain himself. To make them understand the gap in their abilities, a practical demonstration was the fastest route.

"Do not talk back."

His frustration at being unable to explain himself manifested as a sharp, biting coldness. The group’s faces turned pale in an instant.

He wondered briefly if he was really that terrifying just by being a little stern. If so, it made sense why people avoided him. To a person of common sense, a man who was already a magnet for trouble and who radiated such an intimidating aura was someone to be avoided at all costs.

"Small fry should act like small fry and band together. I'll teach you that I am an existence you cannot yet reach."

While mentally acknowledging his own solitude, he continued to provoke them. This one-versus-many setup was exactly what he wanted. He had fought multiple monsters before, but he lacked experience fighting multiple human opponents simultaneously. He needed that experience for the future.

After all, there was every possibility he would eventually have to face the game’s entire protagonist party by himself.

"I’ll use you as my stepping stones. If you want to get stronger, then learn from this fight. Try to steal my skills—though I doubt it's possible for the likes of you."

He finished with a mocking sneer.

"...Fine. Bring it on!"

Sid glared at Harold, drawing his sword with a fierce look in his eyes. The others followed suit, dropping into combat stances. Whatever else they were, these were men and women of the Knight Order—none of them were so spineless as to take such an insult lying down.

"That's better. Struggle as hard as you can for my amusement."

With that, the chaotic eight-way melee began.



"—That concludes the report."

Sakris finished his summary of the special final exam. In the silence that followed, the officials gathered to judge the results began to murmur their impressions, clearly surprised by the details of the mission.

The discussion focused mainly on Harold’s overwhelming combat prowess and the appearance of the unknown monsters. A few voiced skepticism regarding the report's more outlandish claims.

Sensing the mood, Vincent took the lead.

"I’m sure you all have your reservations. However, as you’ve heard, while Harold is young, his individual strength already eclipses that of a Company Commander. He also shows an extraordinary aptitude for leadership. By assigning him to a formal unit early, we can cultivate his practical experience and further develop his potential."

"I understand your perspective, Vincent-kun. I agree that the plan is logical," replied Milstram, the man in charge of the Order’s force composition. He narrowed his eyes, the deep wrinkles of his long service shifting. While his gaze wasn't sharp, he maintained an air of undeniable authority as he questioned Vincent. "However, I wonder if this isn't a bit too hasty. Given what I’ve heard of the boy's personality, he’s bound to cause friction. He’s still young; wouldn't it be better to take the time to socialize him before sending him out?"

"Your concern is valid. It is precisely because he requires 'correction' that I have made this specific proposal."

"Let's hear it, then."

"Yes. I believe Lord Milstram may not be aware of the current situation..."

Vincent went on to explain the environment surrounding Harold: how he had humiliated his seniors in duels during the entrance exams, earning their resentment; how he was being targeted for harassment and violence; and how he was being isolated from his peers as a result. In such a toxic environment, building normal relationships was nearly impossible.

"...I see. You want to place him in a unit that won't hold a grudge against him. In that environment, he might actually build a foundation of trust."

"Exactly. Furthermore, the man I’m recommending, Cody, is a master at managing people. There is no one better at building rapport with subordinates. It was Cody who recruited the boy in the first place, and they’ve already been seen conversing with the other members of the squad."

Vincent was exaggerating slightly. Based on what he’d heard from Shannon, the "conversing" mostly involved Sid pestering a sour-faced Harold while the others watched with wry smiles. Nevertheless, the fact that Harold didn't immediately drive them away suggested he was opening up, even if only a fraction.

"Even so, it is lamentable," Milstram sighed. "Harold’s attitude is one thing, but for knights of this Order to blame their own weakness on a child and resort to such thuggery..."

"It is a failure on my part. I intend to punish those responsible as soon as they are identified. We are also looking into reports of certain individuals instigating the violence."

"If you're handling it, I won't interfere. Back to the point—the assignment is intended for experience, character correction, and to act as a shield against the resentment of the other recruits. Is that correct?"

"Yes. Though it may sound like favoritism, you may consider it a necessary measure to ensure Harold’s talent isn't crushed by pettiness."

The room erupted in whispers. Vincent was famous for being impartial and fair to a fault; to hear him publicly advocate for special treatment was unheard of. It drove home the point: Harold Stokes possessed a talent so rare that even the legendary Vincent was willing to stick his neck out for him.

"...If it's a talent you're that enamored with, Vincent-kun, I have nothing more to say. I approve his formal enlistment into the unit."

"Thank you for your understanding."

With Milstram’s approval, there were no further objections. Harold's assignment to Cody’s squad was officially decided. It was exactly what Vincent had aimed for—until an unexpected interference arrived at the very last moment.

With a heavy click, the meeting room door swung open.

"Forgive the intrusion, gentlemen," a middle-aged man with a gut that preceded him into the room announced. He didn't bother to bow. "I heard we have a promising new recruit."

"Indeed we do. Might I ask what brings you here, Lord Harrison?"

"I heard you were deciding the boy's placement and found myself curious. I didn't mean to meddle, but a rather timely offer crossed my desk, so I thought I’d drop by."

Harrison sat in an empty chair without waiting for an invitation, rubbing his belly and letting out a boisterous, arrogant laugh.

"Could you be more specific?" Vincent asked.

"A patrol mission. It’s nothing urgent or particularly dangerous, but the location is a bit of a haul. Right up against the border."

"That sounds like a chore."

"Wait, if it's a border patrol, shouldn't the local branches be handling it?"

The Knight Order operated branches across the country to handle regional issues, with the capital headquarters only stepping in for major incidents. Border patrols were usually the bread and butter of the provincial branches.

"I received a request for reinforcements from them," Harrison explained. "Apparently, the Beltis Woods have been restless lately. they want to conduct a full investigation but they're short on manpower."

"I haven't seen any such report..." Vincent noted, narrowing his eyes.

"Oh? Is that so? Perhaps the paperwork got lost somewhere." Harrison crossed his arms and tilted his head with a practiced, insincere air. More importantly, he had mentioned a location that could not be ignored.

"The Beltis Woods... that is the territory of the Stella tribe," Milstram noted. "They won't take kindly to an intrusion."

The Stella—also known as the Star People—were the oldest ethnic group on the continent. Once the masters of the world, their numbers had dwindled over millennia of internal power struggles. Now, they were a mysterious, reclusive people living in isolated communities. Because of their history, they were fiercely protective of their autonomy and hated outside interference. Any investigation into the woods risked a violent confrontation.

Harrison’s belly shook as he chuckled. "We're negotiating that now. We aren't invading their villages, after all. If we clear it with them beforehand, there shouldn't be an issue. But back to my point: why not send the new recruit along on this mission?"

"...And your reasoning?"

"No matter how talented he is, throwing him into a high-stakes combat zone immediately is a risk, isn't it? This patrol is low-danger. A long-term investigation would give him plenty of time to bond with his squad. Wouldn't that be the perfect first mission?"

Logically, Harrison was right. Even Vincent hadn't planned to send Harold into a meat grinder right away. This proposal seemed like the perfect compromise.

The only concern was why Harrison was being so helpful.

As the General Director, Harrison oversaw both the Knight Order and the National Army. He was the man who effectively controlled the nation’s military. However, the two branches were famous for their rivalry. The public viewed the Knights as the elite stars, while the Army was seen as the "plain" fallback for those who failed the Knight entrance exams.

Harrison himself had risen through the ranks of the National Army. Rumor had it he had fueled his climb with the pure spite of having failed to become a knight in his youth. Historically, he had viewed the Knight Order as an enemy.

His sudden cooperation was, frankly, suspicious. It was completely out of character.

"...I see. We shall take it under consideration," Vincent replied carefully.

Unable to discern Harrison’s true goal and lacking a solid reason to refuse, Vincent left it at that.

"Glad I could be of service," Harrison said, standing to leave.

A few months later, Harold’s name would be officially added to the roster for the mission to the Beltis Woods.
Chapter 37

A letter arrived for Harold that day. The sender’s name was clearly written: Yuno.

As he puzzled over why she would write to him, he recalled an exchange he’d had with Tasuku regarding his enlistment in the Knight Order.

Since the LP Farming Method had successfully gotten off the ground, Harold had entrusted the management and representative duties entirely to Tasuku. Nevertheless, Tasuku continued to send periodic progress reports. Until now, they’d had frequent opportunities to meet in person, so communication hadn’t been an issue, but that would change once Harold joined the Order.

To address this, Tasuku had suggested switching to written reports after his enlistment. Harold didn't particularly care if he received reports or not, but since it didn't involve any significant effort or inconvenience, he had agreed.

They’d decided to use a pseudonym to prevent any complications that might arise if his ties to the prominent House Sumeragi were discovered. Tasuku was well aware of Harold's intention to eventually break off his engagement with Erika, and the use of a fake name was likely a precaution to ensure their relationship wasn't exposed through an investigation into his correspondence.

That was why the letter hadn't been sent in Tasuku’s name. Of course, Cody had already found out about the engagement anyway. Tasuku couldn't openly deny the connection either, and since Hayden had absolutely no intention of hiding it, perfect secrecy had been an impossible goal from the start.

At the thought of his father, Harold stifled a sigh and broke the wax seal on the envelope.

The five sheets of parchment inside detailed how the LP Farming Method was steadily driving up profits and expanding its scale of operations. The figures were laid out in meticulous detail. At the end, Tasuku inquired if Harold had any visions for the business's future prospects.

Frankly, the enterprise had reached a scale far beyond Harold’s non-existent expertise in management. He had anticipated this, which was why he’d involved Tasuku and handed over the reins so early; even when asked for an opinion like this, he had no real answer to give.

He considered sending a reply that simply said, "Do as you like," but that felt far too irresponsible for the person who had originated the LP Farming Method in the first place.

While he knew Tasuku was competent enough not to need constant guidance, Harold couldn't think of anything else to add. He decided to urge Tasuku not to fixate too much on immediate profits and to establish contracts with other nobles before they could harbor resentment or grudges.

Currently, the LP Farming Method was framed as a technology devised by House Sumeragi and provided to House Stokes. Because these two houses held a monopoly, the revenue was substantial. If they shared the know-how with other nobles through a trading company in exchange for usage fees, it would likely mitigate the risk of unnecessary political friction.

Still, Harold knew this was merely the shallow wit of an amateur. He intended to leave the specifics—such as which sales channels to develop and the timing of the technology transfers—to Tasuku’s superior skill.

He fundamentally had no intention of interfering further.

He picked up a pen to write down his stance immediately, deciding to get it over with. As he worked in silence, his roommates staggered back into the room, their steps heavy and unsteady. A few were even groaning like zombies.

In the days since their initial bout, they had been diligently engaging in mock battles against Harold. He won overwhelmingly every time. Because he fought at a speed bordering on his serious pace, he hadn't suffered a single strike yet.

On the other hand, Isaac and the others were a wreck every single day. Harold wasn't inflicting much physical damage, but he toyed with them by dodging at full power until their stamina was completely spent.

As his roommates collapsed onto their beds one after another, only Isaac managed to limp over to Harold’s desk.

"Harold... you got a second?"

"What is it?"

"I have a message from Platoon Leader Cody. He said, 'Come see me tomorrow after morning training.' There... I've told you..."

His duty fulfilled, Isaac crawled into his own bunk and was snoring within seconds. Harold didn't even have time to reply.

Tomorrow. I’ll finally hear if I passed or failed. He felt like the process had taken an unusually long time. A dark thought crossed his mind: Was I so hated that they struggled to find a unit willing to take me?

However, the reality awaiting Harold was far harsher than he imagined.

The next morning, Harold arrived at the designated meeting spot to find not only Cody but Robinson and the rest of the squad as well. At that moment, his sense of foreboding spiked to an all-time high.

"Hey there! Good morning, Harold. How are we feeling today?"

"……Terrible."

To be precise, his mood had turned terrible the second he saw them. They had been spending so much time together lately that he’d begun to worry this would happen. Apparently, his fear had been a flag. Looking back, the flag had likely been set the moment they accompanied him on his final exam.

"Well, let's get right to it. As of today, Harold, you’ve been officially assigned to our unit. Looking forward to working with you!"

(Are you kidding me...?)

Harold’s body went rigid at the announcement. To be assigned to the one unit he wanted to avoid among the dozens available felt almost intentional.

In contrast to Harold's plummeting spirits, Robinson and the others were in a celebratory mood.

"We're counting on you, Harold!" Sid shouted, being the first to throw an arm around Harold’s shoulder.

Robinson and Aileen offered their own welcomes.

"It’s a huge relief to have you on the team, Harold," Robinson said.

"Just remember that we're your seniors, so show us some respect, okay?" Aileen added with a smirk.

It would be a lie to say Harold wasn't happy about their reaction. Because his mouth spat out vitriol regardless of his intent, people tended to shun him. People who treated him with genuine kindness were precious.

However, a future awaited this unit where everyone except Cody would be wiped out. For the story to progress according to the original work, that tragedy was essential.

By becoming a member of this squad, Harold had put his own life on the line for a battle that was fast approaching. It wasn't just a matter of whether he could save Robinson and the others—it was a question of whether he could survive at all.

(If I recall, the Cody Squad was annihilated four years before the start of the game... which means one year from now. If I can get a transfer before then, I might be able to avoid it.)

Harold immediately began plotting an escape route, but the situation took another turn for the worse.

"Also, we’ve been granted a five-day leave starting next week," Cody announced. "It’s only for a few select units, ours included."

"Why now, though?"

"I’m not complaining, but what’s the occasion?"

"We're heading out on an expedition as soon as the leave is over. Our squad is part of the vanguard, so I guess they want us to rest up while we can."

Robinson was the one to voice his suspicion. "Is the expedition going to be that grueling?"

"The mission itself isn't too bad, but the location is the problem. We’re heading to the Bertis Forest."

Bertis Forest.

Harold froze, his body turning to stone at the sound of that name.



Bertis Forest. A secluded land and home to the Stella Clan.

In the original game, this was the site of a massive bloody conflict between the Knight Order and the Stella Clan. It was the event that resulted in Cody losing all of his subordinates and subsequently resigning from the Order.

The battle was triggered by a traitor who allowed enemy soldiers to disguise themselves as both Knights and members of the Stella Clan to launch false-flag attacks on both sides. In truth, the Order had secured permission to enter the forest, but the mastermind’s plot shattered that agreement in the most horrific way possible, creating a deep, permanent rift between humanity and the Stella Clan.

The public narrative—that the Stella Clan had ambushed the Knights—only served to widen the divide.

The true architect of this tragedy wasn't the traitor, but Justus, who had manipulated the entire scenario. His goal was to analyze a unique biological trait of the Stella Clan, and he intended to use the chaos in Bertis Forest to kidnap several of them for his experiments.

Robinson and the others would die, Cody would quit, and Justus would obtain the test subjects needed to advance his ultimate plan. The battle of Bertis Forest was a pivotal event that fundamentally reshaped the world’s history.

Intervening would mean deviating wildly from the original plot. That was why Harold had hesitated, but he’d also felt some measure of security, thinking he still had a year to prepare.

Now, everything had been upended in an instant.

What should he do? Before he could find an answer, his participation in the massacre had been set in stone.

Harold was in a state of total panic. His composure was shattered as completely as it had been the day he first realized he’d been reincarnated into the game world. He was no longer capable of calm, rational thought.

His mind was spinning. "Clinging to straws" was perhaps the only way to describe his current state.

He utilized the five-day leave before the expedition to travel to the Sumeragi Territory.

If asked why, Harold couldn't have given a logical answer. He was at a dead end; he couldn't confide in anyone, yet he couldn't find a solution on his own. His journey was, in a sense, a desperate flight from reality.

It was his first visit to House Sumeragi in nearly two months. Since he hadn't sent word ahead of time, the servants were thrown into a flurry by his sudden arrival.

The one who eventually greeted him was the elderly man named Kiryu.

"Well, well, Lord Harold. To what do we owe the pleasure? We had no word of your arrival."

"It's an emergency. Get Tasuku."

There was no emergency, of course, but having come all this way, he had to maintain his persona.

"The master is currently out on business. I expect he will return by evening."

"Tch."

Harold clicked his tongue reflexively. It was an unannounced visit, so it couldn't be helped, but his disappointment far outweighed any sense of apology. He was truly at his wit's end.

He was shown to a guest room, but waiting for Tasuku’s return felt like an unbearable torture. Simply sitting still caused his anxiety and irritation to boil over. He knew Tasuku’s return wouldn't magically solve his problems, but he couldn't stop the spiral of negative emotions.

He tried to force his brain to work, searching for some narrow path to victory, but no effective plan came to mind.

As he sat there gritting his teeth, a voice called out from behind the sliding door.

"Excuse me."

It was a cool, clear voice that seemed to act like a balm on Harold's feverish mind.

He realized then that her voice and gestures were beginning to resemble her mother, Koyomi—a trivial thought that offered a momentary distraction from his dire situation.

Exhausted by the pressure, he didn't even have the energy to treat her with his usual vitriol. Since she had come to see the man she hated most, she surely had a reason for being there.

"……Enter."

He heard a sharp intake of breath from the other side of the door. Clearly, his compliant response was the last thing she had expected.

After a moment’s hesitation, the door slid open.

"It has been quite some time, Lord Harold."

There stood Erika, dressed in a kimono the color of fresh spring grass. She knelt and performed a deep, formal bow, lowering her head until it nearly touched the floor.
Chapter 38

It happened without warning.

The mansion had suddenly descended into an uproar. When Erika asked a servant what the commotion was about, she was told that Harold had arrived to visit.

That alone was not particularly unusual; he had visited many times to meet with Tasuku or Itsuki. However, the concerning part was that he had shown up while those two were away.

According to Kiryu’s report, Harold appeared to have urgent business. He seemed uncharacteristically restless, exuding an intense, forceful aura that brooked no argument.

As Erika listened to the description of his behavior, she felt an unsettling sense of dissonance.

"Where is Lord Harold?"

"I have shown him to the guest room, My Lady."

"I see."

Erika hesitated for only a moment after Kiryu left. Then, she stood and stepped out of her private room.

Even as she walked toward the man who habitually avoided her—a man who grew overtly displeased whenever their eyes met—there was no trace of trepidation in her stride. She had long since bid farewell to the frailty of flinching at such things.

Arriving at the guest room, Erika knelt in seiza and spoke through the closed sliding door.

"Excuse me."

Would he drive her away with his usual contempt? Or perhaps he would simply ignore her? 

If he was as agitated as Kiryu suggested, she might be subjected to a volley of harsh, biting words. Even so, she had no intention of backing down today.

Contrary to her expectations, however, Harold’s response was a single, clipped word.

"Enter."

Startled by how easily she had been granted admission, Erika froze for a heartbeat before sliding the door open.

"It has been a long time, Lord Harold."

She bowed her head deeply.

Harold let out a heavy sigh before tossing a question her way.

"What are you plotting, coming to see me of your own accord?"

Harold was convinced that Erika hated him. Since he had gone out of his way to ensure that result, it was only natural for him to reach that conclusion. Therefore, he assumed she would never visit him by choice.

If she answered honestly—that she had no grand reason and simply wanted to see him because she was worried—he would likely kick her out. Thus, Erika matched his tone.

"I have no such intentions. It is not as if I came here by choice."

"Then what are you here for?"

"Lord Harold is my fiancé and a guest of paramount importance to House Sumeragi. Since the head of the house and my mother are absent, I shall serve as your host."

"Unnecessary. Spending time with the likes of you is a nuisance."

He rejected her immediately, but Erika held her ground. Leveraging her position as his fiancée, her duty to the Sumeragi name, and the consequences of Harold’s own unexpected arrival, she lined up a series of plausible justifications.

"For the Sumeragi to fail in treating a guest with due hospitality would be a stain on our honor. That said, as your visit was quite sudden, we haven't been able to make proper preparations. I ask for your understanding."

"……"

Sensing that Erika wouldn't budge even an inch, Harold fell silent. He likely understood that the fault lay with him for visiting without confirming anyone’s presence first.

Taking his silence as consent, Erika lit the fire in the room's built-in hearth and began to heat the iron kettle she had brought.

Harold remained mute, not even bothering to look in her direction. As Erika watched his profile, she confirmed her suspicion: he was not his usual self. 

While his displeased expression and furrowed brow remained, the suffocating pressure he usually used to intimidate others had vanished. In its place was something that almost looked like vulnerability.

Harold, a man who never showed weakness, was currently so dejected that he couldn't even maintain his usual mask in front of her.

Anyone familiar with Harold’s typical conduct would have been floored by the sight. 

But Erika was different. She knew.

She knew that even a man like Harold could be plagued by doubt and shed tears in secret. He merely hid that fragility behind a wall of arrogance and insolent behavior. He lived in a world so solitary that he felt he had no other choice.

And because he was that kind of man, Erika wanted to be the one to support him.

"Here you are."

She added the tea leaves to the boiling water, poured a cup, and set it before him.

Harold didn't touch the tea or the sweets, remaining locked in silence. Eventually, just as the green tea began to lose its warmth and Erika reached out to replace it, he finally spoke.

"……How do you feel about the hand you’ve been dealt?"

The words were barely a whisper, as if he were talking to himself. His gaze remained fixed on the empty air, but the question sounded like a plea for help.

It was an inquiry completely unlike him. Normally, he wouldn't show even a surface-level interest in how others thought or lived. 

Perhaps he was projecting his own struggles onto her. If he was truly this tormented, this cornered…

"I am grateful for my current circumstances. I have no complaints about being born the only daughter of House Sumeragi."

Depending on her answer, she might have been able to comfort him. The reason for his distress was a mystery, but the fact that he was suffering was undeniable. Had she sympathized with his plight—had she provided the empathy he lacked—she might have offered him a cheap, easy salvation.

But she didn't want to see a Harold like that. She felt such a thing was beneath a man who had walked his path with such fierce pride; it would be as if Harold were ceasing to be himself.

Though she knew it was a selfish impulse, she couldn't suppress it. More importantly, she intuitively realized that if she indulged his weakness now, she would never truly be able to stand by his side.

And so, Erika pushed back. She decided that he didn't need a kindness that merely coddled him; he needed to find the answer through his own strength.

"Be honest. Those don't sound like the true feelings of someone forced into a marriage they never wanted."

In truth, Erika viewed her engagement to Harold as the primary reason to be thankful for her birthright. However, she couldn't say that to save her life.

Harold looked at her with blatant skepticism, clearly not believing a word she said.

"I was born into House Sumeragi and have lived a life of comfort thanks to this family and its people. I long ago resolved to suppress my own heart if it meant repaying that debt."

These were Erika's honest feelings. Indeed, even if Harold had been the vile person he pretended to be, Erika would have discarded her personal happiness to marry him if it served her people.

The fact that the man before her had "ruined" that resolve in the best way possible—while simultaneously plotting to break off the engagement—was a profound irony.

"Besides, if we are speaking of such things, you are the one who truly loathes this engagement, aren't you, Lord Harold? I am not so dense that I haven't noticed how much you despise me."

Perhaps taken aback by her bluntness, Harold muttered a soft monologue.

"……How? How can you accept a reality that should be unacceptable?"

Because I met you.

That was what she wanted to say. Knowing his true character—how he would willingly soak himself in infamy to protect what mattered—she had been irrevocably drawn to him. She had been captivated by his iron-clad conviction, and before she knew it, she had fallen in love.

It was because she felt this way that she couldn't stand to see him so broken. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, both as a person and as a man.

It was a volatile mix of affection and devotion. Erika desperately fought down the impulse. 

She couldn't. If she spoke those words now, she would only be piling more burdens onto a man who was already buckling under the weight of the world.

To compose herself, she cleared her throat with a deliberate cough.

"I believe your strength is magnificent, Lord Harold. It would be a lie to say I don't envy it."

The sudden shift in topic and the unexpected praise left Harold looking genuinely bewildered. It was a rare, precious expression.

However, he quickly retreated behind his usual wall of thorns.

"Hmph. Do you think flattery will get you anywhere now?"

"It is my honest opinion. You carve out your own destiny with your own hands. I lack such power, and I truly admire you for it."

It wasn't just about his raw willpower. It was his broad perspective, his ability to analyze the present and see through to the heart of a matter as if he were predicting the future. It was the knowledge that created miasma-resistance drugs and revolutionized agriculture.

None of it was ordinary. She remembered something Tasuku had once said:

“He is brilliant, but he is far too exceptional. At times, that very power will leave him isolated.”

That was why Erika made her choice. To ensure he was never truly alone, she wanted to become his equal—someone who could support him.

But that wasn't enough. Seeing him now, she felt that truth with painful clarity.

"But no matter how exceptional a person is, there are limits to what one can achieve alone."

"……"

"Just because you can do everything by yourself does not mean you must. Lord Harold, you need to learn how to rely on others."

Harold was likely capable of doing almost anything on his own. Because of that, he had never seen the need to ask for help. Or perhaps, he simply had no one to ask.

But if he continued like this, he would eventually reach his breaking point and shatter. That fear gnawed at Erika’s heart.

"Don't talk as if you know me, girl."

"It is true that I do not know everything about you. But isn't the reverse also true?"

"What?"

"You don't realize that there are people who would give anything to help you."

Harold had grown too comfortable with isolation. He kept everyone at arm's length, seemingly believing that being alone was his natural state. It was a fixed mindset likely born from a lifetime of being unable to trust anyone.

Imagining how painful that path must have been made her heart ache.

But now, he had allies. Tasuku and Itsuki were at the top of that list. Erika knew her family; she knew they genuinely respected and liked Harold. He was finally in a position where he was allowed to trust someone other than himself.

"Just once is enough. Please, take a look at the people around you."

If he did, he would surely find someone worthy of his trust.

Erika felt a sharp pang of sadness, knowing that her own face would likely not be among those he found.



(“No matter how exceptional a person is, there are limits to what one can achieve alone,” huh…)

Erika’s words looped in Harold’s mind.

It was a painfully sound argument. Harold was well aware that while his physical stats were off the charts, his actual brain was pretty average. He was only managing to stay afloat because he was abusing his "cheat" knowledge of the original game.

On the other hand, that knowledge was a double-edged sword. To Harold, it was just a game script, but in this world, it was the equivalent of divine prophecy. It was a power that only lasted until the game's ending, but if the wrong person got wind of it, the consequences would be catastrophic. 

Naturally, Harold had tried to handle everything himself to keep his "future memories" from being discovered.

But as Erika said, he had reached his limit. At the very least, this current mess wasn't something he could resolve solo.

He flopped onto his back.

It wasn't that he’d never relied on anyone. He wouldn't have been able to save Clara and Colette or implement the LP farming method without the help of Norman and Tasuku.

But he hadn't exactly given them his full trust.

The reason wasn't just about his secrets being exposed. He was also terrified that if he relied on them too much, they would deviate from their roles in the "Original Story," causing the entire timeline to collapse.

(But isn't it a bit late for that?)

Thinking back, Harold’s very existence was an anomaly. Because of him, Clara was alive, the LP farming method existed, House Sumeragi had been saved from the miasma, and he had joined the Knight Order three years early.

Most of those changes were necessary to kill off his own death flags.

This time, he had been paralyzed, weighing the lives of Robinson and the others against the integrity of the Original Story. But fate had forced his hand; he was now being dragged into the very battle where they were destined to die.

He had run to Tasuku in a panic, but maybe this was the answer all along. Erika’s lecture had brought it into focus.

Trying to dodge every single flag alone was impossible—both for the world and for his own sanity. Allowing others to actively intervene, even if it wasn't in the "script," might actually be the solution.

It was a fundamental shift in strategy: as long as he could eventually take down Justus, he would have to tolerate the story going off the rails.

Was it a mistake? The further he strayed from the script, the more he lost his greatest advantage.

But the world was already changing. The biggest threat was the possibility that Justus’s plan was moving faster than in the game. If that was the case, Rainer and the others wouldn't grow strong enough in time.

He refused to just walk into a fight with the Stella Clan and die without a plan.

(……Fine then. Let’s go for broke! I’ll save Robinson’s squad, delay Justus’s plan, and power up Rainer’s party all at once!)

If he failed, he’d die. But that was nothing new; he’d been living with a target on his back since the moment he woke up in this body. Conversely, if he succeeded, he could pave a much smoother path toward the True Ending, even if it looked different from the game.

He realized he’d been far too fixated on playing it safe. Trying to get the best possible result without taking any risks was a pipe dream. Since he was trying to overturn a destiny of certain death, he had to be willing to bet everything on the line.

He felt a strange sense of clarity. If he couldn't do it alone, he’d use every resource—and person—available. It was a simple conclusion. He was done being afraid of the ripples his actions caused.

The darkness seemed to lift, and he knew he owed that to Erika.

“No matter how exceptional a person is, there are limits to what one can achieve alone.”

“Lord Harold, you need to learn how to rely on others.”

“You don't realize that there are people who would give anything to help you.”

He was amazed she could say all that to a guy she supposedly hated. She really was a kind, incredible girl—no wonder she was one of the most popular characters in the game.

Getting on her bad side might have been a real waste of an opportunity.

Despite his situation, Harold found himself letting out a small, wry smile at the thought.
Chapter 39

Night had fully fallen by the time Tasuku finally returned home. Upon being informed that Harold had arrived, he went to see him immediately. It was highly uncharacteristic for Harold to visit without a prior appointment; the lack of notice suggested a situation of significant gravity.

Since it was late and Harold was staying the night, he had already changed into a yukata.

“It has been a while, Harold-kun. What brings you here today?”

“I have something to tell you. It won't wait.”

Disliking idle chatter, Harold cut straight to the point without any preamble. Tasuku shifted his posture, giving the boy his full attention.

“I see. Let us hear it, then.”

“In about a week, I’ll be heading out on an expedition for the Knight Order. Our destination is the Bertis Forest.”

“That is quite a distance.”

The Bertis Forest was located near the border. A round trip alone would likely take a month. If only there were an airship landing site in that vicinity, the travel time could be significantly reduced.

“Still, this is your first mission. Surely there isn't much danger involved?”

“On the surface, it’s a mere reconnaissance mission. However, hostilities will likely break out with the Stella Clan.”

“What?!”

The words were spat out so nonchalantly that Tasuku couldn't help but exclaim in shock. If the Knight Order and the Stella Clan entered into combat, Harold was saying the situation could escalate into a full-scale ethnic conflict at worst. It would have been stranger not to be surprised by such a revelation.

“Is that true? How could such a thing happen…?”

“There’s a mole among the Kingdom’s upper echelons. That person intends to pull the strings and provide the spark to ignite a war.”

The details Harold recited so calmly were not easily believed. However, the person speaking was none other than Harold Stokes. Tasuku could not imagine him spouting groundless delusions.

“…For what purpose?”

“The objective is to capture the Stella Clan. There are risks of human experimentation and dissection; in any case, they won't face a pleasant end if they're caught.”

“That is an affront to humanity. I cannot overlook such an issue—provided the story is true, of course.”

Unless there was certainty, or at least substantial proof, Tasuku—and by extension, House Sumeragi—could not act. Given the scale of the situation and the parties involved, even a simple investigation would carry high risks. It might have been hypocritical to speak of humanity while weighing such options, but Tasuku had to consider the possibility of turning a blind eye if the risks were too great.

“If you’re asking for proof, don’t bother. There’s nothing physical.”

“Then how did you come across such classified information, Harold-kun?”

It was a natural question. Information of this nature was not supposed to be easily accessible. Harold had long possessed a mysterious information network; Tasuku wondered if he had relied on it again.

His hypothesis was on the mark.

“Do you know the name Giffelt?”

For a moment, Tasuku couldn't process what Harold had said. It wasn't because the name was unfamiliar. Quite the opposite—Giffelt was so famous that practically everyone had heard of him.

There is nothing in all creation that he does not know. He was a master information broker, extolled as a man capable of gathering any piece of intelligence. However, he was widely regarded as more of an occult myth than a real person.

“I have heard the rumors. A… fairy of sorts, who can obtain any information in the world for a suitable price.”

Harold looked down at that, shaking his head as if to say good grief.

“Are you an idiot? There’s no such thing as fairies. He’s certainly an eccentric, so I can see why they’d call him that, but he’s real.”

“Wait a moment, Harold-kun. Let me be clear… have you actually met the Giffelt?”

Giffelt was the stuff of urban legends, a name most people wouldn't mention with a straight face. Yet, “normal” logic didn't apply to the boy crossing his arms in front of Tasuku.

“Yeah. What of it?”

That’s impossible, Tasuku thought. Yet, another part of him was instantly convinced. It was the only way to explain Harold’s unnervingly vast reach. Judging by the boy's tone, they seemed somewhat well-acquainted. Harold possessed a truly incredible circle of connections.

“Whatever. That doesn't matter. Let’s get to the main point.”

Harold reset the conversation. With sensational information piling up one after another, Tasuku’s head throbbed at the realization that they hadn't even reached the core of the matter.

◇

When I brought up Giffelt’s name, Tasuku’s reaction was even bigger than I expected. And then he hit me with the "Giffelt is a fairy" theory. I barely managed to stifle a laugh.

The rumors circulating were pretty exaggerated, but those were actually spread by Giffelt himself. The truth revealed in the original game was that he staged the whole thing to build his own reputation.

“Information Broker Giffelt” was a character who appeared throughout the game to provide meta-explanations about mechanics, controls, and item hints, or to share side stories unrelated to the plot. He didn't offer much in the way of critical lore for clearing the game, but his selling point was his god-tier presence—he’d show up anywhere, from forests crawling with high-level monsters to remote islands, and even right before the final boss's inner sanctum. He was a mysterious, androgynous figure with a puffy flat cap whose real name, age, and gender were all unknown.

I’d never actually met him in this world, but apparently, Giffelt existed here too. Since I’d met him countless times in the game and understood his personality, I figured I could get away with a little bluffing. Besides, seeing Tasuku’s reaction, it looked like I could use Giffelt as a convenient excuse to dodge questions about my "future knowledge" from now on.

“Whether you believe me or not is irrelevant, but I’ll give you a chance to repay your debt.”

Time to start the negotiations. My tone was appallingly arrogant, but it had been long enough that neither Tasuku nor I felt any friction over it. That might be a problem in its own right, but moving the conversation forward was the priority.

“While I’m staying here… I need you to secure a military uniform from the Sarian Empire within three days.”

“The Empire? What on earth do you intend to do with that?”

“I’ll wear it under my armor during the expedition. Once the fighting starts, I’ll reveal myself in that gear to cause enough confusion to stall the battle.”

The plan was simple: if a Sarian soldier suddenly appeared in the middle of a clash between the Knight Order and the Stella Clan, both sides would hesitate, unsure of who the real enemy was. Using an Imperial uniform was blatant, but in the chaos of combat, something that obvious would be more effective.

“It is dangerous. At worst, you will become the target for both sides.”

I knew that. If possible, I wanted to stop the fight entirely—or better yet, stop the expedition itself. But the reality was that I had neither the time nor the political capital to pull that off.

“Don’t make me laugh. The attacks of those spineless weaklings won't even graze me.”

While my mouth spat out the usual overconfident garbage, I was actually terrified. But I couldn't back down. I knew that if I didn't show a stubborn, "I'll do it alone if I have to" attitude, I wouldn't get any help from Tasuku. He had a position to protect and couldn't move easily.

As a backup, I’d even considered framing it so it looked like I was blackmailing him into helping. But that was a last resort. I wanted to avoid leaving any long-term grudges with Tasuku or House Sumeragi if I could help it, so I kept that to myself for now.

“…Give me some time to gather my thoughts.”

Tasuku gave an ambiguous answer, his face clouded with worry. He likely saw through my intentions and gave that response because of it.

Well, an immediate 'yes' was never going to happen, I thought. Honestly, the fact that he didn't reject me outright just showed what a good guy he was. I didn't know if he was cut out to be a feudal lord, but as a person, he was incredibly likable. Erika probably inherited her kindness from him.

“I’m not holding my breath. Whether you decide to ignore me or come up with an alternative is up to you, but make sure that uniform is ready in time. If you do that, I’ll handle the rest.”

“I will see to the arrangements immediately. Though, in truth, I am not fond of the idea; it feels as though I am sending you to your death.”

“If you feel that way, then act in your own way—as long as you don't get in my path.”

“Honestly… you never stop, do you, Harold-kun? Your youthful drive is dazzling, but as a future son, it is also quite worrying.”

The harsh retort of What the hell is this old man blathering about? vanished the moment he said the word "son."

“…Have you lost your mind? We’re in the process of nullifying the engagement with Erika.”

“That letter was merely a proposal that such a thing could happen by mutual agreement, was it not? It is one option, but for my part, I intend to ultimately respect the wishes of the two people involved.”

That was unexpected. I’d assumed he was dead-set on the annulment for Erika’s sake. Well, if he respects Erika’s will, the engagement is going to get nuked anyway, so I guess it doesn't matter.

“That aside, isn't this the first time you've called Erika by her name since your first meeting? Even then, you were formal, calling her 'Erika-san.' As far as I know, I believe this is the first time you have called her properly.”

(Wait, really? There's no way... right?)

But now that he mentioned it, I realized I had no memory of calling Erika by her name to her face. I usually stuck to “you” or “this girl,” and when she wasn't around, she was just “her.” I occasionally called other people by their names, but for some reason, I’d completely avoided it with Erika. Maybe I was trying so hard to avoid her that it just became a habit.

Three years since we met. It was incredibly late to realize it, and honestly, pretty rude of me.

“What a trivial thing to notice…”

I kept my tone dismissive, but internally, I reconsidered. As a decent human being, I should probably at least call her by her name.

Whether I could actually bring myself to do it was a different story.
Chapter 40

Preparations were far from perfect, but time waited for no one, regardless of his growing dissatisfaction. In the end, Harold couldn't think of any countermeasure more effective than requesting cooperation from Tasuku.

Spreading rumors that the expedition was a trap would have been futile; without solid evidence, no one would believe him, even if he spoke the absolute truth. If there was anything else he could do, it was limited to urging Cody and the others to remain alert.

Not that it seemed to be doing much good.

He trudged slowly through a rocky expanse, leading a packhorse by its reins. Boulders of all sizes littered the path, and he felt as if the uneven terrain only added to the mental weight slowing his steps.

"Relax your shoulders, Harold. Your face is five times stiffer than usual."

Sid, walking alongside him, tossed the mocking remark toward Harold, who was looking visibly fed up.

The members of the Cody Squad had been telling him some variation of that nearly every day since the expedition began. They likely assumed he was high-strung because this was his first official mission.

While their interpretation was off, there was no denying his tension.

Unfortunately, Harold’s attempts to warn them—barking orders like "Don't lower your guard" or "Pay attention to your surroundings"—were being dismissed as the overreactions of a nervous recruit. Most of the experienced knights, Robinson included, viewed this mission as a low-risk, low-urgency patrol.

It wasn't that they were being negligent, but they radiated an air of relaxed composure. To put it bluntly, the atmosphere was far too loose.

"You lot are far too relaxed. If a fight breaks out, you'll be the first to die."

"A fight with who?" Sid asked.

"This is a patrol along the border. Those 'suspicious eyewitness' reports could easily be the Sarian Empire's men."

"Well, maybe. But even then, the intel says there are thirty of them at most. It's just a scouting party, right? We’ve got over two hundred men in this formation. Even if we do run into them, we’ll kick them back across the border and be done with it."

Sid had a point, rationally speaking. A thirty-man scouting party picking a fight with a well-equipped, well-supplied force in enemy territory would be a suicide mission. Because the knights understood the futility of such an act, they had concluded that combat was unlikely.

However, that logic only held if the prior intelligence was accurate. In this case, the very premise was likely a lie.

In the original story, this battle resulted in a massacre. It was safer to assume that ambushes and traps awaited them within the trees.

Harold found himself profoundly skeptical of how Sid could be so carefree, considering the man had nearly died in an encounter with an Eerie Cloud just the other day. Once we return alive, I’ll drill that composure right out of him, Harold thought darkly.

Clinging to his grim resolve, Harold delivered another warning, having lost track of how many times he’d already tried.

"If you value your life, be ready to fight at a moment's notice. Though I suppose for someone of your meager talent, it won't make much difference."

"Yeah, yeah."

To Sid, who had grown used to Harold’s acerbic tongue, it was like punching a cloud.

Harold felt the urge to simply scream the truth of the future at them, but without proof, he would only earn their suspicion or be branded a traitor.

He tried his best to instill a sense of crisis in the Cody Squad, but his efforts bore little fruit. Eventually, they arrived at the town bordering the Bertis Forest. This was to be their base of operations while they conducted patrols in and around the woods.

(Tsk... what now?)

They arrived in the evening. Once the next day's preparations were finished, Harold found himself with free time and began to wander aimlessly through the town, which was currently bathed in the orange glow of the sunset.

The streets were mostly empty given the hour. It wasn't a large town to begin with.

He walked the quiet streets, racking his brain for answers that refused to come. So much of his mental capacity was dedicated to his dilemma that he didn't realize his feet had led him into a deserted back alley.

He came to a sudden halt as he snapped back to his senses. He realized he was lost; he wasn't even sure which turns he had taken to get here.

He was appalled by his own lack of focus. Alone in the alleyway, the frustration slipped out.

"...Stop it already. How long do you intend to keep this up?"

Even when talking to himself, Harold’s voice remained haughty and high-handed.

In the next moment, figures emerged from the gloom. Clad in black, they seemed to melt out of the twilight like shadows brought to life. Their attire was strikingly reminiscent of ninjas.

Surrounded by this eerie group, Harold’s vigilance spiked to its maximum. An ambush?

Contrary to his expectations, the dozen or so figures remained motionless. Just as the standoff reached its peak, one of the black-clad figures stepped forward and lowered the cloth covering their face.

"It has been quite a while, Lord Harold~"

A slow, drawling voice broke the silence, completely out of place with the tension of the moment. Though her outfit had changed significantly from her usual apron, the woman was undoubtedly Yuno, Erika’s attendant.

The tension drained out of Harold’s body, replaced by a wave of relief.

"Tasuku’s messenger, I see."

"Yes~"

The assistance he had managed to wrest from Tasuku during their negotiations had finally arrived. He was grateful that the man had kept his word and dispatched personnel.

However, he was surprised to see Yuno among them. To put it bluntly, this kind of work seemed far too dangerous for a maid. Then again, if she had been sent, she might possess hidden talents; it would explain how she managed to serve as Erika’s bodyguard.

"I’m surprised that man actually allowed you to come here."

"Yes~ Lady Erika told me, 'Do as you please'~"

(Hmm?)

Yuno’s response felt slightly off. Harold had assumed that Erika and Yuno had been forced into this by Tasuku’s orders. But Yuno’s words implied that she had come here of her own volition.

The thought snagged in Harold's mind, but he didn't have the luxury of dwelling on it.

"Hmph, whatever. How much have you lot been told?"

"The gist of it~"

Yuno kept it vague. Even in a deserted alley, this wasn't a conversation for the open air. There was no telling who might be listening.

"We’re moving. We'll discuss the details elsewhere."

"This way, then~. We’ve already prepared a room away from prying eyes~"

They were efficient, as expected of Tasuku’s people.

At Yuno’s signal, the other figures vanished back into the shadows. Apparently, she would be his sole guide. When Harold turned back to her, he was met with that same soft, peaceful smile.

Looking at her, Harold offered a silent prayer. Please, just don't screw up the support.



Three days had passed since they arrived at the town nearest the Bertis Forest. While performing his duties as a support unit, Cody maintained his usual easygoing facade, but inwardly, he was troubled.

The source of his anxiety was the boy who had recently joined his squad: Harold.

Cody was monitoring the boy at the request of Vice Commander Vincent—his old friend and the number-two man in the Order—but doubting his own subordinate left a bad taste in his mouth.

The problem was that Harold provided plenty of reasons to be suspicious.

Initially, Cody had been preoccupied with the boy's overwhelming combat prowess, but his suspicions had solidified during their encounter with that mysterious red-black mist during the entrance exam.

It was an unidentified monster. Yet, Harold’s reaction had suggested he knew exactly what it was.

Though the boy claimed it was merely intuition and acted as if he were seeing it for the first time, he had effectively demonstrated to Cody and the others exactly how to defeat it. Had Cody not been tipped off by Vincent, he might have overlooked the strangeness of the act.

It wasn't an action that harmed the Knight Order, but if Harold knew something, why use such a roundabout method?

(It makes sense if he's trying to hide the fact that he knows about "that thing" at all,) Cody mused.

He had no idea why the boy would feel the need to hide it. For that matter, they didn't even know what the mist was. Perhaps if they identified the monster, Harold’s behavior would start to make sense.

But there was no time for such leisurely investigations. Whether it was fighting style or monsters, Harold clearly knew things an ordinary person shouldn't.

Furthermore, when the boy had learned he was being assigned to this expedition, he had been visibly shaken. Since the mission began, he had done nothing but repeat warnings to "prepare for an attack."

It was as if he knew something was coming.

There was also the matter of Harold disappearing during his free time in town.

Cody couldn't shake his bad premonitions. The other knights thought the boy was just nervous about his first mission, but Cody knew Harold wasn't the type to get cold feet. Even if he were terrified, he wasn't the sort of boy to show it so blatantly.

That realization only made Harold’s persistent warnings more alarming.

Should he force the boy to talk? He doubted Harold would ever confess under pressure, but if lives were at stake, Cody might have to resort to hard measures as his commanding officer.

(But then again, Harold is one of my precious subordinates, too.)

That was Cody’s unwavering belief, and the root of his conflict. Having spent several months with him, Cody knew the boy wasn't as malicious as his persona suggested. He was hiding something, certainly, but he had done nothing to betray the Order.

He wanted to believe in Harold. It was a natural impulse for a commander. But "believing because I want to" was a dangerous path. Unconditional trust was just another word for being blind. He had Vincent’s request to consider; he couldn't just let this go.

Cody let out a long, heavy sigh. Thinking about it wasn't getting him anywhere.

What if he just walked up to the boy and said, "Hey there, morning! So, Harold-kun, what are you hiding?"

Being that blunt might actually catch the boy off guard. Nah, probably not, he thought, dismissing the idea.

Still, even if it didn't suit his style, a heart-to-heart might be necessary. If something was going to happen during the patrol, they were running out of time.

He had just decided to seek Harold out when a messenger burst into the officers' room with enough force to nearly take the door off its hinges.

"R-Report! One of the patrol units is under attack! Multiple casualties! They’re requesting immediate reinforcements!"

The room erupted into movement. Cody was the fastest to react. He threw open the door to the common room where twenty of his men were stationed and barked out orders.

"It’s showtime. Grab your gear and muster outside. Robin-kun!"

"Y-Yes!"

"Where’s Harold-kun?"

"He was just here, but he slipped out a moment ago..."

Cody was too late. The boy was already heading for the front. He knew it instinctively.

"Cody Squad is to follow Malik Squad's lead. I’m going to find Harold-kun. Don't wait for me!"

"P-Platoon Leader!?"

Ignoring Robinson’s shout, Cody sprinted to the stables. The groom confirmed that no horses had been taken. Harold likely realized that a new recruit had no authority to requisition a mount during an emergency.

That meant Harold was heading for the Bertis Forest on foot. If Cody took a horse, he could catch him.

Borrowing a mount, Cody galloped toward the forest. In less than five minutes, he spotted Harold’s back.

Even so, the boy’s speed was terrifying. It had taken longer to catch him than Cody had anticipated. He galloped past, cut the boy off, and leapt from his horse to block the path.

"Where are you going in such a hurry, Harold-kun?"

"...You? What about the others?"

"Robin-kun and the boys? I left them under another squad's command."

"Go back. You’re their captain."

"So are you. Why don't we head back together?"

"I refuse."

A flat rejection. Harold intended to act alone. The boy had to know the consequences: ignoring orders and acting independently on a battlefield was a court-martial offense. It was beyond Cody’s power to protect him from that. At best, he’d be dismissed; at worst, imprisoned.

And yet, the boy clearly had a reason he couldn't turn back. Harold was a boy who would never bend his convictions. He possessed a terrifying strength of will. Persuasion would be a waste of breath.

Stubborn subordinates are such a pain, Cody thought with a wry smile.

"It’d really help me out if you just came back quietly, you know?"

"You're tedious. Get out of my way."

"I can't just say 'okay' and let you go. You don't want to end up in the brig, do you?"

Of course, that assumed they survived. Looking into Harold’s eyes, Cody saw everything he needed to know. Those were the eyes of a man who had already accepted his own death. Cody had seen that look many times before. Often, the people wearing it didn't come back.

"..."

"Silent? Then let me be clear."

He couldn't just stand by and watch a subordinate with those eyes march off to a slaughter. Vincent had his doubts, but Cody saw something else. From the moment he’d first met the boy, Cody had seen a glimpse of the future.

He saw the man who would one day lead the Knight Order.

Perhaps it was Cody’s own selfishness. An imposition of his own ideals. He was projecting a future that he and Vincent might never reach onto this boy.

And because of that, he refused to let him die.

Cody took a deep breath, planting his feet to show he wouldn't be moved. He drew his sword, fully aware that he was acting out of character.

With his usual, lighthearted grin, he made his declaration.

"If you want to pass, you'll have to go through me! ...Or something like that."
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To say that people held Cody Luzial in high regard would be an overstatement, even by the most generous of standards. On paper, his title was impressive enough; serving as a platoon leader in the Knight Order at such a young age made it seem as though he were cruising down the fast track of the elite.

In practice, however, his attitude toward duty was anything but diligent. Coupled with a naturally blunt personality, he had earned his fair share of detractors among his colleagues.

The reason someone like him could be considered best friends with Vice Commander Vincent—a man showered with praise from every corner of the kingdom—was rooted in their shared past.

They had been born and raised in the same rural town. They were childhood friends in the truest sense of the word.

Both had been born into unremarkable families, spending their early years living freely in a town surrounded by nature.

That peace was shattered when they were seven years old.

Without warning, the town was attacked by mercenary-turned-bandits. Food and valuables were looted; many were murdered, and many more were kidnapped.

The tragedy didn't end there. A horde of monsters swarmed through the defensive walls that had been breached during the bandits' assault, likely lured by the scent of blood and the stores of food.

With the town’s defenses already crippled, there was no way to stop the invasion.

What remained of the town after the double onslaught of bandits and monsters was the thick stench of blood, the screams of the dying, and red flames roaring in every direction. It was a literal hellscape.

Cody and Vincent survived by sheer luck, but they had lost their families, and the town had been so thoroughly destroyed that it could no longer function.

All they had left was the crushing sense of loss. As orphans, they could do nothing but wallow in their grief.

However, a life of grief would eventually lead to dying like a dog in a ditch. To the Cody of that time, that had actually been a viable option. He had considered simply dying so he could be with his family again.

The only thing that stopped him and gave him the resolve to live was the boy standing beside him: Vincent. He was Cody's only friend—a timid, crybaby of a boy who used to hide behind Cody’s back at the slightest provocation.

Cody wanted Vincent to live, even if he himself didn't.

But he knew that if he died, this boy—the very picture of a weakling—wouldn’t last long on his own.

Of course, even with Cody there, they were still just children. Their odds of survival were slim at best.

Even so, he couldn't choose death if it meant abandoning Vincent.

And so, he had asked him:

"Things are so hopeless that it would probably be easier to just die, but what do you want to do? Do you want to end it all now, or do you want to keep living?"

"...I want to live. Dying... is scary!"

That was Vincent's answer. Even in the depths of that despair, he was afraid of death.

To be honest, Cody couldn't quite wrap his head around that feeling. To him, death seemed like the simplest way to escape the hopelessness towering over them.

But he also felt that it was okay for Vincent to feel that way. Because Vincent was a pathetic coward, he understood the perspective of the weak; he was a boy who knew what pain felt like.

Looking back, Cody realized that the desire to live even in that situation might have been Vincent's true strength. Without it, both of them would have surrendered to death then and there.

And so, Cody and Vincent joined hands and stood up. But this was no heartwarming tale of resilience.

They were two children with no one to rely on and no protection. They did anything and everything to survive.

In their hometown, which had been a vibrant community only days before, they scavenged from corpses. When their food ran out, they raided farmers' fields. They turned to theft to get money. In the slums where they eventually sought refuge, they killed people—even if it was only in self-defense.

To Cody, killing a person didn't feel much different from slaughtering a monster that attacked them.

They spent those bleak days running desperately just to stay ahead of death. By the time they were ten, they had begun to play at being mercenaries, proactively seeking out battlefields and monster extermination jobs.

By the time they were capable of such things, Cody—and even the cowardly Vincent—had grown strong. Perhaps "completely changed" was a more accurate description.

Vincent, in particular, seemed to possess a natural talent for the sword. Every time he survived a battle, his skill improved by leaps and bounds.

They spent their lives day-to-day, fulfilling nothing, simply wasting their energy to survive until the next sunrise. It was a wretched existence.

Before he knew it, Vincent had stopped both crying and laughing. This wasn't the life Cody had wanted for his best friend.

Maybe it would have been better if we had died back then. By that time, Cody had started to think that way.

About three years after they began working as mercenaries, Cody suffered a grievous wound on the battlefield due to a lapse in concentration. It wasn't an instant kill, but it was an injury that made it impossible to keep fighting.

But logic like that didn't matter in the heat of war. Seeing an opening, an opponent raised his sword for the killing blow.

At that moment, Cody lacked both the strength and the will to dodge.

With hollow eyes, he simply waited for the blade to descend and tear his life away. But an instant before the sword reached his head, two flashes of steel crossed his vision.

The first stroke severed the opponent’s arms; the second cut through his torso before the man could even scream.

As Cody was drenched from the head down in the blood spraying from the corpse, Vincent looked back. For some reason, his blood-stained friend looked like a completely different person.

Without a word, Vincent lent Cody his shoulder and retreated from the front lines to a safe zone. Only then did he finally speak.

"Are you all right, Cody?"

"Well, mostly... but that’s the first time you’ve ever had to protect me."

"...Now that you mention it, I suppose it is. Surprisingly, it isn't so bad."

"Huh? What isn't?"

"Protecting a friend."

"..."

"Even with hands as filthy and blood-stained as mine... I can still protect someone."

As he spoke, Vincent clenched his fist. Cody couldn't tell if the emotion behind the gesture was joy or regret.

Even so, the thought crossed his mind that protecting others might become the signpost Vincent needed to guide his life.

"Then why don't you try doing it for real?"

"Eh?"

It was the first time in a long while that Cody had seen Vincent make such a stupid face.

It was so absurdly funny that he had to fight back a burst of laughter as he made his pitch.

"If you join the Knight Order, you can protect more than just me. You could protect hundreds, maybe thousands of people."

"But vagrants like us could never get into the Knight Order..."

"That’s a fair point, but compared to the hell we’ve gone through to survive this long, getting in should be a walk in the park."

"Cody..."

"Besides, Vincent, you’re already stronger than me. To be blunt, you’re so strong it’s actually a little creepy."

"C-Creepy...?"

"Forget that part. The point is, if you're as strong as you are, your birth and upbringing shouldn't matter. Probably."

"..."

"Make a choice, Vincent. Do you want to keep living like this, or do you want to set your sights on the Knight Order?"

"...This feels just like that time."

"That time" referred to the moment they chose between life and death in the ruins of their hometown.

Looking back, six years had already passed since then.

"Cody, I want to change things. I want to change this world where the weak are trampled by the strong."

"Change the world, huh? You're certainly dreaming big."

"Yes. It's impossible for me alone. Without your help, it’s nothing but a pipe dream."

"The Knight Order really isn't my style, you know? I’m not cut out for leading people, and more than anything, I’m lazy."

"I don't care. I want to aim for it with you. A world where children like us no longer have to exist."

"...That sounds like it’ll be a massive pain in the ass."

"Then you don't have to answer right now. First, we have to finish this battle."

After delivering Cody to the relief workers, Vincent immediately headed back to the front.

Watching his retreating figure, Cody chewed over the dream his usually taciturn friend had just shared. Vincent had asked him to come along, but with his skill, Vincent was already strong enough to make it on his own.

But that wasn't what he meant.

Because Vincent had said "changing the world" with such a deadly serious expression, the memory made laughter well up in Cody even now.

Every chuckle sent a jolt of pain through his wound, but he couldn't stop.

"I guess if I'm with him, this shitty life might turn out to be worth something..."

That murmur, leaked to no one in particular, and the sight of Vincent's back as he returned to the fight remained seared into Cody’s mind, never losing its color.

◇

(I wouldn't admit it even if my life depended on it, but Harold-kun’s silhouette looked exactly like his.)

That was why Cody was standing before Harold now.

He had no evidence for it—it was nothing more than pure intuition—but he felt it nonetheless. He saw a trace of Vincent in Harold.

He saw a boy who might be able to carry on that nonsensical pipe dream.

God, I really am the worst. No matter how many fine words he used to justify it, he wasn't considering Harold's feelings at all. He was simply trying to save him unilaterally.

Worrying on his own, placing his expectations on the kid on his own.

To want to entrust his and his best friend's dream to Harold’s shoulders was incredibly selfish. He couldn't complain even if the kid punched him right in the face.

Their blades met with a high-pitched metallic clang.

Cody had wanted to see Harold's true strength eventually, but facing it head-on, it exceeded his expectations. The sharpness of his slashes, his speed, and the sheer variety of his magic—Harold was completely superior to Cody at the same age.

Even in the heat of combat, Harold used somersaults to dodge and launched kicks from handstands. His movements were chaotic, yet they had been refined into a legitimate combat art.

It was a fighting style where you never knew what was coming next. It was an absolute nightmare to deal with.

Still, Cody couldn't afford to be knocked out this early.

As they exchanged high-speed blows, Cody called out to him.

"This is a bit sudden, Harold-kun, but do you have a dream for the future?"

Cody knew he was being completely random.

However, Harold didn't seem particularly rattled by the question.

"I live for myself. That is all."

A concise answer. He lived for himself.

It was the exact opposite of Vincent, who had chosen the path of protecting others.

And yet, for some reason, he felt the two were remarkably similar.

"Another question, then. Do you have any best friends? Comrades?"

"Such things are unnecessary!"

Cody retreated to dodge a mid-level kick launched during their blade lock.

Neither side could land a decisive blow. He likely wouldn't win unless he went all out, even if it meant risking an injury to the boy.

"Then take some advice from your elder. If there's something you want to achieve, find someone you can trust with your back. They'll be your support when things get tough."

"That is the logic of the weak!"

Cody didn't deny it. Humans were weak creatures to begin with. That was why they gathered in groups and sought connections.

It was okay for humans to be that way. It was okay to be weak.

Because they were weak, they could support each other, be supported, and grow stronger through those bonds.

But Harold had discarded all of that. He was trying to become strong alone, trusting no one but himself.

He was far too lonely. Cody couldn't imagine how much of a "normal" life Harold had sacrificed to attain this level of strength.

Harold had walked a path of thorns different from his or Vincent's. Perhaps he was still only halfway through it.

Cody didn't know what Harold was trying to achieve, but he knew the boy wouldn't stop. Not until his life was spent.

Even if their circumstances were different, and even if their goals were polar opposites...

The way Harold looked as he resisted the world overlapped uncontrollably with the way Vincent looked when he vowed to change it.

In that case, Cody had to help him.

"A world where children like us no longer have to exist."

That was the oath Cody and Vincent had sworn that day, and he intended to keep it.
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Sword at the ready, Harold went through a silent internal dialogue.

Why did Cody chase after me? Because Harold, a squad member, deserted.

Why must I fight Cody? Because he intends to bring me back by force.

In other words, the entire situation was the result of Harold’s own actions. A classic case of reaping what he had sown.

Since he had acted selfishly during a state of emergency, he had anticipated the risk of being intercepted, but having Cody as his pursuer was nearly the worst-case scenario.

What made it even more problematic was the fact that Cody was no longer by the side of Robinson and the others. Harold had assumed that even if they were caught in the crossfire, they would be relatively safe as long as Cody was nearby to help.

The situation was spiraling in the wrong direction. In his attempt to dismantle Robinson’s death flags, it felt as though he had only succeeded in reinforcing them.

Furthermore, now that every second counted, he couldn't afford to waste another moment here. He wanted to bypass Cody and sprint to the rendezvous point with Yuno, but Cody didn't look like he would let that happen easily.

Harold relied on his speed and an overwhelming volume of strikes to press the attack, even aiming for Cody’s blind spots, yet every blow was parried as if the man had eyes in the back of his head. Conversely, whenever Harold focused too much on his offense and left a gap in his defense, a sharp, punishing strike immediately came his way. He could evade them for now, but even a momentary lapse in concentration would be fatal.

As expected of a series regular, Harold thought. Cody was a character who joined the protagonist’s party, albeit temporarily.

Even more troublesome was his gear. Cody was wielding a standard-issue Knight Order longsword—entirely different from the equipment in the original story. It was a combat style far removed from what Harold knew.

In the game, Cody used a highly eccentric setup: dual-wielding a Willow Leaf Blade and a bow. While Harold had always questioned the practicality of such a combination, the game character had used it to devastating effect, switching weapons instantly to dominate at any range.

The current Cody used only a longsword and occasional magic for diversion. That might have made him sound like an easier opponent than his game counterpart, but Harold's attacks were being perfectly deflected. He couldn't find a single opening to exploit.

Cody was likely playing it safe, focusing entirely on defense. From his perspective, all he had to do was stall for time until reinforcements arrived.

If that happened, it was checkmate for Harold.

Even if Harold tried to escape using his superior speed, Cody was on horseback; he would be caught in no time.

He had to take Cody down here. And he had to do it fast.

Unable to suppress his mounting impatience, Harold unleashed his magic.

"『Trident Blitz』!"

With a deafening roar, three bolts of lightning spiraled like a helix, screaming toward Cody.

It was a strike powerful enough to paralyze an ordinary man with fear. But Cody was far from dull; he wasn't the type to be hit by a spell thrown out without any tactical setup.

"『Flame Column』!"

Harold ignored the miss and maintained the magical pressure.

A massive pillar of fire erupted from beneath Cody’s feet. However, the captain evaded this as well by leaping backward, his figure momentarily vanishing behind the wall of flames.

An instant later, the pillar of fire was snuffed out as if it had been torn apart.

"Oh, scary, scary. 『Wind Fang』!" Cody called out in a lighthearted tone.

Invisible fangs of wind—usually unseen by the naked eye—bore down on Harold, wreathed in the lingering flames. The speed of the counterattack was noticeably faster than anything Cody had thrown so far.

Harold was forced to defend rather than evade.

He triggered the technique known as the 『R Guard』.

In the game, if one pressed the R button while performing a physical block with the D-pad and square button, they could consume MP to block magical attacks as well.

Of course, Harold wasn't holding a controller, nor was it a simple matter of pressing buttons. It was an extension of the sensation of casting magic—the mental image of a shield formed from raw mana.

The shield manifested before him.

The flaming fangs crashed into the barrier, shattering with a grinding, metallic screech. No damage got through.

However, stopping Harold in his tracks seemed to be Cody's true goal. The captain instantly shifted from a defensive stance to an all-out offensive.

Cody’s blade howled. Its sheer power was leagues above Harold’s.

Pushed back by the sheer intensity of Cody’s intent to cut him down, Harold’s footing faltered. Cody capitalized on the opening immediately, completely reversing the flow of the battle.

Harold had assumed Cody would stay on the defensive, but he had misread the man. Cody intended to subdue Harold himself without waiting for backup.

Perhaps he was that confident in his victory. In truth, Harold still couldn't see a winning move. Cody wasn't soft enough to be beaten by speed alone. Harold was being slowly, surely cornered.

(At this rate, I’m going to lose...!)

Harold made a snap decision.

Instead of parrying to gain distance, he met the next blow head-on, intentionally letting the impact blow him backward.

"Gugh...!"

Even though he had caught the strike on the flat of his blade, the sheer force made his bones creak.

He struggled to stabilize his posture and swung his sword down with everything he had left.

"『Grand Punisher』!"

The ground surged upward, attempting to pincer Cody between slabs of earth.

Because the spell lacked speed, Cody evaded it effortlessly. But Harold had expected that. He fired off several more Grand Punishers in rapid succession. His accuracy was poor, and to an observer, it looked like he was just recklessly spamming magic to keep Cody at bay.

"Do you really hate me so much that you want to stay that far away? I’m hurt," Cody quipped.

"Shut that mouth of yours. It does nothing but spout nonsense," Harold spat back.

The relentless magic kicked up a thick shroud of dust, obscuring their vision. The ground was gouged and excavated, making the terrain so treacherous that it would be difficult even to walk. In these conditions, Harold’s one advantage—his speed—was neutralized.

It was a desperate move that seemed to throw away his own chance at victory. A gamble with terrible odds. If Cody closed the distance again, the scales would tip decisively in his favor.

That was why Harold seemed so desperate to prevent him from approaching. But even by maintaining his distance, he was only exhausting his stamina without landing a blow. He was slowly bleeding out his options.

As far as Harold was concerned, he had to neutralize Cody here, no matter how low the probability.

But after a few more sharp exchanges, Harold’s sword was finally knocked from his hand. As he stood there, disarmed, it was clear: the current Harold was no match for Cody.

"...Is this the end, then?" Cody asked.

"...Yeah."

However, that was only the case if it were one-on-one.

"—It's my win."

Despite his desperate situation, Harold declared victory. Hearing those words, Cody let go of his own sword and raised both hands in a gesture of surrender.

Standing directly behind Cody were three figures in black, including Yuno. They held knives pressed firmly against the captain’s neck and back.

"Shouldn't that be our win~?" Yuno chirped.

"Quiet. I merely let you handle the very end," Harold snapped.

"I really think Lord Harold should learn how to praise people honestly~."

Yuno was entirely correct. Harold himself felt that he really ought to master "praise" right after he figured out "gratitude" and "kindness."

Cody, watching the two of them bicker, burst into a delighted laugh.

"What's so funny? Have you finally lost your mind?" Harold asked.

"No, no. You said so firmly that 'comrades are unnecessary' that I completely forgot to look out for backup. You got me good."

From Harold's perspective, that had been unintentional. When Cody had asked if he had friends, Harold had simply snapped "I don't!" because he was annoyed. He’d thought Cody was mocking him, but he decided to roll with the result.

"Was the rapid-fire magic just to ruin the visibility so I wouldn't notice them?"

"That wasn't the only reason."

The flashy magic had also served as a signal to let Yuno and the others know he was engaged in combat.

According to their plan, the shadow operatives were to tail the patrol units, contact Harold if anything went wrong, and rendezvous at a pre-determined location. Since that location wasn't far, Harold had used his magic as a literal smoke signal.

It had been a haphazard gamble relying on luck, but thanks to the competence of Yuno’s team, it had succeeded.

"Bind him. Quickly."

"We don't want to be rough, so please surrender quietly~," Yuno said.

"Yes, yes. This is awful treatment, really," Cody sighed.

"I could tie your limbs and leave you here as monster bait if you'd prefer?" Harold offered.

"Give me a break! I have no desire to end up as a snack!"

Cody surrendered without further resistance. They stripped him of his weapons and tied him up like a bundle of grain before hoisting him onto a sturdy tree branch. Since large monsters didn't frequent this area, he would be safe enough as long as he was high off the ground.

The Knight Order’s support unit would be passing through soon anyway. To ensure he was found, they tied his horse to the same tree.

"A comical sight. It suits you," Harold remarked.

"Are you really leaving me here after all that trouble? This only buys you a little time, you know. Is that okay?"

Even while dangling from a tree, Cody spoke with his usual nonchalance. It was a very "Cody" way to be.

"You still have a role to play. Sway in the breeze for a while."

"A role?"

"I'm saying you should fulfill your duty as a Platoon Leader—assuming you actually are one. Let's go."

Harold had already lost too much time. Casting one last cryptic remark over his shoulder, he hurried toward the rendezvous point and the Bertis Forest beyond.

After another two hours of hard riding, they finally reached the forest's edge. Harold sought a status report from a scout who had been sent ahead.

"What is the situation?"

"Combat has already broken out between the Knight Order and a mysterious group—likely the Sarian army disguised as the Stella Clan, as you predicted, Lord Harold. There are numerous casualties on both sides."

Numerous casualties. The words felt like a physical weight on Harold’s shoulders. If he had acted more efficiently, those lives might have been saved. A wave of bitter regret surged within him.

Harold forced himself to swallow it.

『But even the most exceptional human has their limits when standing alone.』

Erika’s words of warning echoed in his mind. He had to abandon the arrogance of thinking he could change every single outcome just because he had knowledge of the original story. He wasn't some noble saint who could casually shoulder the weight of everyone’s life.

"Additionally, we’ve confirmed a skirmish between the actual Stella Clan and Sarian soldiers disguised as the Knight Order."

"Tch, the worst-case scenario. And the battle between the real Knight Order and the real Stella Clan?"

"The Order is being skillfully lured. They will likely breach the Stella Clan’s settlement shortly."

"What are your orders~?" Yuno asked.

"Split into two groups as planned. I will show myself to the Knight Order while wearing a Sarian uniform. While I draw their attention, you capture the bastards attacking the knights from the shadows."

"Understood."

"The rest of you, head to the Stella Clan’s side. You remember your instructions?"

"Of course~."

After this, Harold could only trust in their individual skills. The future awaiting him—and many others—depended entirely on how they navigated this clash. It wasn't just about his own survival anymore; it affected the Cody Squad, Rainer, and these shadow operatives as well.

"...Listen."

Harold’s voice was quiet, but it commanded immediate attention. Everyone’s gaze snapped to him. Harold met them with a fierce, unwavering stare.

"You are all here by Tasuku’s order. And that man told me to take charge of your lives, didn't he?"

"Yes. That is correct," the leader replied.

They all nodded. If they were willing to accept such a command as part of their job without complaint, their professionalism was staggering. Harold decided that if he survived this, he would have a few choice words for Tasuku about "loading him with such a heavy burden."

"In other words, your lives belong to me. Do you understand what that means?"

"Does it mean... we should be prepared to die for your sake, Lord Harold?"

"Are you an idiot?" Harold cut the man off bluntly.

The operatives looked at him with genuine confusion.

He supposed he had to make it clear. Suppressing his inner anxiety, Harold let a sharp, predatory smirk spread across his face—the arrogant, cynical mask he wore so well.

"Your lives are my property. None of you are permitted to die without my express permission. Burn that into your minds."

With those words, the curtain rose on the greatest battle Harold had faced since arriving in this world.
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“He’s every bit the boy we were told about,” a colleague running alongside him remarked suddenly. They were currently split into two groups, making their way toward the settlement where the Stella Clan was said to reside.

“Yeah. It’s a good thing the Master briefed us beforehand.”

Callous, perhaps, or simply arrogant. 

If they hadn't been warned about his personality in advance, there was no way they would have readily accepted entrusting their lives to a boy like Harold.

However, as his final words of encouragement had proven, Harold was merely a youth brimming with a kindness he was unable to express honestly. If he weren't, he never would have gone this far.

The operative recalled the day they had received the emergency summons and their orders.

With a somber expression, their master, Tasuku, had spoken of an intervention on a battlefield where a large-scale conflict was imminent. 

They had completed life-threatening missions many times before; it wasn’t the danger of the secret order that bothered them. Rather, it was the feeling that this wasn't like their Master. Sensing their hesitation, Tasuku began to explain the background of the situation.

“Regarding this assignment—on the surface, it is a clash between the Knight Order and the Stella Clan. In truth, the Sarian Empire is pulling the strings. They intend to force the knights and the Stella Clan into a war of mutual destruction.”

“...What is the Imperial Army’s objective?”

“I cannot be certain of the finer details, but I have intelligence suggesting their goal is to capture the Stella Clan.”

If that were true, it was a national crisis. If left unchecked, it could spiral into a full-blown civil war. Yet, the operative couldn't shake a lingering sense of doubt.

“If the situation is truly that grave, shouldn't regular soldiers be dispatched instead of shadow-operatives like us?”

“The evidence for this information is thin, so we cannot move openly. Truthfully, I wanted to avoid even your deployment if I could. Above all else, you must ensure that no connection to House Sumeragi is discovered.”

“So, you are sending us despite such risks?”

The question was an implicit why? 

In response, Tasuku offered only a bitter smile.

“...It is nothing to be proud of, but I find myself personally invested in young Harold.”

Harold. It was a name they recognized. 

The fiancé of Erika, the daughter of House Sumeragi.

They had been gathering intelligence on Harold since the engagement was finalized, but he was not a boy associated with many positive rumors. Consequently, many within their ranks found it difficult to offer their sincere congratulations.

“Why does his name come up now?”

“Harold is planning to head to the battlefield alone to stop this fight.”

“...That is beyond reckless. He must be stopped.”

“That boy won't stop. He has spent his whole life fighting alone, in total solitude.”

Tasuku’s whisper was heavy with sorrow. He looked like a man blaming himself for his own powerlessness. 

Tasuku was willing to gamble the very survival of House Sumeragi to support Harold. To someone who didn’t know the boy’s true nature, it was a nonsensical story.

“Why go so far for him?”

“...This is something that should normally remain a secret. I intended to take it to my grave, but it is better that you know, since you will be placing your lives in his hands. However, what I am about to tell you must never leave this room.”

The temperature in the room seemed to plummet. Tasuku radiated a heavy, commanding pressure so intense it felt physical. 

Cold sweat trickled down the cheeks of men who had survived countless brushes with death.

“We swear it upon our loyalty to you, Master.”

“Thank you. Now, have any of you heard the story that Harold killed a servant?”

“We have.”

Even as spies, they had heard reports of Harold’s villainy. The murder of a servant was the most prominent among them—a primary reason for the fierce opposition to the engagement.

“The truth is, he never killed anyone. He shielded a servant who was about to be murdered by his own parents, taking the brand of a killer upon himself to save her. Thanks to the unconditional financial support Harold provided, that woman and her daughter are living in peace to this day.”

It was a story almost too difficult to believe. 

The incident had occurred three years ago, when Harold was only ten. Could a child of that age truly orchestrate something so profound?

“If that is the truth, why keep it hidden? Making it public would silence those against the engagement.”

“Harold doesn't want that. He prioritized the safety of the women he rescued above all else, going so far as to claim he ‘killed’ the servant to ensure no one went looking for her. Fame and praise mean nothing to that boy.”

Tasuku had likely decided to take the secret to his grave out of respect for that wish. 

A mere ten-year-old had made such a sacrifice. The thought made the operative's chest tighten. How painful must it have been to be reviled by everyone? Yet, he had never wavered.

“...Furthermore, Harold is the one who developed and provided the Resistance Medicine for the miasma, as well as the LP Farming Method.”

“Can that be true?”

This revelation left them staggered. 

The Resistance Medicine, which they assumed had been produced under Tasuku’s sudden orders—they knew exactly how many lives it had saved. The revolutionary LP Farming Method—everyone understood its massive role in the Sumeragi Territory’s economic recovery.

The people of Sumeragi praised Tasuku daily, calling him a visionary lord. Harold Stokes’s name was nowhere to be found. Every achievement was attributed to Tasuku.

“Yes. Even so, he refuses to let his name be known. He feared that if his parents discovered he was the inventor, they would seize the rights and exploit them for profit. He likely realized that would mean fewer people could be saved.”

He cast aside the praise he deserved and accepted infamy he didn't, never even attempting to clear his name. He suppressed his own existence solely to protect and save others. That was the true essence of Harold Stokes.

“Harold is also the one who uncovered the current intelligence. He likely crossed a very dangerous line to get it, yet his only request to me was for a Sarian Empire military uniform. He said he would handle the rest himself.”

“...”

They finally understood why Tasuku was so invested. 

Harold was the savior of House Sumeragi and its lands. They owed him a debt that could never be repaid. And now, that same boy was heading to a battlefield alone to stop a war.

“Harold has grown used to being solitary. He is a clumsy boy, terrible at relying on others. His mouth is foul and his attitude is arrogant, but in truth, he is kinder than anyone. I want to protect him, no matter what.”

Tasuku spoke with the affection of a father for his own son. 

Fulfilling that wish was their duty. They, too, felt an immense debt of gratitude to Tasuku and the land of Sumeragi.

“We understand perfectly.”

With synchronized precision, they all bowed their heads. Not a single man raised an objection to the perilous mission ahead.



Having discarded his Knight Order armor for the Sarian Empire uniform, Harold sprinted through the dense undergrowth. He moved at high speed through the trackless wilderness.

The black-clothed operatives followed close behind. It was impressive that they could keep pace with Harold’s speed, even if he wasn't running at full throttle.

(I hope that little speech earlier raised their morale a bit...)

Harold kept his eyes forward as the thought crossed his mind. He knew he was being soft, but he truly didn't want any of them to die if he could help it. Of course, statistically, he was the one most likely to get hit.

He mentally organized the intel he had received. 

The Sarian Imperial forces numbered around 150. Of those, roughly 100 were currently engaging the Knight Order. The remaining 50 were moving to attack the Stella Clan.

While the numbers were five times higher than the initial reports, Harold was actually relieved; it was fewer than he had feared. The total number of knights dispatched exceeded 200, so they weren't at a numerical disadvantage overall. 

However, this was Kingdom territory. It would have been difficult for a large force to infiltrate unnoticed. In fact, it was a feat that they had managed to get 150 men in at all.

Furthermore, the 120 knights on patrol were split into teams of fifteen. If they were being systematically lured away, their search formations were likely exposed. In that case, the numerical advantage meant nothing—especially against an ambush.

He had assumed the Knight Order would be annihilated based on the "original story" where Robinson and the others died, but from the mastermind Justus’s perspective, he only needed to capture the Stella Clan and create the appearance that they had attacked the knights. He didn't actually need to wipe out the Order.

If Harold’s hunch was right, Robinson and the others had simply been unlucky—or perhaps they just had to die for the sake of the scenario. 

Ideally, he would settle this before the support units arrived, but that was probably impossible. He’d just have to count on Cody to handle things once he returned to the fray.

“...They’re close.”

Shouts and screams began to drift through the trees, growing louder with every step. He finally caught up to the first team.

“Disperse. Scout the perimeter while I take the lead.”

“Sir!”

With a chorus of acknowledgment, the shadow-operatives vanished into the forest. Their stealth far exceeded Harold’s; as long as he drew the attention of both friend and foe, they would be able to operate at peak efficiency.

Harold pulled on a leather mask that covered his nose and mouth. If his identity was revealed here, it would lead to a nightmare of paperwork and politics later. He’d considered a full-face mask, but he couldn't risk the loss of peripheral vision during combat.

Taking a deep breath, he lunged forward, accelerating. 

To intentionally broadcast his presence, Harold fired a bolt of magic into the sky. Thunder roared as lightning tore through the canopy and vanished into the blue.

He revealed himself to his nameless colleagues, who were still reeling from the sudden bolt of lightning.

Only knights were visible. The Sarian soldiers were likely concealed, raining down long-range attacks to whittle down the knights’ numbers. 

“W-What is that?!”

“Hey, look up there!”

One of the knights pointed, shouting. Harold was standing regally atop a branch, looking down at the Knight Order. As he drew his sword with a dramatic flourish, the knights shifted into high-alert status.

But it wasn't enough yet. He had to cement the idea that the enemy was the Sarian Empire. 

Pointing his sword at them, Harold exuded a thick aura of villainy as he spoke.

“Rejoice, knights of the Kingdom of Liber. You shall serve as the foundation for the Empire’s glory.”

“The Empire’s glory...? Are you trying to start a war?!”

(Wait, is that how they’re taking it?)

Harold was currently wearing a Sarian uniform. His scripted lines sounded exactly like a declaration of an invasion for territorial expansion. 

If it were revealed that the Sarian Empire was attacking the knights and the Stella Clan, what would happen? Thinking about it now, the answer was obvious: it could ignite a war between the two nations.

Cold sweat ran down his back as the realization hit him. But he couldn't back down now. 

Besides, Justus was the one who had incited the Empire. If this whole mess were exposed, Justus’s involvement might come to light. A genius like him wouldn't leave such a glaring loose end. He likely had a plan to ensure that even if the Empire’s role was discovered, it wouldn't escalate into a full-scale war.

It’ll be fine, Harold told himself.

“There is no need for the walking dead to know. All units, ready!”

Acting the part of a commander, he gave the signal to the Sarian soldiers who were undoubtedly lurking nearby.

To the Sarian troops, Harold was a complete mystery—an irregular who had suddenly appeared. However, he wore their uniform and was clearly hostile toward the knights. Furthermore, the medal on his chest identified him as a Second Lieutenant. To ignore him was to disobey a superior officer.

If they fell for the bluff, Harold won.

“Commence attack!”

And Harold claimed his victory.

The moment he gave the order, a volley of arrows hissed from the shadows. The Sarian soldiers had obeyed.

The knights parried and dodged. Fortunately, there were no immediate fatalities. But more importantly, the hidden positions of the Sarian soldiers were now exposed.

All that remained was for the shadow-operatives to pick them off according to plan.

(Please, just finish this as fast as possible! Seriously!)

Maintaining his distance to buy time, Harold fired off magic—taking extreme care to miss—while he pleaded desperately in the privacy of his own mind.
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A magic spell cast by a knight—a comrade—struck home. Or so it was meant to seem as Harold leaped backward and vanished into the shadows.

From the other side of the clearing, a voice cried out, “Did we get him?!” It was the quintessential flag signaling that they had, in fact, not gotten him.

Harold felt a sudden, idiomatic impulse to reappear and jeer, “Hmph, is that the best you can do?” but he had no time for such theatrics.

“Useless laggards. Are you still not finished?”

As he steadied his ragged breathing, the usual stream of abuse slipped from his lips. He had deflected the previous volley with R Guard, but he wasn’t entirely unscathed. This was, after all, his fourth encounter.

Since he was having the six black-clad men under his command focus on capturing the Imperial soldiers, Harold was forced to handle squads of fifteen men entirely on his own.

The Knight Order was formidable. In a one-on-one duel, he was confident he could win a hundred times out of a hundred. However, each individual knight was stronger than the likes of Robinson, and their coordination in both offense and defense was highly refined. Had he not undergone rigorous training for multi-opponent combat with the Cody Squad and his roommates, he might have been overwhelmed already.

The outcome would likely have been different if he were allowed to counterattack, but for now, Harold was strictly adhering to evasion and defense. Under those constraints, escaping without a scratch was a tall order.

“Lord Harold, the capture of the targets is complete.”

The report he had been waiting for finally arrived. He noticed several injuries on the black-clad men from the succession of battles. Seeing their state, he swallowed the words “About time” before they could escape. They were all doing their absolute best; taking his frustration out on them would be a gross misplacement of anger.

“...We’re retreating immediately.”

Next came the time for the interrogation of the captured soldiers—a task that was not enjoyable in the slightest. 

Though it was called an interrogation, Harold didn't possess any specialized negotiation techniques, nor did he resort to torture. He simply leveraged his knowledge of the Original Story, acting as though he had already extracted intel from other soldiers, and then intimidated the current captive into providing further details.

Because there wasn't enough time to question every prisoner, he chose them at random. With this bluffing method, five out of nine had already talked. They likely assumed their comrades had already betrayed the cause. Once a traitor exists, the psychological hurdle for others to follow suit drops significantly—especially when lives are on the line.

To be honest, most of the information they “confessed” was already known to him, so it didn't particularly matter. The fact that they had testified was more important than the content of the testimony. If he could put these Sarian soldiers on a witness stand, the persecution of the Stella Clan could be averted. His ultimate goal was to use those testimonies to delay Justus’s plan, if only by a fraction.

However, as Harold planned his next move, dire news arrived. A black-clad messenger sprinted through the underbrush, breathless.

“Emergency! We have confirmed enemy reinforcements. Two hundred troops have begun an assault on the Stella Clan village!”

“Dammit! What is the status of the battle there?!”

Suppressing the urge to foully curse the Imperial Army for their loathsome maneuvers, Harold demanded a situation report as calmly as he could manage. 

There were eleven black-clad operatives at the village, including Yuno. He had instructed them to support the Stella Clan, who were presumably fighting back against the Sarian soldiers.

“They’re holding their ground for now, but they won’t last much longer! We believe there is a General-level officer among the reinforcements!”

That made sense. In terms of numbers, his deployment was meant to buy time until his arrival, not to achieve a total victory. Since they were already operating on a razor-thin margin, there was no way they could hold out against two hundred fresh troops.

Furthermore, if a Division Commander—an officer with the rank of Lieutenant General or Major General—was personally involved, there was a possibility that the village had been the true objective from the start. Why else would a mere company-sized operation be led by such high-ranking brass?

Is this also part of Justus’s design? An ominous premonition welled up inside him.

While the possibility was high, he didn't have the luxury of overthinking it.

“You, lead me there. The rest of you, maintain enough distance to avoid being caught and lure the detached unit of knights toward the front line.”

Even with the reinforcements, the knights only numbered a little over a hundred. If some were incapacitated, their effective strength was likely even lower. Harold had hoped to eliminate the Sarian soldiers covertly, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. If he miscalculated now, Yuno and the others would be slaughtered.

In the worst-case scenario, he would have to call upon the support unit led by Robinson.

Frustration at his own lack of foresight, anger at the shifting tides, and the sheer desperation of the unexpected development—Harold converted every one of those emotions into raw power as he kicked off the ground and surged forward.



Yuno had wondered about one thing for a very long time.

It went back three years, to the moment Erika had first glimpsed the truth behind Harold’s feelings. Had Harold really failed to notice Erika lurking in that room?

Yuno found it impossible to believe that Harold, who had sensed her presence when she was merely eavesdropping on his training, would overlook Erika in the same room. Just the other day, he had easily seen through their concealment in the dead of twilight.

There was no way he hadn't noticed. Furthermore, if the subject was something he wanted to keep secret from Erika, he would normally have been far more guarded. Thus, Yuno had come to believe that Harold had intentionally allowed the information to leak.

However, she could never decipher his true intentions, which had only served to deepen her suspicion of him. Looking back now, she wondered if his goal from the beginning had been to plant those seeds of doubt within her. 

Because of that suspicion, Yuno had remained hyper-vigilant of his actions. It was why she had ended up eavesdropping on his recent conversation with Tasuku. Though, in all likelihood, Harold had realized she was there for that as well.

It was then she had heard the term “Stella Clan.” It was a name with the power to shake her to her core.

Suddenly, Harold’s suspicious words and actions over the years connected into a single, coherent line. He might have known about Yuno’s birth, and her past—the half of her life where she was abandoned, unable to even live as a human being.

This was Harold Stokes, a man who defied common sense. Yuno wouldn't be surprised if he knew everything. But if he had known the truth and still led her here...

(Perhaps I should be grateful...)

Yuno could now say with pride that she was happy. If she hadn't been saved by House Sumeragi, she wouldn't even be alive today. But she harbored one singular, crushing regret from her former life.

Even if it had no personal value to her, even if it was just a job, she had once located the Stella Clan’s hidden dwelling and sold them out without hesitation to humans who intended to prey on them. That remained a stain upon her soul. 

The result was the destruction of that hidden village. In exchange, Yuno had received a pittance of a reward and more missions. She later heard that many of the dead were children even younger than she was at the time.

Yuno had no intention of denying it if she were called the lowest of humans. She was fully aware of the magnitude of her sins. Since joining the Sumeragi household, she spent every spare moment visiting orphanages and providing support to the children there. It was her own selfish way of seeking atonement.

Yet, the guilt never vanished. She believed she would have to carry it for the rest of her life—the inescapable karma of a filthy beast who sold her own kind.

But then came this incident: the Knight Order’s plan, the assault on the Stella Clan, and Harold’s plot to stop it. If she hadn't been suspicious of him, she never would have known. And she certainly couldn't have ignored it.

She had pleaded with Tasuku, refusing to take no for an answer until she was permitted to join the task force. Erika, who understood Yuno’s past, had sensed her feelings and sent her off despite the danger.

“Please, come back for sure.”

Those words from Erika had made her happier than anything else in the world. She finally felt, for the first time, that she had a place where she belonged.

(Those two might be more similar than they realize...)

The thought drifted through her hazy, unsteady mind.

Erika, who urged her to return alive.
Harold, who told her not to go dying on her own.

She felt a profound sense of apology that she might not be able to keep her promise to either of them. Erika would surely cry. Harold’s reaction was harder to predict, but he would likely spit out some sarcasm. In a sense, that would be the only appropriate reaction.

She couldn't shake the feeling that Harold had grasped the signs of this attack three years ago, perhaps from the very moment he let those seeds of suspicion sprout in her. Yuno herself was likely one of the pieces he had moved into place for this very moment.

If so, she had to fulfill her role until the end. That was the only way to atone for her past.

Rallying her spirit, she put every ounce of strength into her limbs to remain standing and glared at her opponent. Even so, her left arm refused to move.

“What is with those rebellious eyes? It seems you don't comprehend your situation.”

The man before her was a giant, clad in magnificent armor decorated with gold and jewels ill-suited for a muddy battlefield. He was flanked by his subordinates.

Facing them were only Yuno and one other black-clad man. Their other comrades had already been struck down. The situation was beyond desperate.

The large man cracked his neck as he approached, drawing a massive greatsword from the sheath on his back.

“A dying wretch like you isn't even worth the mana for my magic. I care not who sent you—stop this futile resistance and die already.”

The man, frustrated that his preferred magical attacks had been repeatedly fended off, switched to a simpler, more lethal physical strike. If that blade connected, Yuno wouldn't stand a chance. She wouldn't even be a corpse; she would be a crushed, tattered heap of meat.

“...I’m afraid I can’t do that. Resisting until the very end... is my mission.”

“Foolish girl. Then return to the dust.”

The greatsword swung down with bone-crushing force.

However, the blow never reached Yuno’s body. In an instant, a figure moved with a speed that defied the eye, interposing himself between Yuno and the massive blade.

Yuno stared, unable to immediately process the fact that she had been saved. Dazed, she whispered the name of the man standing before her.

“Lord... Harold...”

The timing was nothing short of miraculous. The sight of him acting as a shield for the weak was the very image of a hero.
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"They keep swarming out one after another like gnats..."

The giant of a man’s words trailed off. His gaze shifted toward Harold—or more accurately, it fixed on Harold’s attire.

The crimson military uniform was, without a doubt, that of the Sarian Imperial Army.

"You... are you a Sarian soldier? Why do you interfere with me?"

"Hah. If you truly believe I'm an ally in this situation, you're a laughingstock. Your brain is clearly far too small for that frame of yours."

Harold’s preemptive verbal attack exploded. That unwavering attitude of his, constant no matter the time or place, felt incredibly reliable in this moment.

The veins in the man’s temples throbbed as he was laughed at.

Harold didn't miss the opening created by that momentary lapse. He shoved the man back from their clash of blades and delivered a heavy kick straight to his gut, right through the armor.

The blow seemed to do little damage, but the man—who clearly hadn't expected a kick to come flying—retreated with a stagger.

"Are they dead?"

Harold asked Yuno without taking his eyes off his opponent. "They" presumably referred to her fallen comrades.

"I don't know for sure. But some are heavily wounded, so..."

It was a perilous situation where every second counted. Furthermore, they were surrounded on all sides by enemy soldiers; their survival was almost hopeless.

Whether Harold understood the gravity of their plight or not, his response was curt.

"I see."

Just two words.

Yet, contained within them was a quiet, unmistakable fury.

Harold threw the recovery items he had on hand toward Yuno’s feet. There were supplies to heal wounds and others to restore magic power—he had come prepared with both.

"You can use Healing magic, right? Use every last drop of it to fix them up. If they’re dead, knock them awake first, then heal them."

"You certainly ask for the impossible~"

Responding in her usual light tone, Yuno observed Harold’s condition.

He had sustained lacerations in various places, and parts of his crimson uniform had darkened where blood was seeping through. These were by no means light injuries. Despite that, he clearly had no intention of using the recovery items on himself.

It was a silent assertion that he could still fight. A tacit kindness that prioritized his comrades.

"I believe I told you: dying without my permission is forbidden. I don't recall granting it."

What a harsh boss he is, Yuno thought. There were likely few people in the world who could perform at a level that would satisfy Harold. After all, he was the incarnation of a Spartan—strict with others, but even stricter with himself.

Despite the dire circumstances, a wry smile escaped Yuno’s lips.

"Wake up those eyesores exposing their pathetic states and have them fall back immediately. If they keep rolling around underfoot, I’ll crush them."

"I would love to say 'at once'... but I'm afraid retreat is extremely difficult."

The enemy general led at least thirty soldiers. Trying to break through that encirclement while carrying multiple wounded people was simply not realistic.

Yuno’s judgment was sound.

However, that logic failed to account for the anomaly that was Harold.

"I don’t expect that much effort from you lot. I’ll sweep away those eyesore mob soldiers myself."

Harold declared it nonchalantly.

He intended to take on over thirty enemy soldiers alone. Not just Yuno, but everyone present doubted their own ears.

"Don’t get cocky, brat! If you think you can do it, then try!"

The man became enraged at what sounded like nothing but a grand tall tale. Although Harold’s face was masked, his voice and physique made it clear he was still just a boy.

The general refused to believe the subordinates he led could lose to a single child. It was a logical conclusion, a natural oversight, and a fitting bit of conceit.

But at the same time, it was a fatal display of arrogance.

"Yeah. I'll do just that."

With those final words, Harold vanished from Yuno’s sight. Immediately after, a series of dull metallic impacts echoed through the forest.

When Yuno turned toward the sound, several soldiers were already on the ground.

Harold was no longer there; instead, metallic crashes and short screams erupted from another direction.

Within just these past few months, he had become even faster.

The thick trees and poor visibility made it worse, but even accounting for that, Yuno’s eyes could not keep up with him. The soldiers who had surrounded them were collapsing one by one in the blink of an eye.

Watching the scene in awe, Yuno suddenly snapped back to reality.

Harold was putting his life on the line to buy them time. She had to fulfill her own duty.

Yuno desperately began treating her comrades—some were bleeding from sword wounds, others had skin blistered by fire. The two operatives who couldn't use magic assisted her, administering Ether and performing emergency first aid, trying to get the unit back on its feet.

The battle, which should have been overwhelmingly one-sided, was being turned on its head. The frustrated enemy general began to roar.

"What are you doing, struggling against a single brat?! Kill him already!"

"H-He's too fast! We can't catch—Ghah!"

One of the soldiers was cut off mid-sentence. The armor around his ribs was shattered to pieces, and he fell to the ground, twitching in unconscious convulsions.

It seemed that with enough training, one could destroy armor that magnificently even with a sword. He hadn't been cut, but the internal damage must have been catastrophic.

In an instant, the remaining enemy soldiers dropped to fewer than ten. The hopeless situation had been reversed in less than a minute.

To his allies, he was a hero banishing the darkness. To his enemies, he was surely a reaper or a demon.

As the tide of battle turned completely, the enemy general finally lost his patience and moved.

"I’ll turn you to ash! 'Flame Burst'!"

A gale of raging fire erupted. In its direct path were Harold and the general’s own soldiers.

Yuno thought she heard someone gasp in shock.

Whether they did or not was irrelevant. Every soldier caught in the path of the flames was swallowed by the inferno. It was unlikely any survived.

The enemy general had attacked Harold by sacrificing his own men.

"...You. What do you think you're doing?"

Harold, having evaded the surprise attack, landed some distance away and questioned the man.

Hearing his voice made a chill run down Yuno’s spine. It was as if her very marrow had turned to ice.

His tone was low, heavy, and eerily calm—devoid of all passion. To Yuno, it sounded like the terrifying stillness before a storm.

"Incompetent pawns are nothing but a bad move, no matter how you play them. I simply tried to bury them along with you. Is there a problem with killing those who couldn't even serve as decoys?"

"No. It’s rational. The decision to discard the incompetent is quite correct. Nothing is more difficult to handle than a slow-witted fool."

Harold praised the man’s inhumane methods. The general himself was the most surprised by this response.

However, contrary to his words, Harold’s eyes were looking down on the opponent who stood more than a head taller than him.

"I won't denounce you for it. For a vessel of your caliber, that is likely your limit. Curse your own incompetence."

Harold, who risked his life to save his dying comrades.

The general, who murdered his own men to kill a single enemy.

As leaders, the difference between them was absolute.

Harold’s sheer arrogance—treating the general as a complete inferior—finally pushed the man past his breaking point.

"It seems you're begging for death! In the name of Ritzelt, 'Mage' and Major General of the Imperial Army, I shall torture you to death as you wish!"

"Hah. A 'Mage' with a frame like that? It doesn't suit you. Is that pointless muscle just for decoration? You’d look more the part swinging a greatsword. Though I doubt you have the brains for any style of fighting."

Ritzelt’s fury was like a light breeze to Harold. He continued to shower the man with biting, caustic insults without a hint of fear.

The tension became a physical weight. After a heavy silence, the air finally ruptured as hostilities resumed.

Ritzelt had identified himself as a Major General. He was undoubtedly a powerful man befitting his rank, particularly in the art of magic.

Could Harold, already covered in wounds, actually win? Anxiety flickered in Yuno’s heart.

Had she known the conclusion this battle would bring, Yuno would have stopped Harold regardless of the cost.

But that was a wish that could not be granted.

Yuno could now do nothing but watch as the cruel chain of fate began to close around him.
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Harold let out a sigh of relief as he intercepted the strike aimed at Yuno. He had made it just in time. However, his relief was short-lived; the moment he looked around, his eyes met the agonizing sight of the wounded operatives. 

Then came the scent of blood drifting through the trees.

There was no mystery as to who had caused this carnage.

The massive man in the gaudy armor who had tried to cut Yuno down, and the Sarian Imperial soldiers flanking him—these were undoubtedly the reinforcements the messenger had warned him about.

The moment he realized this, his heart throbbed with a violent intensity. It wasn't the fear or anxiety of meeting a similar fate. Rather, it was as if the blood in his veins had begun to boil. A seething, visceral rage took hold of him.

Perhaps because of that fury, his venomous tongue was sharper than ever, and he had absolutely no intention of reining it in.

At this point, Harold was no longer capable of calm judgment. He had two goals: save Yuno’s squad and annihilate the enemies before him. Nothing else mattered.

His hatred for Ritzelt peaked the second the man incinerated his own soldiers without a second thought. Witnessing that scene, Harold was consumed by a cold, singular intent to kill.

Under normal circumstances, he would have recognized how abnormal this was. But right now, he had no leeway to notice, and even less desire to suppress the feeling.

With one final provocation, Harold lunged at Ritzelt to end the fight.

It was a full-power dash, but it was too linear. The blood had rushed to his head, clouding his tactical sense. As if expecting it, a gust of flame erupted from Ritzelt, forcing Harold to swerve. He managed to evade the direct hit, but an Ice Spear whistled toward his new position.

He barely managed to deflect it with his blade.

The mage’s activation speed was incredible. He fired spell after spell without pause, each one accurate and devastatingly powerful. Ritzelt’s claim to the title of Mage was no idle boast.

Whether the man could handle a sword remained to be seen, but he was certainly capable of tracking Harold’s movements and timing his spells accordingly. The distance between them worked in Ritzelt's favor; closing the gap was proving to be a nightmare.

Both had the means to block the other’s attacks, but neither could find a decisive opening. Harold would try to dive in, Ritzelt would intercept with magic, and the resulting evasive maneuver would reset the distance.

Harold tried switching to magic of his own, but it was futile. The man was far more well-versed in the arcane than he was; Ritzelt swatted his spells aside with practiced ease.

They were at a stalemate. Or rather, it was a stalemate that favored the long-range specialist. Moreover, Harold was already battered and exhausted from his previous encounters, while Ritzelt was fresh and nearly at full strength.

The disadvantage was glaring.

And then, there was Harold’s greatest weakness.

Ritzelt suddenly eased his assault, looking down at the persistent Harold with an expression of weary boredom.

"How long do you intend to waste your efforts on a battle with a predetermined outcome? You cannot defeat me."

"Shut your mouth, you meatbag. I’m going to take that head of yours."

"A stubborn brat. I suppose I have no choice."

Ritzelt’s face twisted into a hideous smirk. Harold felt a jolt of alarm.

Instead of targeting Harold, Ritzelt unleashed an Icicle Rain toward Yuno and the others, who were still frantically treating their wounded.

"Dammit!"

With a cursed roar, Harold cast Dust Storm to blow the icicles off course. He moved at high speed, shattering any stray projectiles with his sword, but the volume was too great. A relentless barrage of ice continued to pour down.

A spray of fresh blood splattered across Yuno's face.

Splattered in crimson, Yuno looked up with an expression of utter disbelief. Harold ignored the pain as he confirmed she was unhurt, then reached back and ripped a jagged icicle out of his own right shoulder.

Blood poured from the wound.

A shot of agony tore through him, the kind of pain that would normally have brought a man to his knees. But the scorching flames of rage drove him forward, numbing his senses.

Kill Ritzelt.

The thought was singular. An abnormal, haunting obsession.

In that moment, an answer finally crystallized within Harold’s mind.

(Ah... I see. You’ve been inside me all along, haven't you, Harold?)

Bleeding out, he pondered this through the haze of his remaining rational thought. At the very beginning, when he had first arrived in this world and his body had moved while his mind was frozen in shock... when his mouth had moved to speak words he never intended to say...

(It was all you.)

No wonder his tongue was so foul. No wonder he could replicate the game’s movements with such terrifying precision. For better or worse, he had always been under the influence of the original Harold. Perhaps that was the only reason an ordinary person like Kazuki Hirasawa had managed to adapt to this world at all.

What would happen to his consciousness in the end? Would he be swallowed by the original Harold, or would Kazuki eventually overwrite him? Or would they merge into something entirely new?

(I don't know, and right now, I don't care.)

He didn't have the time to ponder questions without answers. He didn't even know if his theory was correct. But if Harold was truly there, deep inside...

(Lend me your strength, Harold Stokes! You’re just as pissed off as I am! He wounded your pride, he messed up your plans—you want to tear him apart!)

That was the essence of Harold Stokes. A self-centered, arrogant, egotistical piece of trash. A man who would never forgive anyone who dared to wound his pride, even if it was his own fault. There was no way Harold could walk away from this after being humiliated like this.

"Hoh. You survived that, though not unscathed. Brat, if you repent for your insolence, I might consider making you my subordinate."

Certain of his victory, Ritzelt made the offer. In any other situation, Harold might have weighed the tactical advantage, but right now, the idea was repulsive.

"I’d choose death before serving under the likes of you. The only person who commands me is myself."

"...A fool to the very end."

Harold’s vision was blurring. His breathing was ragged. He had to pour every ounce of strength into his legs just to remain standing.

He had to end this with the next blow.

Glancing back, he saw that many of the operatives were back on their feet, thanks to the healing magic.

"Get out of here, now. You're just in the way."

"But..."

"I won't say it twice. If your identities are compromised, it’s Tasuku who’ll pay the price."

The operatives fell silent. They were clearly torn between assisting Harold and protecting the reputation of House Sumeragi. There shouldn't have even been a comparison.

"...Understood. But please, take this."

With a look of bitter regret, Yuno made her decision. As she retreated, she poured her remaining mana into a healing spell for Harold. He caught a faint whisper as she turned: "I'm sorry, Lady Erika..."

If she felt guilty for healing him, it meant Erika had probably ordered them to leave him for dead.

Truly hated, then.

But that was fine. That was exactly how Harold Stokes should be.

(...So, I'm counting on you. With your power, I can do this.)

Even in his training sessions, the success rate for this move had been less than twenty percent. It was nowhere near ready for real combat. Yet, it was the only thing that could reach Ritzelt.

His body felt slightly lighter from Yuno’s magic, as if she were giving him one final push. He didn't want to die. But more than that, he refused to lose to Ritzelt.

Harold sprinted. Blood sprayed from his open wounds, but he didn't falter. He charged into the fray for the umpteenth time, locking eyes with Ritzelt’s cold gaze.

The mage fired another spell. Harold leaped into the air to clear it, but the icicles began to rain down again. He was mid-air, a sitting duck. There was no way to dodge.

At least, that was true if he remained "unable to move in the air."

He had seen it a thousand times in the game. He had performed it countless times with a controller in his hand. He visualized an invisible platform in the empty sky.

Harold’s body tilted unnaturally, shifting in a direction that defied physics. To Ritzelt’s stunned eyes, it looked as if Harold had kicked the very air itself.

The burst of speed carried him through the barrage. Then, he did it again—another kick against the void, another surge of momentum.

"Air Dash."

A simple name for a technique that allowed for mid-air acceleration. It made it look as if he were running through the sky, an essential skill for chaining combos. If timed poorly, you’d simply fly into an attack, but if mastered, it was the ultimate tool for both offense and evasion. 

It was the cornerstone of Harold Stokes’s combat style.

Bracing himself against the g-force, Harold forced a change in direction while at top speed. His bones creaked and muscle fibers snapped, the sheer stress of the movement tearing at his body. He gritted his teeth, letting out a silent scream as he endured the agony.

This was irregular, multi-stage aerial acceleration. It was a sight beyond the comprehension of even a veteran like Ritzelt. It wasn't a speed anyone could react to.

Faster than a blink, Harold was behind him.

Ritzelt tried to turn, but he was far too slow. Before he could even rotate his torso, Harold’s blade sang through the air.

With a sickening, wet thud, Ritzelt’s right arm flew into the sky.

Harold didn't stop. He followed through with a backhand slash that tore through the heavy armor, then slammed a Goudashou into the man’s chest, following up with a roundhouse kick that launched the massive mage into the air.

The onslaught was relentless.

He followed the floating body up with an upward slash, then bathed him in a Thunderbird, blasting him back several meters. He closed the gap instantly with another Air Dash.

Then came the storm of steel and bone—slashes, punches, and kicks delivered with blinding speed.

Ritzelt’s ornate armor was a ruin, shattered and stained with filth and blood. The man inside was in even worse shape. In a span of barely fifteen seconds, Harold landed over fifty strikes.

By the time he was finished, Ritzelt had been knocked into the upper atmosphere. From a point even higher, Harold tucked into a forward somersault and drove a full-power Housenkyaku into the man's gut.

"Drop dead."

With the sound of something internal shattering, Ritzelt plummeted toward the earth. Harold followed him down a heartbeat later.

Ritzelt hit the ground with a heavy, dull thud. Harold landed beside him.

Silence returned to the forest, broken only by Harold’s jagged, desperate gasps for air.

In the corner of his vision, he saw Ritzelt’s finger twitch.

Even after that beating, the man was still breathing. He was on the verge of death, but his durability was terrifying. Apparently, those muscles weren't just for show.

But he was still alive. He wasn't dead yet. He had to be finished.

Through his fading consciousness, Harold tightened his grip on his sword and leveled it at Ritzelt’s throat. One more thrust and it would be over.

"Ha... Harold...?"

A familiar voice. The voice of someone he had fought to save.

He turned to see Robinson, Sid, and Aileen, their faces masks of confusion. Cody was standing near them as well.

It seemed his gamble had paid off. The moment he saw they were safe, the last of his strength evaporated.

But how had they recognized him? He found the answer in the mask dangling precariously from his ear.

(Ah... it fell off during the fight... yeah, of course they’d know...)

In his battered state, Harold failed to realize the implications. He was wearing a Sarian Empire uniform. He had appeared in the middle of a war zone involving the Knight Order and the Stella Clan.

He didn't realize what exposing his face in this context truly meant.

"W-What are you doing here...?"

Cody was visibly shaken, a rarity for him. Harold had no energy left for his usual vitriol. He spoke only the essential facts.

"...This man... Sarian Major General Ritzelt... the Empire is behind this raid... leave the Stella Clan alone... the mastermind... is—"

At that point, Harold reached his limit. His consciousness flickered out, and before he could deliver the final blow to Ritzelt, he collapsed onto the blood-soaked earth.



In a room that looked like a high-tech research facility, surrounded by the heavy, rhythmic thrum of machinery, a man sat hunched over a report, reading it with intense curiosity.

His long white hair was unkempt and reached his back, and his gaunt, hollow cheeks gave him a sickly appearance. His skin was as pale as his hair, as if it had never seen the sun, and the deep dark circles under his eyes spoke of chronic sleep deprivation.

He looked like a man who had long ago abandoned a healthy lifestyle, but his face was currently twisted into a look of genuine amusement.

"I see. The plan was a failure... but we secured the samples, so let's call it a success. More importantly, this boy..."

The probability of failure had been near zero. But the world was full of irregular variables. No matter how much one refined the odds, they never reached a true hundred percent.

Therefore, the failure itself wasn't the issue. The issue was why it had failed.

The "Irregular" this time was Harold Stokes, a mere thirteen-year-old boy.

The youngest recruit in the history of the Knight Order. A deserter on his very first mission. And just when everyone thought he had vanished, he reappeared wearing the uniform of the Sarian Empire.

One might assume he was a simple traitor or a spy, but that didn't fit either. He had been found having slaughtered Imperial soldiers—including a Major General.

Harold’s motives were a mystery, but one thing was certain: he had known about the raid on the Knight Order in advance. The Director had been confident that the leak risk was non-existent. Yet, Harold had obtained information. And extremely accurate information at that. What kind of intelligence network could a child possibly possess?

"...A truly fascinating specimen. Harold, will you become my strength? Or will you stand in my way?"

His laughter echoed through the sterile room—a quiet, chilling sound laced with madness. 

A sharp knock at the door cut through his reverie.

"Director, it's time."

"...I’m coming."

In an instant, his expression smoothed over like a mask, becoming flat and devoid of life.

His assistant, accustomed to this behavior, looked at him with a hint of curiosity. "Did something good happen? You look... happier than usual today, Director."

"...I simply found a research subject that caught my interest."

"That’s nice, but please stay focused on our current project. We're in the final stages, Director Justus."

"Yes, I'm aware."

Justus Freund replied, his dull, lightless eyes staring toward some distant, unreachable horizon.
Chapter 47

Many of those who returned from the mission bore wounds. Some required long-term recuperation, yet it was a mercy that no one had actually died.

To a man, they all maintained that this outcome was a result of Harold risking his own life.

According to Yuno, Harold had challenged a Major General of the Sarian Imperial Army while already covered in wounds, all to ensure their escape. Upon hearing this, Erika felt an overwhelming urge to rush to Harold’s side.

She wanted to confirm his safety with her own eyes. She wanted to express her gratitude.

Harold likely wanted none of that. He might even find her presence a nuisance. Even so, she desperately wanted to directly thank him for saving the people of the Sumeragi—starting with Yuno.

However, she could not act on that impulse immediately.

At that point, only those present at the scene knew Harold had been seriously injured. While it wouldn't be unnatural for Erika to check on his well-being, she had to wait until the Order of the Holy King returned to the Royal Capital at the very least. Going out of her way to visit the Knight Order while they were still on expedition would be like sowing seeds of suspicion against herself.

And so, Erika headed to the Royal Capital ahead of them to wait for his return.

It had been one month since she made that decision and arrived in the capital. Two weeks had already passed since the Knight Order completed their expedition and returned.

"……I suppose we won't be able to see him today, either."

Erika murmured, her expression heavy with distress.

Yuno, standing beside her, had also tucked away her usual soft smile. Since her injuries were relatively light, she continued to serve as Erika’s attendant, but both mistress and servant were currently in low spirits.

Once the news of the Knight Order's return became public, Erika had visited the headquarters every single day to request an audience with Harold, but permission was never granted. Though she had feared the worst, the tone of the gatekeepers suggested he was at least alive.

While that provided some relief, time continued to slip away without any explanation as to why he was being held incommunicado.

According to Yuno’s report, Harold had been wearing a Sarian Imperial military uniform during the expedition. Yuno speculated that this discovery had led to trouble with the Knight Order. 

If Harold, a citizen of the Kingdom and a member of the Knight Order, had been caught in an Imperial uniform, suspicion was inevitable—even if the charges were groundless. It was likely taking a long time to prove his innocence.

Thinking of Harold's plight, Erika visited the headquarters again today.

"You again……"

Seeing Erika and her attendant, the soldier at the gate looked exhausted. 

For two weeks straight, she had pleaded to see Harold, if only for a moment. She never pushed too hard or stayed too long, but he clearly found her persistence tedious nonetheless.

Feeling apologetic, Erika offered a small bow and stated her business.

"Good day, Lowry-san. May I request an audience with Lord Harold?"

"Sigh…… I've told you many times, I cannot permit an audience with him."

It was another blunt refusal, another day turned away at the gate.

Even if she insisted, it would only cause trouble for Harold. Above all, Lowry had his own professional standing to consider. However, just as she was about to withdraw quietly, a man intervened from the side.

"My, my, what do we have here?"

The man, drawing everyone's gaze, walked toward them with an expression that could only be described as a permanent smirk.

"Is that you, Cody? What do you want?"

"Well, it looked like Lowry-kun was bullying a sweet young girl, so I thought I'd check it out……"

"I was doing no such thing!"

"Joke, it was a joke."

The man called Cody laughed heartily.

Erika observed him, wondering if this was Harold’s superior. Everything about him—his expression, his clothes, the very air around him—felt incredibly loose. Even though she had hidden her face, he was someone to be cautious of since he had spoken with Yuno before, but he didn't seem to have noticed anything yet. Yuno had mentioned that as long as she didn't speak in his presence, he likely wouldn't recognize her, so Erika felt she didn't need to be overly guarded.

As she turned these thoughts over in her mind, Cody finished his banter with Lowry and turned toward Erika. Then, he said something entirely unexpected.

"Well then, shall we go?"

Cody pointed toward the Knight Order Headquarters. He was giving her permission to enter.

"Hey, Cody!"

"Is it truly alright?"

"Of course. After all, you’re Harold-kun’s fiancée, right?"

"Formally, we share such a relationship. How do you know of that?"

"I’m Harold-kun’s boss, after all. Besides, he’s always boasting about his wonderful fiancée—"

"Forgive me, but that is a lie, isn't it?"

"Ah, yes. It is."

Erika cut off Cody’s tall tale. She meant no ill will, but she simply could not imagine Harold bragging about such a thing. 

Caught in his lie, Cody admitted it without a hint of shame.

"But it's true that I'm his boss, so why don't we have a little chat? Assuming you have things you want to ask, of course."

"I shall take you up on your kind offer, Lord Cody."

Erika didn't need to hesitate. Lowry seemed to have decided to feign ignorance, muttering, "If anything happens, it's on your head."

Thus, Erika and Yuno were led by Cody into a reception room meant for guests. More than ten minutes passed after he left, claiming he was going to fetch some tea.

Just as Erika was sitting in her chair, wondering if he would return soon, there was a knock on the door. Before she could even respond, an unexpected voice called out from the other side.

"I’m coming in."

The owner of that long-awaited voice stiffened the moment he saw Erika. Despite his usual calm and collected demeanor, he was the type whose agitation showed quite clearly in his posture.

"I heard you were injured, but I am glad to see you are well, Lord Harold."

"Hmph. A disappointment for you, I'm sure."

The sarcasm flew the moment he recovered. It was just like always. In fact, he looked even more energetic than when they had last spoken at the Sumeragi Mansion.

"Not at all."

"Hmph. Fine. What do you want?"

Harold sat down across from Erika. She considered it a victory that he hadn't turned on his heel and walked out. Straightening her posture, she lowered her voice so as not to be overheard.

"I came to confirm your safety, and to thank you for what happened recently."

She glanced at Yuno, who gave a silent, deep bow. 

Harold seemed to understand everything from that gesture alone and let out a weary sigh.

"How pointless……"

"I am sorry. I knew it would be a nuisance, but I desperately wanted to see you and tell you myself."

"……"

Harold remained silent. 

Erika knew her worry and gratitude were ultimately selfish. Harold had no obligation to accept them, and she didn't expect him to. Even so, it was enough. Just seeing Harold looking well made the journey to the capital feel worth it.

She didn't want to cause him trouble, yet she had prioritized her own emotions. She felt a wave of self-reproach for feeling so overjoyed just because he was listening to her. While happy, she was also struck by how immature she still was—hardly someone capable of being a pillar of support for him.

"Is that all?"

"N-No, um…… it’s nothing."

She instinctively moved to stop Harold as he stood up, but she caught herself. There were no words the current Erika could offer him. She truly felt that way. 

She fought the urge to look down, keeping her eyes fixed on him. She refused to look away from the person she was chasing, no matter how distant his back seemed.

"Then I’m leaving. I’m not so idle that I can waste my time on you."

"Thank you very much for sparing your precious time for me."

"If you understand that, then don't bother me. Next time, go through proper channels instead of relying on that suspicious man."

"Yes, I will…… eh?"

Next time? Did that mean she was allowed to come see him again? 

Why? She thought he was trying to distance himself from her. 

Erika’s mind fell into a state of total confusion. Questions flooded her brain, drowning out her joy. As if he didn't care about her inner turmoil—as if to blow away all her doubts—Harold did something else.

As he passed her, his hand touched her head. It wasn't quite a stroke; he simply placed his right palm lightly on her hair for a moment. 

The hand, touched for the first time, was incredibly warm.

"Your rebuke was somewhat useful. I shall praise you for that—Erika."

The prayer she had offered at the mansion, wishing for him to rely on someone. The wish for him to be himself. Had those feelings reached him? Had they given him strength, if only a little?

Without waiting for a response, Harold walked out of the room. The sharp click of the door closing brought her back to her senses.

"……Just now, he used my name? ……!"

Her heart began to race so fast it felt like it might explode. Her face grew so hot she thought she might actually be steaming. 

Harold had touched her. He had touched her of his own accord. And he had called her by name for the first time. Not "you," but Erika.

Covering her mouth with both hands, Erika sank to the floor and hid her face. She couldn't let anyone see her like this—not even Yuno. She couldn't let anyone see the tears of joy streaming down a face turned a deeper red than the sunset.

◇

"Since you haven't seen her in a while, you should have flirted a bit more. A man who’s too quick to leave is a man who's disliked, you know?"

Waiting for Harold as he hurried away from Erika was the mastermind himself, Cody. He spoke without a shred of remorse.

Mentally, Harold was roughly Cody’s age, but physically, he was a child. It wasn't the kind of joke you threw at a kid. Harold tried to kick him in the crotch as a retort, but Cody blocked it at the very last second.

"Was this your doing? Stop meddling."

"Ah, back to talking normally? Well, not at all. For two weeks, Erika-chan has been standing at that gate begging to see you. Isn't that devoted?"

Two weeks meant she had been there almost since the moment the expeditionary force returned. While the concern for his safety was partly a formality, Erika was truly something else to go that far just to say thank you. If the rest of the world were more like Erika, it would be a place filled with mercy. Though, it would also be a world where Harold’s chances of survival plummeted.

"Seeing Erika-chan like that, I just couldn't stand it……"

"Shut up. In case you forgot, I'm under house arrest. Don't just drag me out on a whim."

"About that, the verdict is coming down today."

"……I haven't heard anything about this."

"Well, that's because I just told you."

This time, Harold threw a high kick aimed at his face, but Cody dodged it gracefully. Harold clicked his tongue.

"Inform me of important matters in advance, you idiot."

"No need to be so prickly. I explained everything to the Judiciary, and you did take down an Imperial Major General single-handedly. More importantly, you significantly reduced the Knight Order's casualties. Your sentence will definitely be commuted, Harold-kun."

"They might even give you a medal," Cody added, as breezy as ever.

To Harold, however, those words sounded like a massive, neon-lit flag.

(Stop it, you moron, that line is a textbook 'his-sentence-won't-be-commuted' flag—)

The moment that thought crossed his mind, the flag was triggered with terrifying efficiency. A voice called out from behind him.

"You there."

"……Who the hell are you?"

"I am from the Judiciary. You are Harold Stokes, I assume?"

"Yeah."

"……I was told you were under house arrest."

"Personal business. I'm heading back now."

"No, there is no need for that."

The man from the Judiciary stopped Harold as he turned to leave. He pulled a parchment cylinder from his coat, unrolled it, and thrust it toward Harold’s face.

The words written there were devastating.

'Harold Stokes. For the crimes of espionage on behalf of a foreign power, intentionally withholding intelligence regarding the Imperial Army's movement, and the betrayal of your comrades whom you left to die—you are hereby sentenced to death by beheading.'

"This is the official judgment of the Judiciary. The execution is in one week. Until then, you will be detained in the prison beneath the Judiciary. Come with me."

Just as he had cleared one major hurdle, an even bigger death flag was waiting for him.



End of Part 2
Part 3 begins next time.
Chapter 48

Atis was a town situated in the northwest of the Liber Kingdom. While not particularly large or quite small enough to be called the "backwoods," it was a scenic land lush with greenery. On clear days, it offered a panoramic view of the massive, several-thousand-meter-high mountain range stretching out beyond the lake.

In one corner of this town stood a small diner. It was just past the lunch rush, and the customers were sparse. Amidst the quiet, a single young girl was raising her voice in a resentful whine.

"Ugh, why won't they let me through!?"

Sitting at the counter, the girl had been repeating the same complaint for some time, despite being perfectly sober.

Perhaps unable to bear the sight any longer, the owner of the diner called out to her.

"You seem dreadfully upset, missy."

"I have every right to be! I came all the way to Atis, only to be stalled right at the finish line..."

"Stalled? By what?"

"I want to go there."

The girl answered while pointing out the window toward the summit of Mount Giran, the icon of the mountain range.

The owner reacted with exaggerated shock.

"Wh-what!? Missy, you’re planning on entering the Mount Giran snowfields?"

"I am. What of it?"

"Drop it! I don't know what you're after, but that mountain is swarming with monsters."

"I know that. I also know entry is restricted. That’s exactly why I hired those guys, and yet look at them...!"

Recalling the incident made her blood boil all over again.

Mount Giran was one of the largest peaks in the Liber Kingdom, exceeding an altitude of 4,000 meters. From the 1,000-meter mark near the summit, it was perpetually buried in snow. The climb itself was treacherous enough, but the powerful monsters roaming the slopes made it suicidal.

That was why she had hired five mercenaries as guards. Everything had gone smoothly until they reached Atis, but the moment she mentioned climbing Mount Giran, they had scattered like startled spiders.

While their desertion was proof of just how dangerous the task was, she couldn't accept it. She had paid half the reward as a down payment; since they hadn't faced any real danger on the road here, it felt like her money had simply been stolen.

Between the desertion and her stalled plans, the girl—Lifa—was incensed.

"Even the people called the most 'skilled' in this town turned me down..."

Lifa spat the words out, cursing them as spineless cowards.

The owner could only manage a wry smile. Precisely because he lived in Atis, he understood the dangers of Mount Giran down to his bones.

"It can't be helped. To climb Mount Giran, you need permission from the Knight Order."

The knights blockading the mountain’s entrance were the ones who decided whether to grant entry. Naturally, permission was never given to anyone with half-hearted combat skills.

Lifa had splurged on mercenaries for that very reason, but since they had fled, she was stuck before the question of "permission" even mattered.

She had come all this way only to be left with no options.

"There's got to be a way in..."

Lifa slumped forward, face-planting onto the counter.

As she wallowed, the shop door opened with a clatter-clatter of the bell. After a brief silence, a stir of murmurs spread through the room.

Sensing the shift in atmosphere, Lifa looked back.

Her first impression was simply: black. A young man stood there, shrouded in a chilling, frigid aura.

The other customers whispered among themselves while watching him from a distance. The air in the room felt heavy and unpleasant.

"Who’s that?" Lifa whispered to the owner, drawn in by the tension.

However, the answer came from an unexpected direction.

"That is Harold Stokes. A swordsman renowned as the finest in this country, holding the alias 'Knight Killer.' Previously, he was known as 'Bad Boy Harold.'"

"Hmm... and who are you?"

"I’m just a humble traveler."

The speaker had a neutral appearance and voice, with gray hair and honey-colored eyes. A large, bulging yellow hat caught the eye. Lifa couldn't tell if the person was a boy or a girl, though they seemed to be around her age.

"More importantly, Harold Stokes is famous for his notoriety. Surely you’ve heard of him?"

"Regrettably, that fame hasn't reached the village where I live."

To be precise, Lifa was an eccentric who was isolated in her home village, so she rarely heard rumors of the outside world. She was voracious regarding things that interested her but completely tuned out everything else. This was the first time she had ever heard the name "Knight Killer."

However, to Lifa, his reputation was irrelevant. Only one point mattered.

"You said he’s the strongest swordsman in the country. Is he really that powerful?"

"Indeed. It’s said he can take on dozens of elite knights at once and win without a scratch. His strength is supposedly on par with the current Commander, Vincent."

"So, he’s basically at the top of the food chain."

Lifa’s eyes gleamed with a predatory light.

If he was that strong, she might actually be able to get permission to enter Mount Giran.

"Whoa, hold on, missy. You aren't thinking..."

The owner tried to intervene, sensing her intent, but his warning went completely ignored.

Lifa stood up with a burst of energy and strode over to stand directly in front of Harold.

Standing only 140 centimeters tall, Lifa had to crane her neck to look up at Harold, who stood at least 180. Despite the massive physical gap, she didn't look intimidated in the slightest.

"Got a minute?"

"...Who are you?"

"I’m Lifa. You’re Harold, right?"

"..."

Harold didn't bother to confirm or deny; he simply remained silent.

However, his face contorted with a bitter grimace. Based on what the traveler had said, he was famous—perhaps he hated being recognized?

Pushing the thought aside, Lifa got straight to the point.

"I’ve got a job for you, Harold. I’ll pay you, of course."

"A job?"

"That’s right. I want you to be my guard and climb Mount Giran with me!"

◇

Walnut-colored hair tied in pigtails. A blouse paired with a red checkered mini-skirt and knee-high socks—an outfit that screamed "calculated cuteness." And most distinctively, she wore a white lab coat that reached her knees.

Lifa Goodridge.

Harold had just run into the original character known as the "genius inventor" and the "token loli" of the protagonist’s party. To make matters worse, she was trying to hire him as a bodyguard.

(I just came here to eat, how the hell did it end up like this...?)

Lifa belonged in Weiss Village, not here in Atis. He wasn't sure what she was doing here, but as a man currently on duty, Harold had no reason to accept her request.

Except, as luck would have it, his destination was also Mount Giran.

He looked down at Lifa. There was only a three-year age gap between them, yet the height difference made them look like an adult and a child. Despite her small stature, she stared boldly into his eyes. Even the two cowlicks sticking up from her head seemed to radiate confidence.

"A brat like you, climbing that mountain? Don’t make me laugh."

"I’m fifteen, for your information!"

He knew that. Despite her stunted physical development, she was indeed fifteen. That was how her profile was set.

"And what is your goal? There are no toys or playgrounds on that mountain."

"I need biological data on the Ice Dragon (Hydra). And samples, if I can get them."

At Lifa’s declaration, the entire diner fell into a stunned silence.

The Ice Dragon was the master of Mount Giran—the area's boss monster. Most mercenaries and knights would be lucky to escape being slaughtered by it. In the game, a party at level 20 could take it down normally, but that assumed a full group. For Lifa to challenge it alone was essentially suicide.

In fact, it was doubtful she could even reach the dragon on her own. The encounter rate on Mount Giran was notoriously high. In that sense, asking Harold for protection was actually the most logical choice she could make.

"And why should I care about your request?"

"I’m not forcing you. I’ll just find someone else."

"I doubt you'll find another suicidal volunteer so easily."

"...I’ll wait a month, or even half a year if I have to. I have a reason why I must do this."

He could feel her stubborn resolve. If Harold rejected her, she really would spend months looking for a replacement.

And that would be a problem. The start of the original story was imminent.

If Lifa wasn't in Weiss Village when Rainer and the others arrived, the party’s composition would be ruined. In the game, her joining was the trigger that unlocked the "Synthesis" command.

If she wasn't there, item crafting and weapon strengthening might become impossible. At worst, it could hinder his efforts to stop the miasma in the Sumeragi Territory or foil Justus’s plans. Her knowledge of magic and science was vital to the plot.

Simply put: it was highly inconvenient for Lifa to be stuck in Atis.

If that was the case, he might as well take the job since he was going there anyway, then send her packing back to her village as soon as possible.

"...Fine. If you accept my conditions, I’ll lend you my strength."

"Wait, really!? Yes!"

Lifa cheered, throwing her hands up without even asking what the conditions were. Harold sighed, already dreading the new headache that had just landed in his lap.

But before they could finalize the deal, an interruption came from the side.

"Now, this sounds like an interesting conversation."

It was a voice just as familiar from the game as Lifa’s.

A casquette hat and yellow overalls. No shirt underneath, with only a sarashi wrapped around the chest. A bag stuffed to the brim hung from the shoulder. The person, aged fifteen or sixteen, had a handsome face that could pass for either a beautiful boy or a beautiful girl, wearing a constant, beaming smile.

"If you don't mind, I’d love for you to take me along as well."

The information broker Giffelt had appeared beside them without a sound, his smile never wavering as he made his demand.
Chapter 49

The day after her fateful encounter with Harold, Lifa found herself standing before the entry checkpoint for Mount Giran, a restricted area managed by the Knight Order. Naturally, Harold was with her, as was a person of indeterminate gender who had somehow tagged along. Their name was apparently El.

Walking several paces ahead of the group, Harold pulled a single piece of parchment from his breast pocket and thrust it toward a knight attempting to block their path. The guards, who had initially bristled with hostility—likely upon recognizing Harold—turned pale the moment they laid eyes on the document.

Lifa had no way of knowing what was written on the parchment, but the knights made no effort to hide their resentment, casting venomous glares at Harold’s back as he stepped onto the mountain path.

Paying their hostility no mind, Harold strode forward with purpose. He moved with such confidence that one might have thought he already knew the way to the summit by heart.

Watching his retreating figure, a question flickered in Lifa's mind: Just who is this Harold person to be so utterly loathed by the knights? Based on the reactions at the diner the day before and El’s stories, he was clearly famous. Looking at it objectively, his alias—the "Knight Killer"—was unsettling in the extreme.

While Lifa’s primary objective was to record data on the Ice Dragon (Hydra), she found her interest in the man named Harold growing by the second. She was not the sort of person who possessed enough self-restraint to let her intellectual curiosity go unsatisfied.

As they navigated the mountain path, where patches of snow still clung to the earth, she finally spoke up.

"Hey, Harold. Why exactly are you called the 'Knight Killer'?"

"The local rabble simply enjoy the sound of their own voices," he replied dismissively.

"Wasn't the catalyst for that nickname the incident five years ago?" El chimed in.

El’s tone suggested they knew a great deal about Harold’s history. Harold shot El a look sharp enough to kill, silently demanding they shut their mouth.

Even Lifa, who prided herself on her nerves of steel, felt a shiver run down her spine. The sheer intensity was suffocating; perhaps this was what people meant when they spoke of "killing intent."

However, Harold didn't have the chance to say anything more.

A pack of White Wolves emerged from the dense treeline, growling low in their throats. It seemed the group had encroached upon their territory, as the beasts had already dropped into combat stances.

The White Wolf was a monster known for its beautiful, snow-white fur. Despite their elegant appearance, their nature was ferocious. Individually, they weren't particularly formidable, but they were pack hunters; encountering a large group was a situation that required immediate caution.

Lifa quickly organized her knowledge. She had researched the monsters indigenous to Mount Giran beforehand and had prepared accordingly. Reaching inside her white coat, she pulled out three test tubes, expertly held between her fingers.

She hurled them toward the center of the pack with a reckless toss.

The aim was clumsy, and the glass tubes shattered against the frozen ground with a sharp pop.

A split second later, a thunderous roar echoed through the trees as a massive explosion erupted. The White Wolves caught in the inferno were instantly vaporized, their remains scattered across the clearing.

The battle ended with a single throw.

"Decent enough power," Lifa muttered, nodding with a satisfied smirk.

She had developed this weapon specifically to deal damage to a large monster like the Ice Dragon. Small fries like these didn't stand a chance.

"I’ve never seen magic like that. How did you do it?" El asked, sounding impressed.

"That's a corporate secret. Let’s just say it isn't your average magic!"

Lifa stood tall, hands on her hips as she basked in the praise. Whether her invention actually counted as "magic" was a matter of debate, but it was her masterpiece. Being admired by El didn't feel half bad.

Harold, by contrast, remained unimpressed. In fact, he looked at her with blatant scorn.

"Making such a fuss over a mere toy... it shows how shallow your talent truly is."

"Excuse me?"

Lifa wasn't about to let him call her masterpiece a "toy" without a fight. But the moment she moved to snap back, a blinding flash of light seared her vision. Reflexively squeezing her eyes shut, she felt something streak past her ear.

Immediately afterward, a pained shriek erupted from behind her.

As the flash subsided, Lifa spun around to find a White Wolf—or what was left of one—charred and dead on the ground. They had been caught in a pincer attack; the beast had been lunging for her back.

Lifa hadn't even sensed it. If not for Harold, she might have died right there.

"It doesn't matter how powerful your weapons are; if you let your guard down in combat, you’re less than third-rate. If you're so eager to die a pointless death, go do it somewhere else."

"Ugh..."

Without another word, Harold turned on his heel and resumed his climb.

His delivery was grating, but he was absolutely right. There was an inexplicable weight to his words that silenced her. At the same time, she felt a small, honest thrill at him acknowledging her "excellent means of attack," backhanded though the compliment was.

Did the weight she felt in his voice come from the life he had lived? No one who lived a peaceful, ordinary life ended up with a name like the "Knight Killer."

"Are you curious? About his past," El whispered into her ear, keeping their voice low enough to stay out of Harold's range.

Naturally, she was.

"I mean, a little..." Lifa replied, her response uncharacteristically hesitant.

She was intrigued, but Harold clearly carried a heavy burden. There was a nagging sense of guilt about learning his secrets from a third party rather than the man himself. Curiosity and ethics warred within her.

"Just so you know, what I have to tell you isn't exactly a state secret," El added.

According to El, the world was full of anecdotes and rumors regarding Harold Stokes, though how much of it was truth remained a mystery. More importantly, the details of the "crimes" Harold had allegedly committed were public record—Lifa was simply the only one who didn't know them.

Essentially, El was only offering facts that anyone could find if they looked hard enough, along with the plausible rumors that filled in the gaps.

"That sounds like a lot of speculation. El, are you sure you aren't an old friend of his?"

"Goodness, no. Just like you, yesterday was the first time we ever met," El stated brightly.

That only deepened the mystery. "Then why on earth did you come with us?"

"I've been interested in him and his 'circumstances' for a while now. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to speak with him directly."

"You followed us into a monster-infested mountain just for that? You're crazy."

"To be honest, even I didn't think he'd let me tag along so easily."

El let out a lighthearted laugh. They had claimed to be a traveler, so they surely had some way of defending themselves, but their demeanor reminded Lifa of a small herbivore casually strolling through a predator’s den. It felt like they might get eaten the moment she took her eyes off them.

"But anyway, what do you think? Do you want to know?"

...We're going to be stuck together for the next few days anyway. It probably wouldn't hurt to know who I'm traveling with, Lifa reasoned.

In the end, she surrendered to her curiosity.



To speak of Harold Stokes is to inevitably mention the phrase: "The youngest recruit in the history of the Knight Order." At the time, he was hailed as a once-in-a-century genius, but his glory was short-lived.

On his first mission, only months after joining, he supposedly disobeyed a direct order from his superior and fled from the enemy. Furthermore, when he was eventually apprehended, he was found wearing a Sarian Imperial uniform, leading to charges of espionage.

Ordinarily, Harold would have been executed on the spot—but a stay of execution was granted.

The voices that rose in his defense were powerful: his own family, House Stokes; House Sumeragi, whose eldest daughter was his fiancé; and several high-ranking members of the Knight Order. House Sumeragi was particularly influential, and the plea for leniency from their virtuous head, Tasuku, ultimately led to a reduced sentence.

Following a re-deliberation, Harold’s custody was transferred to a specific research institute. He had been found to possess the unique aptitude required for their practical experiments. On the condition that he serve as a test subject without compensation, he was spared not only the death penalty but a standard prison sentence as well.

Should he ever break the terms of this agreement, the execution order would be reinstated immediately. Thus, Harold has lived his life to this day as a human lab rat.

"And that," El concluded, "is the public image of Harold Stokes."

"What? That guy is absolute scum," Lifa spat.

The sun had set, making further travel impossible. They had set up camp for the night. Harold had pitched his tent a short distance away and was currently tending the campfire. Taking advantage of the distance, El and Lifa were huddled together in their own tent, speaking in hushed tones.

Lifa didn't seem to mind sharing a tent with El in the slightest, despite the fact that El had yet to reveal their gender.

"It gets better. He even spit in the face of his benefactors, House Sumeragi. After the re-deliberation, he was the one who demanded the engagement be annulled."

"He's beyond scum. He's total trash," Lifa muttered, her voice dripping with contempt. Given the story she’d just heard, her reaction was perfectly reasonable.

But El wasn't finished.

"Do you understand now why he’s so universally hated?"

"I think I’ve got the picture, yeah."

"But you see, there are too many things about this story that don't make sense."

"Inexplicable? Like what?"

"And that is exactly why I find him so fascinating."

The first thing that had struck El as odd was the severity of the initial sentence. Would the authorities really move to execute the son of a noble family so hastily?

"The only crime Harold actually committed was desertion. And that was during a sudden ambush on his very first patrol. It’s hardly unheard of for a terrified new recruit to bolt."

"But he was an imperial spy, wasn't he?"

"The keyword is suspicion of espionage. In truth, there was no proof that Harold was an operative, and no actual damage was done to the Kingdom."

"Wait... then what was the evidence?"

"He was simply found wearing the uniform. The reason why he had it was never determined."

"Well, obviously it's because he was a spy!"

"Then they should have stated that as a fact. Instead, the legal documents only ever refer to it as a 'suspicion' right up to the final verdict."

It was bizarre. The punishment was far too heavy for the crime. If he were a confirmed spy, it should have been recorded as such. If he were only a suspect, the rush to execute him was alarmingly fast.

"House Stokes isn't the most powerful family, but they are established nobility. Do you really think they’d sentence a primary heir to death after only two weeks of deliberation?"

"I... I guess not."

"And if he really were a spy, they would have prioritized interrogating him for information over killing him. I’ve never heard of a death sentence being handed down while bypassing that step entirely."

It was unprecedented. It felt as though the legal proceedings were a mere formality—as if the verdict had been decided before the trial even began. Or perhaps, as if the death sentence itself was merely a stage for the eventual "commutation" to the research institute.

"I agree it's weird, but how do you know all this, El? Are you sure you just met him?"

"I'm sure. But being a traveler means having ears everywhere. You'd be surprised what people are willing to say."

In truth, El had ways of making people talk. Posing as a merchant, a noble, or a reporter was easy. They had connections everywhere. Even finding Harold's current location had been a result of their professional network.

"Hmph. Well, have you ever talked to anyone who actually knew him back then? That might actually give us the truth."

"As a matter of fact, I have. Shall I tell you what his former superior had to say about the incident?"

El had met the man about three years ago. He was the commander who had been Harold’s direct superior, and the one who had shouted the loudest in protest when the death sentence was first announced.

Cody Luzial. El recalled the man’s perpetually tired expression. They had met in a tavern where Cody was severely intoxicated. Even so, the moment Harold’s name was mentioned, he had fought through his drunken stupor to pour his heart out.

"In this line of work, I've seen more idiots than I can count..." Cody had said, counting them off on his fingers while clutching a glass. "You've got the self-righteous idiots who charge in without thinking. The selfish idiots who only care about themselves. And then you've got the plain old-fashioned idiots..."

He had drained his glass in one gulp, exhaling a breath heavy with spirits.

"But that kid... that kid is a reckless idiot who doesn't give a damn about his own life."

With those words, the true story begins. This was merely the prologue to the harsh and violent life of Harold Stokes.
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Five years ago.

Year 933 of the Loaiza Calendar. The Royal Capital, Amageer.

A few hours had passed since the sentence of beheading was handed down to Harold and he was forcibly dragged to a cell beneath the Deliberation Chamber. Cody was currently in Vincent’s office.

"Why the hell does Harold have to be executed!?"

Cody pressed the master of the office, his face unusually stern.

Vincent, the target of his interrogation, looked no better; his expression was twisted as if he had just swallowed a mouthful of insects.

"Except for me, the verdict was unanimous—including Commander Cox. This sentence is far too heavy, especially since we haven’t even finished confirming the facts..."

Certainly, Harold was surrounded by suspicious circumstances and stood accused of being a spy. Nevertheless, both men shared the understanding that this sentence had skipped over every necessary legal hurdle. It could hardly be called legitimate.

"...In other words, someone’s been pulling the deliberators’ strings?"

"Most likely. If we want to stop Harold’s execution, our only choice is to find out who."

Vincent clearly had his own reservations about Harold, but he didn't believe the boy had committed a crime worthy of death. Cody had already filled him in on the broader details of the mission. 

The suspicion of treason might not have been entirely scrubbed away, but Vincent remained firmly opposed to the execution.

"We only have a week..."

The timeframe was far too short. Conducting an investigation and smoking out a mastermind—along with their ultimate goal—in seven days was a tall order. And even if they did find the culprit, there was no guarantee they could stop the process.

But if they did nothing, Harold would die. No matter how impossible it seemed, they had to act.

Cody and his allies were prepared to move immediately, but the situation only worsened the following day.

Once the execution was officially decided, malicious rumors about Harold began to spread like wildfire through the Knight Order and into the streets. Some were spiteful distortions of the deliberation's contents; others were entirely fabricated.

This confirmed Cody’s suspicions. Someone was definitely trying to kill Harold. They were manufacturing a public atmosphere where his death would be seen as a just and necessary end.

Naturally, such foul rumors eventually reached her ears.

"I apologize for the sudden visit two days in a row."

Erika, Harold’s fiancée, bowed as she spoke. Once again, she had come to see Cody.

Her reason was obvious. She wanted the truth regarding Harold’s sentence and the source of the vicious rumors.

To be honest, Cody didn't have a full grasp of the situation himself, which left him with little to share. The beheading sentence was a cold fact, but whether he should tell that to Erika—a girl who was still just a child—was a problem that weighed heavily on his mind.

Since she was a guest, he led her into the same room as the day before. Her female attendant followed silently, taking up her usual position in the corner.

As soon as they sat across from each other, Cody cut to the chase.

"What can I do for you today... though I suppose asking that is just being boorish."

"Yes. I would like to know the specifics of Lord Harold’s situation, based on the verdict released by the Deliberation Chamber."

"...I’ll be blunt: the situation is incredibly grim. Do you still want to hear it?"

"I beg of you."

Erika answered without a moment’s hesitation. It seemed she was already braced for the worst.

She’s quite something for her age, Cody thought.

"First, the sentence of beheading is a fact. As it stands, Harold will be executed in six days."

Upon hearing Cody’s words, Erika closed her eyes and let out a soft breath, as if trying to steady her heart. When she opened them again, her gaze was level and unwavering.

"...You say 'as it stands.' Does that mean there is a way to overturn this?"

The girl had calmly read between the lines, picking up on the hidden implication in his words.

She really is a match for Harold, Cody thought with genuine respect.

"I don't want to get your hopes up, because I can't say for sure. It’s a gamble with very bad odds."

"That does not matter. Even if it is only a glimmer of hope, I will take any chance to save Lord Harold."

She wasn't ignoring the despair of the situation, nor was she in denial. She had accepted the facts for what they were, yet she remained unshaken, her mind focused solely on saving him.

Cody checked their surroundings, ensuring no one was eavesdropping. It was safe to talk.

"Normally, a verdict from the Deliberation Chamber is final. But this deliberation was anything but normal."

Cody revealed everything to Erika. 

He told her how the verdict had been rushed. How Harold’s own statements and actions were completely ignored. And how the entire process seemed to have been a foregone conclusion aimed specifically at an execution.

As she listened, Erika’s face—and that of her attendant—grew increasingly stiff.

"...That’s where things stand. There is undoubtedly someone who wants Harold dead."

"Do we know who?"

"Unfortunately, no."

Cody shook his head, throwing his hands up in a helpless gesture. It was a pathetic admission, but he truly had no leads.

"But we have to find them in the time we have left. Though, like I said, there’s no guarantee it’ll save him even if we do."

To be blunt, they were facing a checkmate. Turning the board over at this stage was bordering on the impossible.

Erika was surely smart enough to realize that, but she didn't buckle under the weight of grief or hopelessness.

"Then we must act immediately. Lord Cody, who were the officials who handed down the sentence?"

"Eh? Ah—right. It was six members of the Deliberation Chamber plus the Knight Order’s Commander, Vice Commander, and the Captain of the expeditionary force. Of those nine, only the Vice Commander opposed the execution."

The Deliberation Chamber usually convened an odd number of officials to ensure a majority vote after debate. Nine was the maximum allowed. For such a high-level deliberation to reach a verdict in just two weeks was utterly irregular.

"Lord Cody, where do you stand?"

"To be honest, my policy is to always bet on the winning horse. But this time... I’m prepared to serve as the rearguard even for a losing battle."

Cody gave a sheepish, wry smile. Seeing this, Erika let a tiny, genuine smile of her own slip through.

It seemed he had finally earned her trust.

"Then I have a request. Could you provide me with a list of those who voted for the execution? Their names, titles, and backgrounds will be enough."

"I can manage that much, I suppose..."

"Then please. Yuno, handle the boarding procedures for the airship. I will join you shortly."

Erika issued her orders without a trace of doubt. Her attendant bowed and left the room with a quick step.

Cody told her to wait a moment and hurried to his private room. He had a list of the deliberators among the documents he’d been gathering. He returned to the guest room and handed it over.

"Here. So, what’s the plan?"

"...It is frustrating, but I lack the personal power to change this outcome. I will take this list to my father and have him pressure the authorities to withdraw the sentence and grant a re-deliberation."

Tasuku Sumeragi. The current head of House Sumeragi was a man whose name was known by almost everyone in the capital. His influence far exceeded that of a common noble. If House Sumeragi made a formal protest, other nobles would likely follow their lead. Whether that alone would be enough to overturn the verdict remained to be seen, however.

"In the meantime, I will conduct a background check on these deliberators. We must investigate who they were in contact with before the verdict was reached. Tracing the source of the rumors would take too long, but this..."

"I’ll take care of the street-level stuff," Cody interrupted. "There are some things you can only find through a local information network. Believe it or not, I’ve got quite a few connections in this city."

It was the result of all the times he’d "slacked off" at various shops during his patrols. It wasn't exactly something to boast about, but it meant Cody was more deeply connected to the common citizens than almost any other knight.

"The Vice Commander, Vincent, is already looking into the Commander. You can leave that side to him; he’s a capable man."

He had full confidence that Vincent would dig something up. Erika seemed to sense that trust and nodded.

"Alright. So Vincent handles the Commander. I’ll look into the expedition captain and the rumors."

"And House Sumeragi will devote its full strength to investigating and persuading the remaining deliberators."

They did a final check of their roles. Though Vincent wasn't there to agree, Cody decided he could just get his approval later.

Regardless, the 'Harold Rescue Alliance' was now officially formed. It looked like a week of sleepless nights was ahead of them.

"Then, I shall take my leave. Thank you for your immense cooperation, Lord Cody."

"Ah—wait a second."

Cody stopped Erika just as she was about to rush out. It might have been meddling, but he felt compelled to say one more thing.

"I know it's a lot to ask, but try not to panic. Even if things look bad, try to keep enough perspective to think: 'Worst case, I'll just storm the dungeon and break him out.' You'll think clearer and see more options if you have a little breathing room."

"If you did that, you would be stripped of your rank, Lord Cody."

"If that happens, you’ll just have to hire me at the Sumeragi estate. I’m pretty confident with a blade, so I’d be worth my salt."

"Fufu... I suppose so. I will be sure to mention that to my father if the time comes."

She gave him a smile that could captivate anyone, regardless of age or gender. It seemed he’d managed to ease her tension, if only a little.

When he had first told her the news, her face had remained calm, but her hands had been clenched so tightly her knuckles were white. She had been desperately fighting back the terror and despair of losing Harold. Her shoulders had been trembling, ever so slightly.

He could tell she was the type of person who might charge blindly into the fire just to outrun her own fear. But to save Harold, she needed to be cold and calculating. The path to survival was razor-thin and unstable; momentum alone wouldn't be enough to cross it.

"I'm counting on you, then."

"Yes. Thank you very much."

With a deep bow, Erika finally left the guest room. Cody watched her go.

"...What a strong kid."

Alone in the room, the words escaped him naturally. 

It wasn't a physical strength, like combat prowess or raw power. It was an internal fortitude—a soul with a solid, unbreakable core. Even though she clearly cherished Harold more than anything, she forced herself to remain calm in his greatest hour of need. No—she was remaining calm because it was his hour of need.

That was no small feat.

For Harold’s sake, and for Erika’s, Cody felt a surge of determination. He would save the boy, even if it cost him his position in the Knights. Watching her face a cruel reality without flinching had struck a chord deep within him.

"It’s an adult’s job to support a kid who’s trying her best, right?"

Is this what it feels like to be a parent? Cody wondered. The sudden thought gave him goosebumps.
Chapter 51

Realizing how much he had aged through such trivialities was one thing, but Cody didn't have the luxury of wallowing in it. 

After seeing Erika off, he immediately sprang into action.

His first priority was making contact with the man who had led the expeditionary force. However, he hit a snag: he didn't have much of a personal relationship with the man, a fellow company commander named Finnegan.

To bridge the gap, Cody set his sights on Walsh. Though they held different ranks, Walsh was a friend and a peer to Finnegan, holding the same rank of company commander. Cody decided to enlist his help.

The request was simple enough. All Cody wanted was for Walsh to lure Finnegan to Cody’s favorite tavern that evening. 

Walsh was understandably suspicious of the specific instructions, but once Cody offered to foot the entire bill, he agreed without further prying—a testament to the trust he placed in Cody’s character.

With the promise secured, Cody prepared to head into town, but a voice called out to him before he could take a single step.

"P-Platoon Leader Cody..."

He turned to see Robinson, Sid, and Aileen. Usually a boisterous bunch, they now wore uncharacteristically grim expressions. 

Cody had a good idea of what they wanted, but he chose to play dumb. "Hm? What's up?"

"...Is it true?" Sid asked tentatively. "Is Harold really going to be executed?"

Cody didn't sugarcoat it. "Looks that way."

The trio gasped in unison.

Though their time together had been brief, they had clearly formed a bond with Harold. Had it been a simple matter of a questionable sentence, they likely would have voiced their opposition loudly. 

But they had seen the truth. They had seen Harold, bloodied and battered, slaughtering an Imperial Major General with eyes as cold as death itself. Even Cody had rarely seen such a gaze—eyes harboring nothing but pure, unadulterated murderous intent. It was only natural to feel a primal fear when confronted by that. 

For the relatively inexperienced Robinson and his friends, the trauma ran deep.

"...I don't want Harold to die," Sid muttered. "But I can't get that image out of my head."

"The person we saw that day... he wasn't the Harold we knew," Aileen added.

Robinson looked up, his eyes searching. "Platoon Leader, which one is the real Harold?"

They were lost, caught between the boy they knew and the monster they had witnessed in the Bertis Forest.

"Hell if I know," Cody replied bluntly.

The answer was so dismissive that the three of them could only stare at him, mouths agape. Cody continued, his tone shifting to one of instruction.

"The Harold we've known for a few months isn't someone we can just sum up on a whim. He’s not that shallow, is he?"

It was a harsh, perhaps even irresponsible thing to say. However, his gaze remained deadly serious.

"Ultimately, you have to judge for yourselves based on what you’ve seen and felt. If I told you to give up on Harold’s life, could you accept his execution? If I told you to help me save him, would you stick by that decision even if it put your own lives on the line?"

Whether they chose to resign themselves to the verdict or fight against it, any decision made because of someone else's influence would eventually lead to regret.

Above all else, they were knights. They needed to possess a sense of justice they could uphold themselves.

"Whatever you decide to do, your choice shouldn't be based on whether you believe in Harold. It’s about whether you can believe in yourselves. Don't forget that."

Before they could respond, Cody turned and walked away.

His words were genuine. It was his own way of showing kindness—by ensuring that those who lacked the necessary resolve wouldn't get dragged into the coming firestorm. 

Whether they understood that or not remained to be seen.

Well, that’s that, Cody thought, shifting gears. He had several more moves to make.

After parting ways with the trio, Cody headed to the tavern where Walsh and Finnegan were expected. He sought out the owner and asked for a specific favor.

It wasn't a difficult request. He wanted the owner to spike a drink at the right moment. Naturally, he wasn't using poison or anything dangerous. It was a mild truth serum, harmless to the body. Its effects were usually weak, but Cody figured that if the target was already sufficiently drunk, the medicine would be enough to make him spill his secrets.

Despite their long acquaintance, the owner was hesitant. The request was undeniably suspicious, but Cody forced the issue by claiming it was part of a top-secret internal investigation.

Eventually, Cody's smooth tongue won out, and the owner relented.

From there, Cody spent the rest of the day feigning a patrol of the Royal Capital. He touched base with informants and those well-versed in city rumors, asking them to keep an ear out for anything unusual regarding the members of Harold’s deliberation panel—who they were meeting with, and what they were doing.

By the time he finished, the sun had set.

Returning to the barracks briefly, Cody shed his conspicuous armor for simple civilian clothes and returned to the tavern. He took a seat and waited.

Within thirty minutes, his targets arrived. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second, and Walsh, sensing the plan, guided Finnegan to a seat directly behind Cody.

The stage was set. Cody listened intently, but the initial conversation was agonizingly mundane. They talked about how long it had been since they’d grabbed a drink, how Walsh was being bossed around by his wife, why Finnegan didn't have kids yet, and why Walsh hadn't gotten married.

However, the alcohol was flowing fast, fueled perhaps by the stress of their duties. An hour into the night, Finnegan’s speech began to slur.

Now’s the time. Cody gave Walsh a subtle hand signal, drawing him away to the counter. The owner joined them as Cody whispered his instructions.

"He’s got a good buzz going. Let’s start the operation."

"Wait, what operation?" Walsh hissed. He had only been told to get Finnegan to the bar.

"Nothing too complicated. I just want you to ask him a few questions—after he drinks this."

Cody pulled a paper packet from his pocket and sprinkled a white powder into the ale the owner had set out. The powder dissolved instantly and silently.

Walsh’s eyes widened as he realized what was happening. "Hey, wait, is that—"

"Just get him to drink it without making a scene. Oh, and help clear the room, would you?"

"Good grief..." Walsh sighed.

The owner stepped away from the counter and began informing the remaining patrons that he was closing early. It would hurt his profits, but Cody had promised to bring his entire squad by another night to make up for it.

"What exactly are you trying to find out by going this far?" Walsh asked.

"One of my subordinates is about to be beheaded after a sham trial. I want the truth from someone who was in that room."

"Even if you get it, you can't overturn a verdict from the Deliberation Chamber."

"I know that. Call it a futile struggle, if you want."

If this failed, Cody was prepared to go through with the half-joking suggestion he’d made to Erika. His resolve to save Harold was ironclad, and Walsh seemed to recognize that, as he stopped trying to talk him out of it.

"This could turn into a massive mess. If you want to walk away now, I won't hold it against you."

"Sigh... You already dragged me in this deep, didn't you? Fine. I just ask about the trial?"

"A friend in need is a friend indeed."

"Can I go home now?"

"Hey, I was joking!"

Cody gave Walsh the final instructions. By the time they finished, only the four of them remained in the tavern. Finnegan, deep in his cups, hadn't even noticed the other patrons leaving as he nursed his glass.

Walsh walked back over and set the spiked ale in front of him. "Here, have another."

"...Thanks."

Finnegan reached for the glass with sluggish movements and took a long, deep pull, draining a third of it in one go. Walsh waited for the drug to take hold before speaking.

"So, things have been pretty rough lately, huh?"

"...Rough?"

"You were the commander of that expedition, right? No one expected it to end like that."

"That... yeah..." Finnegan muttered, his shoulders sagging. The tragedy at Bertis Forest was clearly a weight he didn't want to carry.

His reluctance was high, but with the alcohol and the truth serum coursing through his veins, this was Cody's best shot.

"Speaking of which, I heard one of the recruits is getting the death penalty for treason. What did the kid actually do?"

"I didn't see it myself... but the report said disobedience and desertion. He was wearing an Imperial uniform... suspected spy."

"Hmm. Disobedience and desertion are common for green recruits, but a spy charge? If they're executing him, they must be sure."

"No..." Finnegan hesitated, scratching his head aggressively. His eyes were growing hollow, the drug clearly taking hold. "It wasn't... it wasn't certain. But that boy... they said Harold was dangerous. He had to be killed. If not... my wife... Cynthia's life..."

It wasn't just the booze anymore. Finnegan’s voice had become hauntingly unsteady.

"Who told you that? What do you mean 'dangerous'? And what does any of this have to do with your wife?"

"...Yeah, unrelated... but it doesn't matter. Harold can't stay alive. I can't resist... the baby's coming soon... so Harold has to..."

Finnegan’s behavior took a sharp turn for the bizarre. His words became incoherent, and a strange, oppressive atmosphere began to radiate from him.

Did I give him too much? Cody wondered. 

Suddenly, Finnegan lunged out of his seat. The chair flew backward and crashed into the floor.

And then—

"A-AAAAAAAGGGGGHHHHH!"

He let out a blood-curdling shriek—a sound that could only be described as a bizarre, inhuman cry. Finnegan bolted across the room toward one of the tavern's support pillars. He grabbed the thick timber with both hands and began slamming his head against it.

He did it with everything he had, screaming the entire time. By the third impact, blood was streaming down his face.

Cody and Walsh finally snapped out of their shock and rushed to intervene.

"Hey! Stop it!"

"What the hell are you doing?!"

The two strong men grabbed him by the arms, forcing him away from the pillar. Finnegan continued to wail, thrashing his head violently from side to side. Despite being pinned by two seasoned knights, he fought with terrifying strength for over five minutes.

Then, just as suddenly as it had started, the resistance stopped. Finnegan went limp, losing consciousness instantly.

They laid him on his back, checking his pulse and breathing. 

"...He's alive."

Cody, Walsh, and the owner all exhaled long, ragged breaths of relief. 

Cody sent the owner to get bandages. There was no healer among them, but they had to do what they could. One thing was certain: the interrogation was over. While the head wound looked superficial, there was no telling what was happening inside, and Finnegan would likely need to be hospitalized.

A heavy silence fell over the room once the owner left. Walsh was the first to break it.

"What the hell was that?"

"...I don't know. But that wasn't just the medicine."

The serum Cody had used didn't cause hallucinations or psychotic breaks, even when mixed with alcohol. 

"He wasn't himself, Cody. Not even close."

"I know," Cody replied, his voice low. "It was almost as if he were... 'possessed by a demon.'"

The word demon felt like the only accurate way to describe the madness he had just witnessed. But as the words left his lips, Cody felt a cold, sickening dread settle in his gut.
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“...Or so the story goes.”

“That’s terrifying! What is wrong with him?!”

Lifa shuddered, wrapping her arms around her shoulders as she listened to El’s tale. It was certainly an unsettling history.

Of course, that was exactly why El had told it to her.

With this, El had succeeded in painting a fragmented yet vivid picture of the circumstances surrounding Harold. Given her insatiable curiosity, she had taken the bait exactly as planned.

“So, what happens next?!”

“I think that’s enough for today. If I don’t get some sleep soon, I’ll probably doze off during my turn at the watch.”

“Ehh...”

“Besides, we have to climb the rest of the mountain and fight monsters again tomorrow, right? We need our rest.”

“Fine, I get it...” Lifa muttered, acting a bit sulky. She rolled over and, before long, the rhythmic sounds of sleep began to drift from her.

El couldn't help but notice how defenseless she was. He had never revealed his gender to her; sleeping so soundly next to someone whose identity was a mystery seemed remarkably bold—or perhaps just naive.

Despite that brief interlude, the next day arrived.

Perhaps influenced by the previous night’s conversation, Lifa spent the entire morning stealing glances at Harold, only to look away the moment there was a chance of eye contact.

She was incredibly restless, clearly caught in a tug-of-war between her curiosity and her self-preservation.

Harold noticed her behavior but said nothing, trudging forward with relentless momentum. His destination was the summit. Since the Ice Dragon—the Hydra—was known to lair near the peak, his stride never wavered.

The monsters they encountered along the way were handled almost exclusively by Harold at the front. El and Lifa were essentially just along for the hike.

Progress was smooth, but the silence was heavy. Harold didn't care for idle chatter, Lifa couldn't find an opening to speak, and El was too occupied observing the pair with quiet fascination to break the quiet.

Eventually, unable to endure the atmosphere—or perhaps simply fed up with Lifa’s staring—Harold came to a sudden halt and turned around.

He didn't waste time with pleasantries.

“Hey.”

“Wh-what is it...?”

“You’ve been a nuisance all morning. If you have something to say, spit it out. If not, stop peeking at me. It’s irritating.”

It was a high-handed, abrasive demand. Normally, anyone would have been intimidated, but Lifa’s reaction was the exact opposite. Seeing an opening, she jumped straight to the point. El found her boldness quite impressive.

“Fine, I’ll stop beating around the bush. Is it true that you were almost executed?”

Harold’s sharp gaze immediately shifted and pierced through El.

It wasn't hard to do the math. Lifa hadn't known a thing about Harold yesterday; for her to ask such a specific question today, there was only one person who could have fed her the information.

“...How much did you hear?”

He didn't ask who told her, but how much. It was an indirect affirmation of the truth.

At the same time, it confirmed El’s suspicion: there was still a deeper secret hidden within this story. If it were a simple matter of a public trial, Harold wouldn't need to worry about the extent of her knowledge. The fact that he was checking suggested there were details he wanted to keep buried.

Harold’s response served a dual purpose—gauging Lifa’s information while simultaneously warning El. He was trying to determine if they had stumbled upon any "inconvenient" truths.

Lifa, seemingly oblivious to the underlying tension, recounted the story El had told her the night before. Harold listened with a look of growing displeasure.

“—And well, that’s the gist of it.”

“It’s mostly accurate. Now that your curiosity is satisfied, stop staring at me. Otherwise, I’ll sever the tendons in your legs and leave you to rot on this mountain.”

“Your threats are genuinely horrifying...”

After hearing her out, Harold gave a blunt confirmation. Lifa backed down, likely realizing that given his reputation for cruelty, he might actually follow through on the threat.

However, El, who had been watching Harold with eagle eyes, didn't miss his subtle reactions. There were two moments where Harold’s composure flickered: first, when Cody’s name was mentioned, and second, at the mention of the word “Subject.”

Judging by those tells, Harold had likely noticed the inconsistencies in the story. Yet, he chose to affirm the narrative without correcting the suspicious details.

He might eventually approach me himself, El thought.

The prospect of how much information he could extract from Harold was exhilarating. It was a thrill similar to a treasure hunter standing before a legendary chest in the deepest reaches of a labyrinth.

While El was internally buzzing with excitement, Harold’s pace never slowed. Shortly after noon, the trio reached the peak of Mount Giran.

“We made it!” Lifa cried out, her voice full of joy as if she had forgotten the grim reason for their journey.

The summit was relatively flat, though jagged rock formations broke through the snowy surface. Since it wasn't mid-winter, much of the terrain was exposed. At the center of the plateau sat a massive crater, roughly two hundred meters across.

Ignoring Lifa’s celebration, Harold marched toward the crater. El followed, curious about his intentions.

Harold peered over the edge, found a path of gentle slopes and rocky footholds, and began to descend. He moved with a rhythmic, effortless grace—tap, tap, tap—dropping down the side of the dormant volcano. Within moments, he had descended over a hundred meters to the crater floor.

At the center, Harold produced a mechanical device. From his vantage point, El couldn't be certain of its function, but Harold seemed to be installing it into the earth.

The task took only minutes. When he was finished, Harold returned as easily as he had gone, leaping from ledge to ledge back to the rim.

“Incredible athleticism,” El remarked. “I don’t think I could ever replicate that.”

“Hmph. If you say so.”

“What were you doing down there?”

“None of your business.”

A curt, expected rejection. El speculated it was a sensor or monitoring device for the research institute Harold was affiliated with.

“By the way, you...”

Harold’s eyes narrowed further. El braced himself, thinking Harold was finally going to address the "Subject" issue. But before another word could be spoken, a piercing shriek tore through the air.

The time for questions was over.

El looked around and spotted Lifa immediately. The problem was the massive creature she was facing: a dragon clad in a literal armor of ice.

The Hydra.

Whether it saw her as an intruder or merely prey, the Hydra began to relentlessly pursue her. Lifa narrowly evaded its lunges, throwing test tubes that triggered sharp explosions upon impact.

Her attacks landed, but they didn't seem to be doing much. At this rate, she was going to be overwhelmed.

Harold, meanwhile, stood with his arms crossed, calmly observing the struggle.

“Aren't you going to help her?” El asked.

“I never intended to carry her through this. If she can't reach her goal on her own, she should stop here.”

“That’s incredibly harsh.”

From El’s perspective, Lifa didn't have nearly enough firepower to slay a Hydra alone. Whether Harold stepped in now or in five minutes made no difference to the outcome—it only increased the risk of Lifa getting killed.

“...If she can’t even hold her own against a worm like this, she’s useless to me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

El tried to dig further, but Harold fell silent, his eyes fixed on the battle with a terrifyingly serious intensity.

Accepting that Harold wouldn't budge, El turned his attention back to Lifa, preparing to intervene himself if things turned fatal.

Lifa dodged a swipe of the Hydra’s talons and a blast of frost breath, then threw another test tube. This one didn't explode; it shattered, drenching the dragon's hide in a clear liquid. She repeated this several times before throwing a final tube into the space between them.

Instantly, a thick white mist erupted, obscuring the area. It was a brilliant smokescreen. The Hydra, blinded by the fog, began to thrash about in confusion.

Seizing the opening, Lifa put distance between them and finished a long incantation.

“This is it! 『Flame Burst』!”

Meteoric fireballs rained down from the sky. The moment they struck the liquid-soaked dragon, a deafening boom echoed across the summit as a massive explosion engulfed the beast.

The sheer power was far beyond any Flame Burst El had ever seen. The spell usually involved multiple fireballs followed by a moderate explosion, but this was a localized inferno. Lifa had clearly used some chemical catalyst to multiply the spell’s potency.

As the pillar of fire roared, Lifa stood panting, her eyes fixed on the center of the blaze.

Through the smoke, the silhouette of the Hydra lay still. It seemed she had actually done it.

But then, the shadow twitched. The Hydra forced itself up and let out a defiant roar toward the heavens.

“No way... even that didn't kill it...?” Lifa’s voice cracked with despair. She had poured everything into that strike, and it hadn't been enough.

She had reached her absolute limit.

The Hydra spread its tattered wings and took to the sky. Its body was charred and bleeding from dozens of deep wounds, but its eyes were still full of murderous intent.

The beast climbed rapidly into the air, then suddenly flipped its massive bulk over.

A vertical Freefall.

Using its wings to gain even more momentum, the dragon became a falling spear of ice and muscle. Lifa, exhausted and shaken, couldn't move in time to dodge.

A direct hit meant certain death. Even a grazing blow would take a limb.

But the certain-kill strike never landed. It was intercepted by a heavy, jarring metallic sound.

The Hydra, falling with the force of several tons, was suddenly swatted aside. It went tumbling across the summit, carving a deep furrow into the rock as it crashed.

Lifa stared in disbelief. Even El, watching from a distance, was stunned. Because he had been far enough away to see the whole movement, he found it even harder to believe his eyes.

Harold had knocked the massive dragon out of the sky using nothing but a dual-wielded slash.

Lifa collapsed to her knees, her strength finally failing her as a mixture of fatigue and shock set in.

“...What a nuisance.”

Harold’s voice was low. He was looking toward the horizon, where a second Hydra was flying toward them. The first one’s roar hadn't been a cry of pain—it had been a call for help.

By any logical metric, they were in a desperate situation. Yet Harold didn't show the slightest inclination to retreat.

In his right hand, he held a broad longsword. A blue fuller ran down the center of its heavy, dull-colored blade, with a jade crystal embedded at the hilt and a crossguard shaped like flickering flames. In his left hand was a slender black blade, devoid of any ornament—a weapon of pure, lethal efficiency that suited him perfectly.

Resting the broadsword on his shoulder and letting the black blade hang loosely at his side, Harold watched the first Hydra scramble back to its feet while the second closed in. The combined presence of the two dragons was enough to crush the spirit of any ordinary warrior.

Harold simply looked at them and spoke.

“Death is the only thing waiting for you. Give up and die quietly.”

They were monsters; they couldn't understand his words. But they could feel his intent. Enraged by their wounds and the invasion of their territory, the Hydras prepared to strike.

Their fury didn't last long.

A flash of steel flickered—or so it seemed, for it was too fast to truly see. A heartbeat later, the first Hydra’s head slid from its neck. It fell without a sound, offering no more resistance than a child's toy.

As the decapitated beast sprayed dark blood onto the snow, the second Hydra unleashed a breath of pure frost. The blast was cold enough to flash-freeze a man to the bone, but Harold was already gone.

A second later, a shriek of agony followed. The Hydra’s right eye had been opened by a jagged red line.

When had he moved? There wasn't even time to process the question before its left talons were severed in a single, blurred motion.

The dragon tried to flee into the sky, but as it rose a few meters, Harold shredded its wing membranes, sending it crashing back into the dirt.

Harold was a whirlwind. He moved in a blur of afterimages, attacking from every conceivable angle.

It wasn't a battle. It was an execution—a massacre of the weak by an overwhelmingly superior predator. Even with his wide field of vision, El couldn't track Harold’s exact path. The Hydra, trapped in the center of the storm, was likely being cut to pieces before it even realized it was being attacked.

This was the man known as Harold Stokes.

A Bad Boy? The Knight Killer? The youngest prodigy in the history of the Order?

Those words were woefully inadequate.

Something wet splashed against El’s cheek. He reached up and wiped it away. It was the fresh, hot blood of a dragon. His hand was trembling.

El had seen many men called "the strong." He had witnessed heroes of legend and warriors whose feats defied belief. But those men were shadows compared to this. This wasn't human strength; it was a localized disaster that breathed death.

In that moment, El—and undoubtedly Lifa—felt something more profound than respect. They felt a deep, chilling awe.
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Two Ice Dragons killed in the blink of an eye. Witnessing such a surreal sight, El and Lifa were left utterly speechless.

Harold himself, however, showed no signs of fatigue, fear, or even excitement from the clash. With the same frigid expression he had worn all along, he looked down at the slumped Lifa and spoke.

"What are you doing?"

"Huh?"

"Weren't you here to collect biological samples of the Ice Dragons? Those carcasses should serve your purposes perfectly."

"—You're right!"

Lifa was dazed for a moment, but she sprang to her feet in the next instant. Rolling up her sleeves with sudden vigor, she marched toward the massive corpses of the dragons.

Between the speed of her recovery and her undaunted moxie, she was proving to be a formidable character in her own right.

Standing a short distance away from them, El struggled to suppress the tremors wracking his body. It was a primal terror, hammered into his instincts before his mind could even process what he had seen.

Suppressing it was no small feat.

"I’d heard the rumors, but your strength truly lives up to them. I’m impressed," El said, forcing a mask of composure over his face.

Upon hearing El's voice, Harold’s features twisted into a mocking sneer.

"Look who's talking. What you've gathered is far more concrete than mere hearsay, isn't it?"

"I wonder what you mean by that?" El feigned ignorance with an innocent tilt of his head. 

It was a test born of pure curiosity. From the information gathered so far, it was clear that El was intimately familiar with Harold’s circumstances. He knew Harold didn't actually see him as a mere traveling companion. He had deliberately played dumb to probe exactly how much Harold knew about him.

The response he received was enough to shatter his composure.

"Stop the pointless posturing, Giffelt."

Harold spoke El's true identity plainly, as if it were a triviality.

El had never introduced himself by that name. He had provided no information that could lead to such a definitive conclusion. He wondered for a moment if Harold was merely bluffing, but the boy’s gaze held the weight of absolute certainty.

"…Giffelt? You mean the Giffelt? Do you really think a child like me looks like such a legendary figure?"

"Giffelt is the clan name your people use. Anyone belonging to that bloodline has the right to use it. Am I wrong?"

An even greater shock than before jolted through El. Harold's words were pinpoint accurate.

The name "Giffelt" did not belong to a single individual; it was the collective title of a clan. Men, women, children, and the elderly—any member of the family could adopt the name. They each traded in information and shared their findings within the clan. The "Information Broker Giffelt" was a fictional idol, an amalgamation of their collective efforts that nonetheless possessed a very real presence in the world.

This system was a law passed down to ensure the clan’s existence remained a ghost. It was their most vital secret.

How did he know? Even if Harold had encountered another Giffelt in the past, El couldn't imagine them disclosing the clan’s internal structure to this extent. Yet, El knew that "absolute" was a dangerous word. The fact remained that Harold knew, which meant the secret had leaked from somewhere.

"Well, it doesn't really matter," Harold continued, treating the Giffelt secret as if it were nothing more than a conversation starter. "So, tell me. How much do you know about me?"

For El, this was unbearable. Harold held his clan's secret over his head, and how he chose to use it was entirely at his whim. It was a maliciously effective way to threaten someone. El couldn't stop the mental images of the worst-case scenarios that would follow if he lied and was caught.

"If I told you that what I said to Lifa was everything, would you believe me?"

"Impossible," Harold snapped instantly.

Of course he wouldn't. The "truth" El had fed Lifa was a fabrication—a cover story prepared specifically so that anyone investigating the suspicious verdict of the Deliberation Chamber would find it. It was built on a foundation of facts, but it was a lie nonetheless.

The Royal Capital’s Deliberation Chamber sat at the apex of the kingdom’s legal institutions. Under normal circumstances, no verdict would be overturned simply because a prestigious noble complained. The mere fact that someone had prepared a trail for investigators to follow proved how abnormal that trial had been.

However, if El had stopped his investigation there, he might not have been cornered like this. The primary cause of his current predicament was undoubtedly his use of the word "Subject."

The official cover story was that Harold had escaped execution by agreeing to cooperate with a specific research project. Because Harold could play a vital role in a project cherished by the Kingdom, he had been granted the status of a "Servant" to atone for his crimes.

(I might have stepped in a bit too deep...)

El had thought that using the term "Subject" would rattle Harold and allow him to dig closer to the hidden truth. That was why he had used Lifa to goad the boy. Instead, he had been hit by a counterattack he never could have anticipated.

But El took a breath and reconsidered. Having the clan's secret exposed was a massive threat, but at least he now knew that Harold was aware of it. If he had remained in the dark, he might have stumbled into an irreversible disaster later. Now, he could at least move to avoid that future.

"I’ll ask you once more. Answer me."

Pressed again, El steeled his resolve.

How much did he know about Harold? Though the question was broad, he had a good idea of what Harold was looking for. He wanted to know if El understood the reality behind why Harold was called a "Subject."

And El did know.

It was information that had been difficult to believe at first, but after witnessing Harold's terrifying strength, El was convinced it was either the truth or something very close to it.

Would Harold kill him now that he knew? It wouldn't be surprising in the least. However, if Harold truly understood how the Giffelt clan functioned, El doubted he would be so reckless. Even if the information was dangerous enough to warrant silencing a witness, El was a Giffelt. Once a secret reached the internal network, there was no way to stop its spread.

They were essentially standing over a pair of linked bombs. As long as neither side triggered them, there was a chance for a peaceful resolution.

"…It seems I can’t hide anything from you. Just as you suspect, I have grasped certain facts that are quite inconvenient for you. To be honest, I’m still undecided on how to handle them."

Now, think, El added mentally. He needed Harold to see that killing him would yield little benefit—and carry too much risk.

"After all, you obtain that immense power by shaving away your own life. Information about the development of such an inhuman weapon... if handled incorrectly, we would both be in grave danger."

◇

Harold possessed an overwhelming advantage in this world: his knowledge of the original game. That knowledge usually allowed him to stay one step ahead. While he had encountered several unexpected twists, he had managed to snap every death flag he encountered thus far.

However, even with his "cheat" knowledge, there were two people he feared might outmaneuver him. One was the mad genius scientist and final boss of Brave Hearts, Justus Freund. The other was the information broker, Giffelt, who practically possessed meta-knowledge within the game’s systems.

Giffelt was a massive unknown. Did their information stay within the logical bounds of this world, or could they look down upon the world from a higher dimension, just as they did in the original game? He didn't know if they were an ally or an enemy, and he lived with the constant risk that they would expose his myriad secrets.

He had always believed that if he could make them an ally, they would be an incredible asset, but that any contact had to be handled with extreme caution.

Yet, by some strange twist of fate, he had encountered one during a mission from Justus. Then, for some reason, the person had offered to accompany him.

To be honest, if it had been Giffelt alone, Harold might have refused. But Lifa was there to act as a buffer, and he had wanted to gauge her current level of strength anyway. Harold's plan was to use the journey to evaluate Giffelt when the opportunity arose.

And now, Giffelt had spoken the words that changed everything.

He had looked at the crystal-embedded sword Justus had developed and concluded it was "a weapon that grants power in exchange for the user's life."

Inwardly, Harold was stunned, but more than that, he was impressed.

(The name Giffelt isn't just for show... You actually figured that much out.)

That "fact" was actually the final line of defense Justus had set up, a lie meant to deceive the kingdom's high-ranking officials so Harold could serve as his pawn. By making it look like Harold was a "Subject" sacrificing his life for research, Justus had provided the government with a face-saving way to revoke the execution.

Because the deal involved toyed with human lives, it couldn't be made public, so it was only shared as "truth" among a very exclusive circle. Even for a specialized group like Giffelt, reaching national-secret level information—including the mechanics of experimental weaponry—was a testament to their world-class reach.

What was truly terrifying, however, was Justus, who was successfully evading the pursuit of such a group. Working for a man like that while planning an eventual rebellion was a tightrope walk.

But Harold had expected this. He wasn't so overconfident that he thought he could do everything alone. Currently, it was difficult for him to move freely outside of Justus's commands.

That was why he needed collaborators. With Giffelt’s network, he could move them—his allies—efficiently. He absolutely had to pull this person to his side.

"……I see. You've delved that deep," Harold said, his voice heavy with gravity. 

The atmosphere seemed to affect El; the boy’s face grew slightly pale. In the game, El rarely showed emotion, but Harold found it much more convenient if the boy took this seriously.

"The information you've obtained is something only a handful of people in this kingdom are permitted to know. I cannot simply look the other way now that you have it."

"……Then, are you going to kill me?"

"Yes. It is the quickest solution."

El gasped, his face draining of what little color remained.

"However, that is a foolishly short-sighted move. It isn't even worth considering."

"Eh?"

"Your abilities have utility. Join my ranks and use that power for me."

"……Are you... recruiting me?"

"If it sounds like anything else, then your ears are malfunctioning."

"Join you, or refuse and die, huh..." El muttered under his breath.

Harold had absolutely no intention of killing El even if he refused. He realized his phrasing was aggressive, but he didn't want to back down and ruin the pressure of this "ultimate interview."

"I have no particular interest in your life or death. If you wish to refuse, do as you please."

"……Heh. If that's true, then I have no risk in refusing. Is that really the case?"

"No, that's where you're wrong. Refusing my invitation is a risk you cannot afford to take."

"I don't follow."

"Then I'll put it in terms you'll understand. Don't you want the 'Memory of the Stars'?"

El's composure shattered completely. Surprise, doubt, and a dozen other emotions flickered across his face in a chaotic blur.

"H-How do you know about that... Do you even know where it is...?"

"I have no obligation to tell the current 'you'."

Harold obviously couldn't say it was knowledge from the original story. However, seeing this reaction confirmed that even this version of Giffelt wasn't some "cheat" entity with meta-knowledge of the world. That made them much easier for Harold to deal with.

"So, what will it be? Will you move one step closer to Giffelt's long-cherished dream, or will you let this opportunity slip through your fingers?"

"……There is too much I don't understand, and too much that is suspicious. It's impossible for me to just 'believe' you... but it's true that my people would sacrifice anything to find it."

"Then confirm with your own eyes whether my words are true. I don't require your trust or your faith for that process."

In reality, if things proceeded according to the original plot, El was almost guaranteed to find the "Memory of the Stars" anyway. Harold was simply taking credit for it in advance.

El, unaware of this, fell into a brief silence before finally accepting the negotiation. He dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

"I entrust my power—the power of Giffelt—to you. Please use it as you see fit, Lord Harold."

"Show me results rather than a humble attitude. That is all I ask."

Harold looked down at the kneeling El, maintaining his usual arrogant facade. Inwardly, however, he was ecstatic.

Giffelt was now in his camp. Combined with his knowledge of the original game, it might finally be possible to outmaneuver Justus.

Only a few months remained until the start of the original story. Piece by piece, the foundation for his counteroffensive was coming together.



Author's Note:
Since several readers commented that the Ice Dragon felt too light, I decided to make them a bit heavier. Since they're clad in thick ice, I figured about one ton sounds right. If they have magic, they can fly even at that weight—it just makes Harold's "inhuman" strength in blowing away a one-ton monster even more impressive.
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"Hey! What are you doing to El!?"

The high-pitched voice sliced through the tension between Harold and El.

Lifa, having finished collecting her samples from the Ice Dragon, came sprinting toward them, her white lab coat splattered with bright red gore. From her perspective, it clearly looked as though Harold was tormenting El.

Harold restrained the approaching girl with a single hand. He clamped his fingers over her small head in a firm grip—the classic "Iron Claw."

"Nyaa!?"

Lifa let out a strangled, bizarre cry at the sudden impact and pain.

The sight of a blood-drenched human charging at him had been quite the visceral shock. Then again, considering Harold was also soaked in the Ice Dragon’s blood, he wasn't exactly one to talk.

Since there was no point in holding the thrashing Lifa forever, Harold eventually released her. Freed from the Iron Claw, she scrambled backward, hissing at him like a cornered cat.

She really is like a stray, Harold thought.

He averted his eyes from her and focused on flipping his internal "switch." As he did, the high-adrenaline rush of combat began to drain away, replaced by a cold, steady calm.

The "switch" was merely a term Harold used for convenience. In short, it was a mental toggle he had developed to tap into the original Harold’s power. It wasn't as if his consciousness as Kazuki Hirasawa simply vanished; instead, it was a form of psychological control where he pushed the original Harold’s psyche to the forefront. At least, that was his best guess as to how the logic worked, though the exact mechanics remained a mystery.

Based on his experiences since arriving in this world, Harold suspected the original character’s consciousness was dormant somewhere within his body or soul.

When he first realized his situation, who was it that moved his paralyzed body and forced those words from his throat? When he fought Ritzelt, whose murderous intent had surged from the depths of his being?

By connecting those dots, Harold had reached the conclusion that "the original Harold" still existed inside him.

He had spent countless hours trying to verify this hypothesis. He had experimented with clearing his mind into a void, and he had thrown himself into lethal battlefields where his life hung by a thread. He knew he would eventually need that power—that he would have to survive the hellish combat events of the original story.

The result of that training was this "switch." He didn't know if it proved his hypothesis or if he had simply achieved a supreme level of mental conditioning. All he knew for certain was that flipping the switch converted his fear into pure combat instinct, drastically boosting his performance. Even in a fight for his life, he no longer flinched.

He possessed a body and techniques honed beyond the original game's limits. He had the meta-knowledge of how best to utilize them. And now, he had the original Harold’s feral fighting spirit. In terms of raw strength, he was the pinnacle—the ideal version of Harold Stokes.

The only downside to the switch was that his already foul mouth became even more poisonous. In this state, his speech patterns adhered almost perfectly to the original "villain" persona. It was a side of himself he hated exposing to others.

"Calm down, Lifa. He didn't actually do anything to me," El said, his voice level as he tried to soothe the girl.

"Th-then why were you kneeling!?"

"Ah, that? It’s because I’ve decided to become his—Lord Harold’s—subordinate."

"Huh...?" Lifa let out a blank, hollow sound.

Harold felt much the same way internally.

El had just claimed to be his subordinate. That he had knelt out of fealty.

On the surface, it sounded plausible. However, Harold had only intended to propose a "give-and-take" alliance: El helps him, and Harold helps find the "Stellar Memory" the Giffelt clan sought.

Then again, looking back at their exchange, Harold realized his tone—likely influenced by the switch—had been incredibly condescending. He had sounded like a master addressing a servant. He had been so relieved that El accepted the deal that he’d glossed over the "Lord Harold" part, but he really should have noticed the red flag sooner.

(Wait, why did El actually agree to this? Normally, wouldn't you flatly refuse to work for me?)

Harold had thought he'd gained a partner; instead, he’d apparently gained a henchman. He had never intended to rule over a Giffelt, nor did he think he was capable of truly "managing" someone of El's caliber.

"Don't get the wrong idea," Harold spat. "I only said I would permit you to join my ranks."

"I am aware that I have yet to earn your full confidence. I shall prove my worth through my future actions," El replied.

No. That wasn't what Harold meant at all.

El was using formal honorifics—language never seen in the original game—and had even changed his first-person pronoun. It wasn't just weird; it was unsettling.

"W-what do you mean, subordinate? Were you threatened!?" Lifa demanded, having finally rebooted.

"No such thing. I chose this path myself," El said, flatly denying her suspicion.

He was right. Harold hadn't done anything underhanded. But Lifa’s immediate assumption that Harold had resorted to coercion showed exactly how she viewed him. If it were true, he really would be a scumbag.

It was a testament to how effectively his infamy had spread. While it was a bit depressing to be hated, he couldn't exactly clear the air. It would be a problem if Erika eventually told her he was actually a decent person; maintaining the "villain" facade was safer for the plot.

"If you want to earn my trust, start by dropping that nauseating attitude," Harold barked.

"Is it really that bad? I thought I was doing a rather good job as a loyal retainer."

"It makes my skin crawl."

"Well, that’s a shame," El laughed, "Hahaha." Just like that, he reverted to his usual self.

Perhaps he had just been teasing Harold. Or maybe he was being excessively humble to ensure he got the information he wanted. Regardless, Harold wanted to correct the "subordinate" misunderstanding, but for now, they needed to get off the mountain. Despite the clear skies, the temperature was in the low single digits.

Lifa was in a miniskirt, and El was wearing nothing but overalls and a chest wrap. Harold wondered how they weren't freezing. Then again, Erika had hiked through blizzards in a hakama and wooden sandals in the original game. Protagonist parties were notoriously underdressed for the elements; it was just a quirk of the world's "game logic."

"Staying here is a waste of time. We’re leaving."

"Right. By the way, Harold, are you heading straight back to the Royal Capital?"

"Yes."

"The Capital, huh? It’s been about two years since I was last there."

"And what business do you have there?"

"Not much business—I'm just coming with you."

"What?"

El spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Harold moved to refuse, then hesitated.

Having been purged from the Knight Order, Harold would be confined to a room at the research institute upon his return. And that institute was Justus’s domain. If he could bring El inside, he might be able to gather intelligence.

Harold knew the plot; he knew what Justus was planning and how he would do it. But without knowing the current progress of those plans, he couldn't strike at the root. If he tried to interfere blindly, he might deviate too far from the original story, making his meta-knowledge useless.

His strategy was to play the long game—to prepare a perfect "Counterattack" for every move Justus made. While Rainer and his party would be the ones to ultimately act, Harold’s goal was to support them from the shadows. He had been gathering pieces for this very reason, and El was a massive windfall.

With El's skills, they might finally be able to gauge the depth of Justus’s schemes.

"Since we’ll be working together more often, I wanted to see Harold’s base of operations," El added.

"Hmph. Do as you please."

It made sense, and Harold trusted El not to make a rookie mistake like leaking info if he met Justus face-to-face.

The only real concern was how much El already knew. He seemed to know about Harold’s career in the Knight Order, but did he know about Colette or the LP Farming Method? If Harold tried to swear him to secrecy, it might backfire by making El even more curious.

While Harold was lost in thought, Lifa—who had been watching silently—suddenly made an announcement.

"I’m coming too!"

Harold felt as if time had stopped. He couldn't begin to fathom why she would want to follow him.

"Your brain must be malfunctioning," Harold sneered. "It clearly needs a factory reset."

"What? If El can go, why can't I?"

He’d ignored the sarcasm, but she was right in a way. The problem was that Lifa had to meet Rainer for the story to progress. In this world, she could technically choose a different path, but that would cripple the protagonist's party. Specifically, Lifa was the one who solved the miasma crisis in the Sumeragi territory. If she stayed with Harold, the collateral damage would be catastrophic.

"Because your presence is unnecessary."

"I’m not planning on becoming your subordinate! I’m just going as far as the Capital because I’m worried about El. After that, I’m going back to my village!" Lifa snapped, baring her teeth at him.

It seemed Harold had jumped the gun. She wasn't trying to join him permanently; she was just being a protective friend. If it was only as far as the Capital, it wasn't a huge issue. In fact, it might be safer for her than traveling alone.

"Worried? About him?"

"Yeah! I can't exactly leave El in the hands of someone like you, can I?"

What are you, his mother? Harold thought, barely suppressing the retort.



El kept a discreet eye on Harold as they walked. Harold’s face was less "expressionless" and more "perpetually annoyed." His sharp, hostile gaze only added to the impression of a man in a permanent foul mood.

It had been three days since they left Mount Giran. In that time, the only expressions El had seen on him were that simmering irritation or a cruel, twisted smirk used to provoke Lifa.

Harold didn't talk much, but when he did, his words were pure vitriol. It was as if he were constantly trying to maximize the number of enemies he had. As for his true character, El couldn't yet tell, but judged solely by his exterior, he was a thoroughly unpleasant human being. Even El, who had dealt with some of the most eccentric people on the continent, found Harold to be an outlier.

If it weren't for the Stellar Memory, El would never have considered working for him. If the information turned out to be a lie, he would vanish without a trace.

If El felt this way after only a few days, he could only imagine how the people who worked with Harold felt.

Waves of hostility, disgust, and contempt radiated from every corner. Though the halls were technically silent, the weight of a thousand unspoken curses seemed to hang in the air. This was Harold Stokes’ reputation within the Astral Research Institute.

Beside him, Lifa—who had been full of energy until they arrived—was now shrinking back. Just hours ago, she had been ecstatic about her first airship ride, but the atmosphere here was suffocating. Even El had to focus on maintaining a slow, steady pace to keep from bolting for the exit.

The malice directed at Harold by the researchers was breathtakingly intense.

Yet Harold walked through it as if he were alone in the hallway. He wasn't frightened by the loathing, nor did he respond with his own anger. He didn't look weary or try to hide his face.

He was simply indifferent.

(What kind of life do you have to lead to become this numb?) El wondered.

It was difficult to ignore people who were that obsessed with you, whether they loved or hated you. If the interest was that strong and that widespread, most people would break. El began to suspect Harold lacked some fundamental human sensitivity. Or, if he was doing this on purpose, it was a terrifyingly impressive display of willpower.

Harold stopped abruptly in front of a white door at the end of the corridor. He gave a cold, mechanical knock. A few seconds later, the door clicked open.

A man in his mid-thirties stepped out. The moment he saw Harold, his face contorted in a grimace of pure loathing.

"...What do you want?"

"Don’t ask me the obvious, you simpleton. Are you truly that desperate to advertise your incompetence?"

(And there it is. No wonder everyone hates him,) El thought.

It was a hellish environment, but one Harold had built for himself. There was no reason to feel sorry for him—and Harold likely wouldn't want the pity anyway.

The man’s face flushed a deep crimson, his eyes narrowing with rage. He trembled as he tried to maintain his composure.

"The Director is in the middle of an experiment. If you have a report, come back—"

"I was told my reports take top priority. Or have you already forgotten? Go tell that man I’ve returned. Even a moron with the retention of a toddler should be able to handle a simple errand. Unless, of course, that truly is beyond your capabilities."

The insults were razor-sharp. El realized Harold had been going easy on Lifa; the venom he spat here was on an entirely different level.

Just as the tension reached a breaking point, a voice drifted from the back of the room.

"In my opinion, there are useful arguments and useless ones. Which do you think yours is? My guess is the latter."

The voice was flat, almost mechanical.

A man with sallow skin and shock-white hair emerged from the shadows. Though tall, he was gaunt, his frame hunched into a slight stoop that gave him a frail appearance. However, his eyes—hollow sockets harboring a cold, inorganic light—immediately commanded the room.

Justus Freund. One of the Kingdom’s most brilliant scientists stood before them.



Author's Note: I laughed a bit because the comments section was flooded with remarks about the dragon's weight. It’s true that a massive dragon weighing the same as a car is a bit odd, but if you consider that a human being is capable of punching out a car traveling at 100km/h in this world, maybe it’s not that crazy? Besides, Harold is a speed-based fighter anyway, right?
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With Justus acting as a mediator, the group was ushered into the reception room without further incident. The space they entered was far removed from the sterile image of a research institute; it was a tranquil room where the floor, walls, and even the ceiling panels were unified in a warm, wooden aesthetic.

The room was meticulously organized and clean. To the south, a matching wooden sunroom had been installed, housing a small but vibrant collection of well-tended flowers.

Somehow, the atmosphere didn't fit the impression one got from Justus’s outward appearance. That was El’s frank assessment, and judging by the surprised look on Lifa’s face beside him, she shared the sentiment.

Then again, Justus was merely the head of the institute. It was unlikely he had personally handled the architectural design or interior decor, and even less likely that he spent his time managing a reception room that had nothing to do with his research. This room was probably the result of the original design concept combined with the personal tastes of whichever staff member actually maintained it.

"Now then, where did I put the teacups...?"

"Sit down and stay quiet. I wouldn't touch a drop of tea brewed by your hands—it’d be far too revolting to stomach."

Even toward his direct employer—a man to whom he should have been indebted—Harold didn't hesitate to lash out with his typical vitriol.

Yet, even as he spoke, Harold’s hands were moving with practiced efficiency. Before anyone realized it, he had already prepared a teapot and enough cups for everyone. This, too, was an unexpected sight for El and Lifa.

"And who said I was brewing it for you? I merely intended to play host to these young ladies."

"Hmph. As eccentric as ever, exposing your own stinginess to guests."

"Speaking of which, you’re quite the profligate yourself, picking up girls in the middle of a mission. Do you intend to keep them as local wives?"

"As if I would ever choose to marry such a meager woman."

"In other words, you would consider it if they had more voluptuous figures. I should like to place a bet on whether your fiancée would permit you a concubine."

"For a scientist, you certainly enjoy making wild leaps in logic. If that’s how you judge the world, then your prized research on the astral body must be a joke as well."

"I wonder who it is that benefits most from that research? Watch your tongue, Rudeness."

"You should worry more about your own encroaching senility. How many times do I have to tell you that I've broken off the engagement with that woman before it sticks in your memory?"

A verbal sparring match unfolded without the two men even locking eyes. El and Lifa could only watch blankly as the exchange—which bordered on verbal assault—continued. The fluid, unceasing flow of insults almost made it seem as if the two were perfectly in sync.

Despite the harsh words, however, there was no murderous intent hanging between Harold and Justus. There wasn't a hint of friendliness either, but despite the hostility, the exchange felt strangely transactional, as if they were simply checking off boxes in a routine conversation.

It was a truly bizarre sense of distance.

In the midst of this, the tea Harold had brewed was served.

El and Lifa sat on a two-person sofa with Justus positioned opposite them. Harold, meanwhile, withdrew to a seat by the window, keeping his distance.

"Well, no matter. Leaving that cantankerous man aside... I don't believe I've heard your names yet."

"Ah, I'm Lifa Goodridge."

"I am El. It is a distinct honor to meet the world-renowned Dr. Freund."

"I am Justus Freund. There is no need for such formality."

When a man with a completely expressionless face told you not to be formal, it wasn't exactly easy to just relax. El was well aware that he wasn't exactly a "normal" person himself, but even he felt the pressure.

"Thank you for your kindness."

"So, what brings you here? Surely you haven't been struck by a cataclysmic disaster like being invited here by Harold."

"Oh, that was because Lifa..."

El nudged Lifa’s arm with his elbow. Taking the cue, she began her explanation.

"I've always been interested in magic power research and I’ve been studying it on my own. I really wanted a chance to speak with you, Doctor, so I asked Harold when we met in Astis..."

"His name is fairly well-known, after all," El added. "Including exactly whose protection he enjoys."

"I see. It is rare for him to agree to such a request."

"Regarding that, it seems he took an interest in Lifa’s research—well, calling it 'research' might be a bit much yet, but her ideas regarding the application of astral."

"Ho..."

As El took over the explanation, his gaze drifted toward Harold. The boy was currently sipping his tea with a sour expression, looking for all the world as if he found the beverage loathsome.

The cover story they had prepared was simple: El and Lifa were friends who had crossed paths with Harold in Astis. Knowing his deep connections with Justus, they had pressured him into bringing them along.

For El, this was his first assignment to prove his worth to Harold. For Lifa, it was her way of fulfilling the "repay me later" condition Harold had set when she begged to join him on Mount Giran. Harold likely hadn't planned this far ahead back then, but seeing as he had brought it up now, this meeting clearly held significant value for him.

El’s instructions were to provide cover so Lifa wouldn't slip up, all while mining as much information as possible from Justus’s behavior. However, simply watching everything wouldn't be enough.

He had been told to focus on Justus’s research into magic power—specifically the substance known as the astral body. Even with a clear target, it was a grueling task for El to handle alone.

Perhaps sensing this, Harold had given him a warning beforehand: "I don't have high expectations. Consider any results a bonus. Your primary focus is ensuring he never realizes your true relationship with me or that you are a Giffelt."

If even Harold was that wary, then Justus Freund was a dangerous man indeed.

El thought back to the incident five years ago that had centered around Harold. He was convinced there was an absolute mastermind lurking in the shadows, someone capable of manipulating even the Deliberation Chamber.

Perhaps Justus was that mastermind, or at least someone very close to the center of the web.

If he was going to be pitted against such a figure, El honestly wished Harold had shared everything he knew about the man beforehand. But Harold’s refusal—or perhaps his inability—to do so suggested that Harold himself was burdened by some massive secret.

It was blindingly obvious that Harold Stokes was no ordinary teenager.

(Well, for now, I should focus on the task at hand. He’s clearly not an opponent I can afford to be careless around.)

El corrected his drifting thoughts and put on a natural, iron-clad smile. He steeled himself to begin the battle of wits, ensuring his true intentions remained hidden.



"Still, I am surprised you knew so much about Harold."

"I imagine some spiteful person has been busy slandering me behind my back," Harold interjected.

"I wouldn't know of such a person. They would be the polar opposite of me, as I speak nothing but the truth regarding you."

"Yeah, and thanks to that, I’m subjected to annoying glares wherever I go. It’s a real pain."

"I'm shocked you possess such delicate sensibilities. That might be a discovery worthy of the history books."

The man certainly has a silver tongue—one made of acid, Harold thought bitterly. He couldn't quite hide his annoyance, and it seeped into his expression and the tone of his voice.

Needless to say, the person spreading the rumors and ruining Harold's reputation was Justus himself. His goal was to isolate Harold, ensuring he had no allies and remained bound to the institute. No one in their right mind would try to help a person they only heard terrible things about. So far, Justus’s plan had been a resounding success.

It was the reason Harold had been saddled with the ominous title of "Knight Killer."

Furthermore, his reputation among the institute staff was abysmal. To them, he was a cold-blooded murderer living right next door, and Harold was partially to blame for that perception.

To put it simply, he had been intimidated by their blatant malice. To cope, he had started keeping his "switch" active at all times whenever he was outside his private room. If he didn't maintain that persona, he found it difficult to keep his composure. It was a pathetic excuse, but the focused hostility of humans felt far more terrifying than facing any high-level monster.

As a result, Harold’s tongue had become even sharper, which in turn fueled the staff’s resentment—a vicious cycle that had led to his current isolation. It was only natural, really.

"But I must say, the astral application Harold mentioned is intriguing. Would you mind elaborating?"

"Yes! I've been researching whether we can use scientific tools to supplement the use of magic, which usually depends on individual talent, to make it more versatile—"

Lifa began explaining her hybrid theory of science and magic. Crucially, Harold had instructed her to present it as a mere concept, hiding the fact that she was already moving toward practical application.

There were several reasons for this, but the primary goal was to bait Justus into offering technical advice or ideas that would strengthen Lifa. After seeing the lack of punch in her attacks against the Hydra, Harold had decided she needed an upgrade.

He had originally planned to meddle with Rainer’s group from the shadows later, but this was more efficient. Better to leave science to a scientist.

Since Lifa would eventually join the protagonist's party, she would inevitably have to fight Justus. It would be a disadvantage if her primary means of attack were already known, even if it were only a theoretical version.

However, it was unlikely Justus was even considering the possibility of combat at this stage. And even if he eventually realized Lifa was an enemy, he would be too busy dealing with the fallout of Rainer’s group disrupting his plans to devise immediate countermeasures. Harold intended to be behind the scenes, ensuring the events of the original story were cleared efficiently. Justus wouldn't have the luxury of time.

That was why he had taken the risk of bringing Lifa here. It was an unexpected turn of events, but a golden opportunity nonetheless.

"...I see. I can understand why Harold was interested."

As the technical discussion reached a lull, Justus offered his appraisal. Harold had been listening, but the conversation was so dense with jargon that he’d tuned out halfway through.

Lifa might look like a child, but her intellect was genuine—she was the genius who had developed resistance medicine and eventually stopped Justus’s plans in the original game. There was no way a mediocre man like Harold could keep up with a conversation between two geniuses of that caliber.

"So, um... what do you think? Is there anything that could be improved...?"

"I can't say for certain without seeing it in practice, but several points caught my attention. I wouldn't mind sharing my thoughts, but I am quite a busy man."

Justus glanced at the clock on the wall. Time was up.

Lifa’s shoulders slumped. "I-I see... You're right."

However, Justus’s next words were unexpected.

"That said, your perspective and ideas are truly remarkable. If your schedule allows, you should stay here for a while. We can discuss these matters properly when I can carve out some time."

"Wait, really!?"

This is bad, Harold thought before Lifa could even bite. He hadn't expected Justus to go so far as to sacrifice his own time for someone else. This was the man who usually had zero interest in other people.

Lifa’s theory must have truly piqued his curiosity.

But a long-term stay was a massive risk. If they slipped up even once, the web of secrets Harold and the others were hiding would be unraveled.

"Hold on, Lifa. If we do that, we’ll be late getting back to the village, and they’ll find out we lied about how far we were traveling. You know it won't just be a lecture from Uncle this time, right?"

El was the one who stepped into the breach. Whether he’d thought of it on the spot or prepared it in advance, he delivered a perfectly natural excuse for why they couldn't stay.

Lifa looked confused at first, but she quickly grasped the situation and turned slightly pale. To an observer, it looked exactly like a girl trembling at the thought of a scolding from a stern relative.

"What do you mean?" Justus asked.

"We were born in a small village where most people make a living through farming and livestock. In a place like that, someone like Lifa, who's obsessed with science, stands out. Her family has been very strict about her stopping this 'researcher' hobby."

The background El was spinning was actually Lifa’s real backstory from the original game. It wasn't a lie.

Harold wondered how El knew that, but Lifa simply looked down awkwardly rather than with surprise. They must have bonded quite a bit over the last few days if she had shared those details with him.

"We traveled to Astis this time, but we told the family we were just going to the Royal Capital for sightseeing. That’s why we can't manage a long stay."

"I see. Then, how much time do you have left?"

If it had been Harold, he would have likely snapped "none" without thinking.

But El didn't do that. After a few seconds of silence, he replied with a grave expression.

"Two weeks is the limit."

"I see. About what I expected. You are quite clever—if you had immediately claimed you had no time at all, I would have been suspicious."

Harold understood what Justus meant a moment later, and a cold sweat broke out across his body.

Given their cover story, El and the others should have calculated the travel time between their village, Astis, and the Royal Capital. The fact that they met Harold in Astis and came here meant they had used an airship. Considering how long Harold’s mission took and the time needed to return, the timeline was clear.

Normally, two girls from a small village wouldn't be expected to use an expensive airship. They would use a shared carriage or walk. Compared to an airship, those methods were incredibly slow.

Because they were in the Royal Capital right now—whether it was a detour or on the way—there should have been a massive surplus of time compared to their original walking or carriage schedule.

If they were truly in a rush, they wouldn't have begged to meet Justus in the first place. No matter what excuse they used, the mere fact that they were standing here meant it was impossible for them to have zero time to spare.

He had thought El’s lie was perfect and unfalsifiable.

But for Justus, it hadn't been a rejection. It had merely been the final piece of information he needed to solidify their stay.

Furthermore, that last comment... it was a clear sign that Justus was already suspicious of them. They wouldn't be able to move carelessly now.

"I will arrange for an airship that stops at the town nearest your village for your return trip. That should allow you to extend your stay even further."

To Harold, Justus’s helpful proposal sounded exactly like a death sentence.
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In the heart of the research institute's grounds lay a garden. A stone fountain stood at its center, feeding clear water into a branching canal that bubbled softly as it flowed along.

Harold sat on a bench, hands clasped over his knees, gazing at the distant sky. He paid no mind to the gentle stream or the vibrant flowers blooming in the nearby beds. Though the blue heavens were reflected in his eyes, he saw nothing. His mind was occupied by a single, crushing word: regret.

(I got ahead of myself...)

He couldn't deny the feeling that he’d jumped the gun. He had gained a powerful ally in El, a character from the original story, and let it go to his head.

His opponent was Justus—the final boss.

He had sworn to move with the utmost caution, yet the moment the wind started blowing in his favor, he’d acted with such reckless idiocy that he could only loathe himself.

The worst part was that he had practically handed Justus a reason to suspect El. El was supposed to be his trump card. If the boy was marked, his freedom of movement would be severely restricted.

This would likely reset the progress he’d made in securing personnel and strengthening Rainer’s party. If surveillance intensified due to these suspicions, things might actually turn out worse than if he’d done nothing at all. A torrent of self-loathing raged within Harold’s chest.

As he sat there dejected, a figure approached. Harold kept his gaze fixed on the sky, but he could sense who it was from their presence alone.

"Do you mind if I join you?"

"…If you’re going to ask for permission, don’t start sitting down before you get it."

"It’s not as if this is Harold's reserved seat, is it?"

El ignored the sarcasm and sat down beside him. Even so, he left enough space between them for a third person to fit.

They both lapsed into silence as time flowed by quietly.

Harold wondered if being seen alone with El in such a deserted place would only invite more suspicion, but he quickly realized it was far too late for that. Justus’s parting words had been an unmistakable threat: I’ve got my eye on you.

In that case, it was better to be bold. If they acted like they were simply having a chat in the open, Justus might not pursue the matter further. In a place with such clear lines of sight, it was impossible for anyone to sneak up on them. There was no need to worry about being overheard.

After a long silence, El finally spoke. His first words were an apology.

"I’m sorry. Not only did we fail to get the results we wanted, but I gave him an opening to exploit."

Harold couldn't find the words to respond immediately.

El didn't need to apologize. If anything, the only reason Harold hadn’t made a fatal blunder in that room was because El had covered for him. Besides, El was an information broker; the role Harold had shoved him into today was hardly a case of "the right man for the job."

The one at fault—the one who had made the wrong call—was Harold himself. He felt the weight of that truth sinking in. After all, he was currently in the middle of a self-deprecation marathon.

"Don’t be so conceited. I told you from the start I wasn't expecting anything from you."

"…Right. You did say that."

"Whether you choose to feel responsible for your failures is your business, but do not let it interfere with your work. If you’re going to let yourself wallow, then cut those feelings of self-reproach out of your heart this instant."

"Is that your idea of encouragement?"

"Do you honestly think me capable of such a thing?"

"Fair point. But fine, if that's how it is, I’ll switch gears."

El stretched his arms toward the sky and sighed. It might have been Harold's imagination, but the boy's tone seemed a fraction lighter.

Harold let out a long breath of his own. Then, with a somewhat troubled expression, El continued.

"The problem is, while I can bounce back, Lifa isn't doing as well."

"What?"

"She seems to regret jumping at Justus’s invitation as a knee-jerk reaction."

That was entirely misplaced. Harold was the one who had allowed Lifa to come along and had essentially talked her into entering the research institute; she had simply been used and dragged into his mess.

From Lifa’s perspective, her interests actually aligned more with Justus than with Harold. Of course, it would be a massive problem if she actually defected, so Harold would prevent that at all costs.

Perhaps sensing the confusion on Harold’s face, El tilted his head.

"Is it really that surprising? If you feel like you’ve let a friend down, it’s going to weigh on you."

"…I have no memory of becoming friends with that girl."

"I had a feeling, but Harold, you really don't have many friends, do you?"

El looked at him with something bordering on pity. Harold found himself unable to offer a rebuttal.

If asked who his friends were, the first person to come to mind was Itsuki. Although they saw each other less frequently these days, their bond remained intact. They had known each other for eight years now.

But beyond that? No names came to mind.

He had fought Rainer once at a tournament five years ago—hardly a friendship. It was the same for Robinson, Sid, Aileen, and his other peers from the Knight Order. He hadn’t even seen them since leaving.

Zen, his servant, was someone Harold technically considered a subordinate, and their age gap made the concept of "friendship" feel thin. And as for Erika, they were like cats and dogs.

The conclusion was stark: Harold’s only friend was Itsuki. Now that he thought about it, his social circle was pathetic. It made sense, though; since he essentially savaged anyone who got close to him with verbal attacks, it was a miracle he had even one friend.

While making these excuses to himself, a sour-grapes remark escaped his lips.

"I have no need for shallow socializing. 'Friends' are the ultimate example of such waste."

"I think that depends on the person. It seems to be important to Lifa, at least."

It was a mystery why she would consider him a friend after he’d done nothing but provoke her since they met, but Harold could understand the sentiment. However, if he tried to comfort her now, his "Harold Mouth" would only end up pouring oil on the fire.

Since she seemed genuinely depressed, he’d have to find a way to indirectly let her know he didn't care about her mistake.

But that would have to wait.

"Hmph. That's irrelevant."

Actually, it wasn't, but he needed to change the subject. He had things to discuss with El while they were reasonably certain no one was eavesdropping.

"More importantly, we need to discuss your assignment."

"I'm all ears."

Sensing the change in mood, El straightened his posture.

There were two things Harold needed El to do. But first, he had to explain the existence of the group he had been quietly recruiting in the background of his missions.

"I want you to lend your strength to the management of an organization I’ve established."

"Your own organization?"

"A mercenary group called 'Frieri'."

In the original story, Frieri was a jack-of-all-trades group founded by Cody after he quit the Knight Order. They handled everything from security and warfare to monster hunting and mundane errands.

However, likely due to Harold's interference, Cody was still a knight. In fact, he’d actually been promoted higher than in the original timeline.

Originally, there were several plot events that required Frieri’s cooperation, but since the foundation—Cody quitting—had collapsed, Frieri would never be born. That would cause massive issues for the progression of the story.

Thus, Harold had established Frieri himself. Fortunately, Tasuku had been setting aside a portion of the profits from the LP Farming Method in Harold's name, so he hadn't lacked the capital to get it started.

"You want me to run it? I've never commanded troops in battle before."

"The mercenaries will handle the field work. I am giving you the authority to decide whether Frieri takes a job or not. And, by extension, how the organization operates."

"…Are you serious? You’re giving that kind of power to a newcomer?"

Harold understood the hesitation. This was, once again, a questionable appointment.

However, Harold believed El had the necessary skills. El could grasp complex situations accurately and deeply by synthesizing vast amounts of information. Even if he wasn't a tactical commander or a military strategist, he would excel at organizational management.

More importantly, Harold’s faction was so short-staffed that there was literally no one else. If he hadn't lucked into recruiting El, he or one of the mercenaries would have had to do it, and neither option inspired confidence.

"I will set the general policy and provide the necessary directives. Your role is to handle the minutiae and operate Frieri when I am unable to act."

"You make it sound so simple. That's a huge responsibility."

El gave a theatrically weary sigh.

Despite calling it a huge responsibility, he didn't seem particularly stressed. In fact, he even whispered, "Wait, does this mean I'm actually... quite trusted?" loud enough for Harold to hear.

Since the boy clearly had room to breathe, Harold ignored the comment.

"By the way, how many people are in Frieri right now?"

"Fourteen. It’s not enough. I want you to scout for talented individuals using your information network."

"I can do that, but what about the budget? Poaching good mercenaries isn't cheap."

"If it’s a trifling sum like the cost of hiring mercenaries, name your price. I’ll pay it."

He wasn't joking. The funds in Harold’s account had grown to a point where such costs were rounding errors. If he didn't have a death flag and the end of the world hanging over his head, he could have retired right then and lived like a king.

Then again, if he hadn't been possessed by Harold, he never would have developed the LP Farming Method to save House Sumeragi, so it was a bit of a catch-22.

"How generous. Where does all this money even come from?"

"There is no need for you to know that."

"Too bad. Well, I understand the job. I’d like to see this 'Frieri' with my own eyes, but..."

El trailed off, looking back toward the research institute building.

Specifically, he was likely looking toward the reception room where they had just met Justus. Harold felt the weight of that unspoken concern.

There was no doubt El was now a person of interest. Would the paranoid Justus truly allow such a person to roam freely?

Harold couldn't afford to be optimistic. He had just been burned by his own arrogance. He had to assume they were being watched.

"If you have a way to slip past his surveillance, you can go this instant."

"I'll pass on that for now. I'll find a way eventually, but in exchange for taking this on, I have a request of my own."

"…Speak."

"First, regarding Frieri—I want to make contact alone. I’ll need something to prove I’m your messenger."

"Give me a reason."

"It’s the best way to keep Justus in the dark."

Harold considered this. El probably meant that moving alone made him less conspicuous.

Certainly, if they were seen together, it screamed "conspiracy." Much like their current meeting.

"I want you to tell Frieri in advance that I'll be coming alone. When you do, please keep my appearance, age, and gender a complete secret. I want to keep my status as a Giffelt hidden, so I don't want to give them any unnecessary information."

"I thought you wanted to spread the Giffelt name?"

"Strictly for prestige and information gathering. It’s too risky for it to be known for my personal movements."

"Fine. If that ensures things go smoothly."

Harold didn't see a reason to refuse. He couldn't afford for these negotiations to break down over something small.

Within reason, he should accommodate El’s requests. El seemed to think he was a subordinate, but the reality was that Harold was the one who desperately needed the help.

Still, it made him wonder... in the original story, El had openly identified as a Giffelt to Rainer's party. Had that been for the clan’s benefit? Or perhaps he had known that supporting the protagonist was the only way to reach the Stellar Memory?

Harold tried to push the idle thoughts aside. He was over-analyzing the game's mechanics again.

"That helps. And one last thing."

El’s voice pulled him back from the brink of deep thought.

"More? You’re a persistent one."

"It's nothing major. I just want you to clear a few hours tomorrow afternoon."

It really was a small request.

Harold had no missions scheduled for the foreseeable future, so he was effectively a man of leisure—if you ignored the constant, looming threat of a gruesome death.

"I hope it’s not for some trivial errand."

"Oh, it's very important. For our future together."

El wore a meaningful smile. Harold, however, completely failed to grasp the significance of the look.
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The day after his meeting with El in the garden, Harold woke in the pre-dawn gloom, before the sun had even begun to crest the horizon.

After a swift preparation in his private room, he slipped through the research institute. Moving with ghostly silence through the deserted corridors, he made his way outside. Gripped in his hands were the two swords he had brandished in the battle against the Ice Dragon.

Once he had put sufficient distance between himself and the institute, Harold began to swing his blades with a ferocious intensity, exuding a pressure that suggested he was locked in combat with an invisible foe.

He didn't limit himself to swordsmanship; between the flashes of steel, he interspersed strikes—punches and kicks woven into a seamless flow.

This was a daily ritual he had maintained for nearly eight years. Compared to when he first began, his power, speed, and precision had reached a level that could truly be described as transcendent. To any onlooker, it would have appeared as a savage yet fluid sword dance.

In reality, he was simply practicing the inputs for the game’s "combo techniques." For Harold, it was a hobby that doubled as a practical necessity.

However, as the saying goes, "persistence is power." Even accounting for the high physical specs of Harold’s body, his prowess was undoubtedly the fruit of his own grueling effort. Without that dedication, the feat of instantaneously slaying two Ice Dragons would have been impossible.

Relying on his inexhaustible stamina, he pushed through two hours of continuous, high-intensity training. By the time he finished, he was drenched in sweat. Even so, he felt a terrifying amount of energy still surging within him.

After a quick rinse to wash away the grime, Harold strode back through the institute, which was just beginning to stir with staff. He walked with the arrogance of a man who owned the halls, his "villain switch" firmly engaged.

Thanks to that mental facade, he reached his destination without flinching at the hostile glares that, as usual, followed his every move.

He arrived at the institute’s airy dining hall. One wall was composed entirely of glass, allowing the rising sun to cast glittering reflections across the room. The hall served staff throughout the early morning, catering to those who had worked through the night.

Harold had been a regular here since arriving at the institute. Like everyone else, the kitchen staff despised him, but he had long since given up on being liked, so it hardly mattered.

He placed a casual order and took his breakfast to his usual spot—a two-person table by the window. While the hall was sparse now, Harold’s immediate vicinity remained a dead zone even during the lunch rush. People would rather stand than sit near him, all while casting insolent glances and whispering vitriol behind his back.

A person with normal sensibilities might have been driven to avoid the dining hall entirely, but with his switch flipped, it was a non-issue.

Harold’s social isolation was progressing perfectly.

As he ate, performing a somewhat melancholic self-analysis of his loner status, a boisterous group entered the hall. Among them were Lifa and El. The group numbered about ten, and aside from the two of them, everyone else was male.

Judging by their appearance, they were from the institute’s younger generation. Even so, the youngest man looked to be in his mid-twenties—making him a decade older than Lifa. While Harold idly wondered how old El actually was, the group settled at a long table near the center of the hall.

They were far enough away that he couldn't hear their conversation, but close enough to see them clearly.

It was likely a social gathering intended to foster camaraderie. Harold could detect a hint of ulterior motives from the men, but in a workplace where the male-to-female ratio was nine-to-one, such behavior was almost inevitable. While Lifa looked exceptionally young, by the standards of this world, she was at an age where dating or marriage wouldn't cause many raised eyebrows.

To Harold’s modern sensibilities, however, she looked like a middle schooler—or occasionally an elementary schooler, depending on her mood. Seeing a pack of adult men surrounding her gave the scene a distinctly criminal aura.

On the other hand, El’s gender remained a mystery to him. He found himself curious about how the men would react if it turned out El was also male.

As these thoughts drifted through his mind, his eyes met El’s. For a fleeting moment, El offered a small smile and a barely perceptible nod.

They didn't have the kind of deep bond that allowed for perfect non-verbal communication, but Harold interpreted the gesture as: “I’m guarding her well, so don’t worry.” Harold had warned El the previous day not to let Lifa out of his sight to prevent Justus from making a move.

El was a high-spec individual, so Harold trusted his competence. He gave a sharp flick of his chin in return—“I get it, just focus on your job.” El seemed to understand and returned to the conversation.

For El, this was likely a calculated effort to gather intelligence.

Satisfied, Harold returned to his own meal, silently finishing the familiar, bland fare.

It took less than ten minutes to clear his plate. As he stood to leave, the dining hall suddenly began to buzz with a different kind of energy—a commotion centered entirely on him.

He knew he was hated, but this reaction felt off. He stopped in his tracks, wondering what was happening, when a voice called out from behind him.

"Where are you going, leaving us behind? Harold."

It was El. Beside him stood Lifa, her hand being tugged by El. She looked decidedly awkward.

Harold glanced back at the table they had just vacated; the men were staring at him with looks of pure, unadulterated loathing. Their collective resentment was so intense it made even Harold flinch.

From their perspective, it must have looked as though the two beauties had ditched them to chase after their most hated enemy. The sheer malice in the air was frightening in a way he wasn't used to, so he decided to ignore it.

"Where I go is none of your concern," Harold barked.

"It is. I told you yesterday I wanted some of your time, didn't I?"

"That was for the daytime."

It was barely 7:30 AM—early morning by any rational standard. Very few people would describe this hour as "daytime," though perhaps El was one of those rare exceptions.

"I heard you’re basically free all the time, Harold. So, I thought we’d start a bit early."

"Even so, that doesn't excuse your failure to confirm the schedule."

"My apologies. Did you have other plans?"

"……"

He had nothing. He was so free he could have left on a month-long vacation at a moment's notice. If anything, he desperately wanted to suggest a trip to the Sumeragi hot springs; his Japanese soul was perpetually yearning for a proper bath.

"If you're free, then please. It’s our first date as a trio, and I thought the more time we had, the better."

"D-Date!?" Lifa shrieked.

Her voice echoed through the hall, ensuring that every single staff member heard the shocking word.

In an instant, waves of killing intent—a literal Satsui no Hadou—erupted from the largely single male staff. It felt as if they might charge at him any second, screaming, "Perish with the dust!" While Harold was confident he wouldn't lose a one-on-one duel, against a mob of men transformed into vengeful asuras, even he might fall to a lucky "Messatsu" strike. Having his heart stopped by a crowd of angry researchers was not on his to-do list.

(...Wait, no! This is no time to be thinking in fighting game terms!)

He scrambled to pull his racing thoughts back in line. The sheer impact of the word "date" had sent his brain into a tailspin.

Judging by Lifa’s shock, this was El’s solo improvisation. El wasn't the type to draw unnecessary attention without a reason; he had surely dropped this "date" bombshell with some hidden objective.

But Harold was the only one in the room who could possibly understand that.

To anyone else, it looked like the ultimate scum of the earth—a man hated by all—was about to swan off into the city with two beautiful girls. At this rate, some "hero" driven by righteous indignation might try to "rescue" them before Harold could sink his poisonous fangs into them.

To avoid being dragged into such a tedious mess, Harold opted for a strategic retreat.

"Oh, Harold! We'll be waiting at the main gate! The time is—"

El’s voice followed him out, loud enough for everyone to hear. It was a merciless follow-up, confirming that El was intentionally making them targets of gossip. Harold wished El had given him a heads-up before choosing such a troublesome method.

The day was already turning into a massive headache.

◇

Despite having his mental energy drained first thing in the morning, the time El had designated arrived. Harold waited at the front gate of the institute, leaning against a pillar with his arms crossed and a sour expression.

"Hey, sorry to keep you waiting."

El arrived, looking entirely unbothered. Faced with that bright, guiltless smile, Harold found he didn't even have the energy to complain. He just wanted to know why.

Rumors of the dining hall incident had apparently sprinted through the institute; resentful glares were pricking his skin from every window. It wasn't dangerous, but it was incredibly irritating.

What concerned him more, however, was Lifa’s bizarre behavior.

"G-Good morning..."

She was listless. She refused to meet his eyes, and her voice was trembling with nerves. Harold quickly deduced the cause.

(Don't tell me she's still this depressed just because Justus played her?)

He had lectured her repeatedly about not showing openings. She likely felt a crushing sense of guilt for failing him and was now bracing for a verbal lashing. She looked like a small animal waiting to be kicked.

When he took a step toward her, Lifa flinched.

Ignoring her reaction, he stepped into her space and clamped his left hand onto the top of her head. He squeezed. The Iron Claw.

"Ow, ow, ow, ouch!"

He watched her writhe in agony for a few seconds before releasing his grip. Predictably, Lifa snapped out of her funk and glared at him with watery eyes.

"What was that for!?"

"If you're finally awake, we're leaving."

Without waiting for a response, Harold passed through the gate. Lifa followed close behind, shouting protests. Through the noise, Harold caught El’s voice, colored by a dry chuckle.

"I suppose that makes us even for the other day? ...Probably."

The "probably" was unnecessary, but Harold was secretly impressed by how accurately El read his intentions.

The reason he’d resorted to the Iron Claw was because, knowing Lifa, a verbal "I forgive you" wouldn't have been enough to stop her brooding. Furthermore, he knew that if he tried to offer clumsy words of comfort, his cursed mouth would likely just spit out more insults.

It was a form of kindness—one that was nearly impossible for anyone to recognize.

Lifa remained grumpy until they reached the central district, but the moment they stepped onto the Royal Capital’s bustling main street, her mood shifted instantly. She began scurrying from shop to shop with wide-eyed wonder, letting out gasps of "Wow!" and "Look at that!" She was a total tourist. Her depression had vanished as if it had never existed.

Watching her back with a faint, internal sigh, Harold spoke in a low voice meant only for El.

"What was the point of that circus this morning?"

"I figured if we’re already under suspicion, we might as well be proactive about standing out."

It was a bold move, but Harold couldn't see the long game. By making them the center of attention, El had effectively ensured the entire institute was watching them. Perhaps it was a way to make it harder for Justus to approach them in secret?

Without more knowledge of the original plot, that was the best guess he could make.

"By the way, Harold," El said, changing the subject. "Did you manage to prepare that proof of identity I asked for?"

Lifa was currently mesmerized by a display of whimsical trinkets in a nearby window. So she does have some girlish interests, Harold thought rudely.

"Carry this, and you will be recognized as one of mine."

Harold produced a silver key engraved with a specific emblem—the sigil of Frieri. It was an exquisite piece of work, commissioned from a craftsman in a distant town during a previous mission to avoid leaving a trail in the Capital.

Along with it, he handed over a letter written in his own hand, containing secrets only he could know and a formal declaration that El was to act as the organization’s commander.

"Is this the key to the hideout?"

"It is a decorative ornament. Nothing more."

The key was purely a recognition device; it served no mechanical purpose. However, Harold figured that if it ever fell into the wrong hands, the thief would waste their time trying to find a door it fit. It was a bit of a decoy.

He had already distributed similar items—bracelets and copper coins with the same mark—to the existing members. The high-quality craftsmanship had cost him a small fortune, but Harold was the type of person who valued the right aesthetic.

El turned the useless key over in his hand, looking puzzled, but eventually tucked it away.

"I see. And where exactly is this hideout?"

Harold silently handed over a second piece of paper. The location was not in the Capital—Justus’s backyard. However, it wasn't so far that they couldn't respond to emergencies, nor was it a small village where a group of strangers would stand out.

It was a relatively developed, high-population city far enough away to be outside Justus’s immediate sphere of influence. That was where Frieri’s heart beat.

"Do not commit the blunder of losing that."

"Understood. Now, let's put the business talk aside and enjoy the sights."

"I have no need for sightseeing..."

Having lived in this city for over five years, there wasn't a corner of it he didn't know. He let out a sigh. To think all this trouble had been stirred up just for a five-minute conversation.

El, however, kept his smile.

"Come now. This city might be old news to us, but for Lifa, it’s—whoops."

A passerby brushed against El’s shoulder, causing him to stumble. He wasn't going to fall, but Harold reflexively reached out and steadied him by the shoulder.

His frame was incredibly delicate. El’s official age was never stated, but he looked to be around fifteen or sixteen. Harold felt a brief flicker of doubt—was it really possible for a boy that age to be this slender?

It was a thought he hadn't dwelled on before, but El truly was the most mysterious figure in the original story.

"Thanks. You're surprisingly gentle."

"Don't speak nonsense, you slowpoke."

Embarrassed by the rare compliment, Harold snatched his hand away. El let out a soft chuckle at the reaction.

Pretending not to notice the laughter to hide his burning cheeks, Harold set off to retrieve Lifa, who was wandering so aimlessly she looked like she might get lost in the next five seconds.
Chapter 58

For Lifa, life in the Royal Capital was a whirlwind of stimulation and novelty. The city offered countless sights and experiences she never would have encountered had she spent her entire life in her small village.

The abundance of her surroundings was almost enough to make her forget her predicament, yet she couldn't bring herself to enjoy it from the bottom of her heart. A lingering sense of guilt weighed on her; she knew her thoughtless words and actions had caused Harold unnecessary trouble.

Logic dictated that she should simply apologize and clear the air, but whenever she actually faced him, she found herself rising to his provocations. They always ended up trading barbs. Consequently, she kept missing the right moment to say she was sorry, leading her to where she was now.

Thus, she welcomed her third day at the institute with a thorn of unease still pricking her conscience. This was the day her first formal discussion with Justus finally took place.

It lasted only an hour, but that was more than enough time for Lifa to realize just how brilliant a man Justus Freund was.

He offered perspectives she had never considered and ideas she lacked. One after another, she discovered flaws and potential refinements in her own theories—logic she had previously assumed was flawless. While her pride took a bit of a bruising, the thrill of knowing her magic would reach even greater heights far outweighed any fleeting sense of shame or frustration.

And yet, despite the academic breakthrough, Lifa’s mood remained clouded.

"Sigh..."

"What’s wrong, Lifa-chan? You look a bit down."

The sun had already begun its late afternoon descent. While she was taking a break in the Free Space, a man who happened to be nearby called out to her. Lifa didn't recall his name, but his affable smile had left a positive impression on her over the last few days.

The man sat down across from her with practiced ease, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"It’s nothing, really..."

"Director Justus reviewed the technical theories Lifa devised earlier," El added, offering a casual cover from the seat next to her. "She seems a bit depressed because there were more inadequacies than she expected."

"Ah, Director Justus is relentless, isn't he..."

Lifa appreciated the backup. It wasn't exactly the truth, but it was better than dealing with unnecessary prying. Over the past few days, she had developed a growing reluctance to engage with the staff here.

"Well, if that’s all it is, you don’t need to worry. I thought for sure that guy had done something awful to you."

This was the source of her irritation. The researchers here took every possible opportunity to bring up Harold’s name just to disparage him.

Their malice was fueled by Harold’s own words, his public reputation, and reports of his villainous behavior. In a sense, it was Harold’s own fault. Lifa didn't feel the need to ignore his faults or blindly defend him.

After all, Harold was a man with a twisted personality. He showered anyone within earshot with insults, sarcasm, and ridicule the moment he opened his mouth. It was perfectly understandable why people hated him.

However, Lifa knew there was more to Harold than that.

He had braved the danger of fighting Ice Dragons for the sake of a request that was nothing more than a verbal promise. Even when the situation turned dire with the appearance of two dragons at once, Harold had honored his word. Despite being in a position where a truly heartless person would have abandoned her to save themselves, he had helped her without a second thought.

Would a truly arrogant, selfish man be so fastidious about a promise? Lifa couldn't bring herself to believe it.

One could argue he was acting in expectation of a future reward, but his actions only served to advance Lifa’s research. As far as she could tell, Harold himself stood to gain absolutely nothing from it.

"Hmm, well, he hasn't actually done anything to us, so it’s hard to feel a sense of crisis," El remarked.

"That’s how he lures you into a false sense of security! Take my word for it, it's better to stay far away from that guy."

The man continued to lecture them on how dangerous Harold was. To him, this was the objective truth, and he likely believed he was acting in Lifa’s best interest.

But for Lifa, it only added to her confusion.

As the stream of insults against Harold continued, El listened intently, likely searching for clues in Harold’s past that would explain his reputation. It wasn't a conversation Lifa wanted to be part of anymore.

The more she thought about it, the more miserable she felt. Eventually, she began to feel physically ill.

"...Sorry, I'm going back to my room."

Leaving them behind without a second look, Lifa stood up and retreated to her assigned quarters. Once there, she crawled into bed and pulled the blankets over her head.

This was Lifa’s sanctuary.

Whenever she was scolded by her mother or hit a wall in her research, she would curl up in the dark like this to find her calm. As she lay there hugging her knees, regrets over her behavior and questions about Harold circled her mind in an endless, answerless loop.

She wasn't sure how much time passed before she finally drifted off. When she eventually woke, she was still in the same position, drenched in sweat. Her shirt clung uncomfortably to her skin.

Groaning, she poked her head out from under the covers. Outside the window, the veil of night had already fallen. She had slept for a significant amount of time.

"Are you awake?"

Lifa rolled over to see El sitting by her own bedside lamp, reading a hardcover book. Closing it with a soft snap, El picked up a tray from the table and brought it over.

On the tray were sandwiches and a salad. El poured a glass of ice water from a pitcher and handed it to her.

"How are you feeling? I brought some light food, but if you want something more substantial, we could head to the Dining Hall."

"No, this is fine. Thank you."

Lifa wasn't particularly hungry, so the snack was perfect. She drained half the glass of water in one go and let out a long sigh of relief.

El watched her with a gentle, knowing gaze that made Lifa feel a bit self-conscious.

"What is it?"

"I could tell you were troubled. I'm not sure if I can offer much help, but I'm here to listen if you want to talk. Not that I mean to meddle."

It seemed El had seen right through her. Since it wasn't a secret, and since Lifa wanted El's perspective anyway, she decided to open up.

"El... what do you really think about Harold?"

"You mean whether he's actually the person the rumors say he is?"

"Yeah."

El had grasped the core of her question instantly. Perhaps El had been pondering the same thing.

"I’m not entirely sure yet. He has a foul mouth and a difficult personality, but he doesn't strike me as a cold-blooded, villainous murderer. If we believe what Harold said, someone is intentionally spreading bad rumors about him."

"He did mention that, didn't he?"

Was that the source of the massive discrepancy? If so, then perhaps Harold wasn't a bad person after all.

However, El quickly grounded her.

"But they do say there's no smoke without fire. With a personality like his, it wouldn't be surprising if he's causing trouble or making enemies wherever he goes. I just don't know... or rather, I don't have enough information to make a judgment yet."

"But you already knew about him, didn't you, El?"

"Only the rumors. And as we saw at the Deliberation Chamber, information about him is heavily restricted. He might be hiding things himself, but it’s clear he’s carrying a lot of secrets."

"Harold’s secrets..."

He had nearly been executed based on circumstantial evidence—a trial that was likely orchestrated by someone behind the scenes. Yet, as if following a script, he had escaped execution only to end up as a test subject in this research institute.

Even with the little El had told her, the situation was bizarre. Add to that the mystery of why he wore a Sarian Imperial Uniform, and the fact that a man involved in his trial had suddenly gone mad and nearly died the moment someone tried to question him...

Everything centered on Harold. Lifa couldn't even begin to fathom the magnitude of the secrets he was guarding so fiercely.

"It’s hard not to be influenced by what everyone else says," El continued, "but you should decide for yourself after seeing him with your own eyes. That’s the privilege of being close to him."

"...Yeah, you're right. Thanks. I think I feel a bit better now."

"I'm glad."

Lifa realized El was right. She had always been the type to ignore the opinions of others and pursue her own path. No matter how many people told her she couldn't be an inventor or tried to stop her, she had stayed true to her own will.

She applied that same standard to everything else in life. So why was she so conflicted about Harold?

(Is it because... I want him to be a good person?)

The thought struck her suddenly.

Shunned by society, excluded, alone without a single ally or anyone who understood him... In a way, his situation mirrored her own experience of being treated as a freak in her village.

If she was projecting herself onto him, then she might be subconsciously hoping that if Harold was righteous, it would prove that she was righteous too. It was a humiliating realization, but it made sense.

That was why she couldn't see the real Harold. She had been looking at him through a filter of her own desires, never truly trying to understand the man himself.

Once Lifa reached a conclusion, she couldn't stand still. She polished off the sandwiches and salad in record time.

"Thanks for the food!"

"There was no need to eat that fast."

"I want to go see Harold for a minute."

"At this hour?"

El chuckled and pointed at the clock. The hands were approaching midnight. Harold was likely asleep, and even if he wasn't, it was an incredibly rude time to visit.

More than anything, Lifa was shocked she had managed to sleep that long.

"I guess going now would just be a nuisance, huh..."

"Well, if you're planning a midnight tryst, it’s the perfect time."

"I'm not doing that!"

"I won't stop you, and I can keep a secret."

"I don't need that kind of help!"

After shooting back a retort to El's teasing, Lifa gave up on her visit. They settled in to sleep, but having just woken from a long nap, Lifa found herself wide awake.

She spent hours tossing and turning, unable to find a comfortable position. Before she knew it, the sky was beginning to turn pale. As an inventor who often pulled all-nighters when absorbed in her work, it was a familiar sight.

Realizing sleep was a lost cause, she decided to change her pace and take a walk to breathe in the crisp dawn air. She slipped out of the room quietly, careful not to wake the sleeping El.

The experience of a morning walk was a novelty for Lifa. Her village was small and relied on farming and livestock, so everyone woke up incredibly early. People were often active before the sun even rose.

If she had wandered around back home at this hour, she would have stuck out like a sore thumb. Because she was so isolated in the village, Lifa had mostly limited her outings to after dark.

Here, she wasn't bound by those constraints. She wandered through the institute grounds at her own leisure.

Suddenly, her ears caught a faint whistling sound—the sharp cut of air. Drawn by the noise, she moved toward a secluded area behind the institute buildings.

There stood Harold, fluidly wielding two swords of different shapes.

Lifa found herself completely captivated. The way Harold swung his blades was like a refined dance, mesmerising to behold. When he had fought the Ice Dragons, the chaos and the sheer, overwhelming power he displayed had left her in a state of terror. But watching him now, she could appreciate the raw beauty of his technique.

It was the first time she had ever looked at martial prowess and found it beautiful.

She lost track of time as she watched him. Even though her primary goal had been to speak with him, she remained rooted to the spot, entranced.

It wasn't until Harold’s "dance" ended and he sheathed both swords with a synchronized click that Lifa finally snapped back to reality. She remembered why she was here.

It was early, and there was no one else around. This was the perfect time to have a private conversation.

The training session was over, so she wouldn't be interrupting. Just as Lifa gathered her courage to step forward, Harold reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it off, exposing his upper body. He wasn't trying to show off; he likely just found the sweat-soaked fabric uncomfortable. He clearly had no idea anyone was watching.

The sight caught Lifa completely off guard. Before she could avert her gaze, the image of his bare torso was seared into her mind.

Because of his height, Harold usually looked quite slender in his clothes, but his body was pure, functional muscle with no wasted fat—a perfect balance of strength and flexibility. His physique was striking, possessing the defined, powerful lines of a masterpiece sculpture.

For the innocent Lifa, who had zero romantic experience, the sight was overwhelmingly stimulating.

Her pulse skyrocketed. She could feel the heat rushing to her face; she knew she must be turning a vivid shade of crimson.

Harold, with his back to her, still hadn't noticed her. Every instinct told her she should leave immediately and come back later for both their sakes.

Yet, despite her logical brain screaming at her to run, she couldn't look away from his well-defined back. Her feet felt as if they were nailed to the ground.

Then, Harold turned around.

Their eyes locked. His deep crimson gaze pierced right through her. It was that same look of cold indifference she had seen a hundred times, but for some reason, she found herself mesmerized by it.

Words failed her. She had been so determined to talk to him just moments ago, but now she couldn't manage a simple "good morning," let alone an apology for peeking. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a drum, and she had to focus just to keep her breathing steady.

In contrast to Lifa’s paralysis, Harold’s movements were fluid and unbothered. He began walking toward her, his discarded shirt draped over his right shoulder.

Lifa’s brain was practically boiling. She couldn't think, couldn't move, couldn't even wonder what he was going to do.

He stopped right in front of her. Without breaking his stride, he leaned down as he passed her, his mouth hovering just beside her ear. His voice, still thick with the heat of his exertion, vibrated against her earlobe.

"Is peeping your hobby now? Quite the noble pastime for a 'genius inventor.'"

The familiar sarcasm sent a sudden shiver down Lifa’s spine—a strange, unknown sensation that had nothing to do with fear.

Harold left her with those words, walking away as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Left behind, Lifa’s legs finally gave out, and she sank to the ground.

This was abnormal. Her body was reacting in a way she had never experienced, and she had no idea why.

But one thing was absolutely certain: she wasn't going to be able to look Harold in the eye for a very long time.



The first "skin-showing" chapter of Ore-fura.
Naturally, it’s the protagonist who strips.
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Lifa had been acting strange lately. Harold could tell because the frequency with which they crossed paths had dwindled to almost nothing.

If it were just a matter of timing, he might have chalked it up to coincidence. However, when he personally witnessed her turning on her heel and marching back the way she came the moment she spotted him, the message was clear. Perhaps she had finally grown tired of his vitriol and decided to keep her distance.

The last time Harold had actually spoken to her was a few days ago. She had been observing his usual early morning training, and he had whispered a curt warning: "You shouldn't wander the institute alone." As per usual, the advice had come out sounding like a sarcastic jab. That was likely the root of the problem.

Given his track record, it wouldn't have been surprising if the weight of his past insults had finally broken the camel's back.

While there were benefits to being hated by her, she wasn't like Erika; her animosity wasn't a narrative necessity. It would be a genuine problem if she ended up defecting to Justus’s side out of spite. If it came to that, he would have to consider bringing her into his own faction instead of the Protagonist's Party as a last resort.

While Harold weighed his options for a worst-case scenario, El seemed to know exactly why Lifa was acting out. For some reason, El refused to share the details, but since the strategist didn't seem particularly worried, Harold figured it wasn't anything that would lead to a strategic disadvantage. That, at least, was a relief.

Regardless of Lifa’s mood swings, Harold was grateful for El’s presence. Having El around reduced his stress levels exponentially. He had come to rely on the youth so much that he felt there was nothing El couldn't handle.

This was especially true now, as Harold found himself forced to leave the institute on one of Justus’s errands.

(…Seriously, how much further to this rendezvous point?)

A few days ago, Justus had summoned him to assign a new mission. While that was business as usual, this time was different: the task hadn't originated from Justus himself, but from a third-party client.

In all the time Harold had spent under Justus’s thumb, this was a first.

Usually, he was given specific coordinates and objectives. This time, he had been told to get the details directly from the client at the meeting spot. He had also been informed, quite clearly, that he didn't have the right to refuse.

To make matters weirder, Justus had sent him a message the previous night. While they communicated via text frequently, the content of this one was cryptic: "Be careful not to overuse your power. Keep in mind that your life will not last much longer, Harold."

The "power" likely referred to the sword Justus had custom-built for him. The official story was that the crystal embedded in the blade granted immense power at the cost of the wielder's mana and lifespan. By publicizing such a dangerous drawback, Justus had managed to justify keeping a "threat" like Harold under his personal supervision. In reality, it was a complete fabrication.

The very evidence the Knight Order and the Deliberation Chamber used to brand Harold a criminal had been manufactured by Justus. There was absolutely no reason for the man to offer Harold a sincere warning.

Taking that into account, the message was likely a performance intended for a third party’s ears.

(Was he being wiretapped? Did he send that specifically so someone else would hear it…?)

Harold looked down at the device strapped to his wrist like a watch.

It was a terminal Justus had developed. It allowed for voice communication by transmitting a specific Astral Body through materials sharing the same magical source. Justus had sneered when Harold asked for details, claiming the "science of magical engineering" was too complex for him to grasp, so Harold still had no idea how the damn thing actually worked.

The condescension rankled, but Harold couldn't argue with the fact that he lacked the specialized knowledge to understand the mechanics, so he simply accepted it as a "magic gadget."

The system required recording a message before sending it, meaning it wasn't a real-time phone call. The further the distance, the longer the "lag" for the message to arrive. Still, in a world without telephones, it was a revolutionary invention.

The unit Harold wore was a prototype intended for eventual mass production. If it succeeded, Justus’s fame and fortune would only grow.

Lost in these thoughts, Harold continued to endure the swaying of the carriage.

It had been two full days since they left the Royal Capital. The sun was already half-buried beneath the horizon. Just as he was beginning to dread the prospect of traveling through the night, the carriage began to slow.

When it came to a halt, the door was pulled open from the outside.

"We’re here. Get out."

The driver, a man of few words and even less charm, lowered the steps.

Harold stepped out and found himself in a large town square. It appeared to be a commercial district; lamps were lit in the windows of shops, and despite the approaching night, the area was teeming with life.

However, Harold didn't recognize the place. It likely hadn't appeared in the game, or at the very least, it wasn't a location the player could visit.

"Where are we?"

"Kablan."

The name rang a bell. While it hadn't been in the game, Harold had heard of it during his years in this world. It was a major regional hub, considered one of the three largest cities in the kingdom, excluding the capital.

"And what am I supposed to do here?"

"Damned if I know. My job was just to drop you off."

With that, the driver hopped back onto the bench and whipped the horses, leaving Harold behind.

The situation was absurd. Left in an unfamiliar city with no instructions, he had no choice but to stand there, momentarily paralyzed by the sheer lack of direction. That was when a voice called out from behind him.

"What’s wrong? You’re looking a bit lost standing there."

Harold reacted reflexively. In a normal state of mind, he would have recognized the voice immediately. It was a familiar, nostalgic tone.

"It’s none of your busi—"

Harold turned, the words dying in his throat. For once, his composure shattered, replaced by genuine shock.

"Oh, I wouldn't say it has nothing to do with me. Not after everything we’ve been through."

"…Itsuki? What the hell are you doing here?"

Standing before him was Itsuki Sumeragi—Erika’s older brother and the closest thing Harold had to a friend.



The day after Harold left for his mission, the atmosphere in the research institute felt uncharacteristically peaceful. No doubt the "Harold Effect" had worn off in his absence.

Lifa, currently acting as a temporary roommate, had also regained the composure she had lacked over the past few days. However, her state of mind was the polar opposite of the staff’s.

She wasn't avoiding Harold because she "hated his face" anymore; she was avoiding him because she "couldn't look him in the eye." And yet, she still hadn't quite connected the dots as to why.

(I never expected things to go this way. It’s too early to call it love… but she’s certainly hyper-aware of him now,) El thought.

That morning a few days ago, El had sensed Lifa sneaking out of the room and had followed her in secret, adhering to Harold’s orders not to let her out of sight.

It had been a simple walk. But during that walk, she had encountered Harold, and El suspected she had been struck by his raw masculine appeal.

If one could look past the permanent scowl and the murderous intensity in his eyes, Harold’s physical appearance was top-tier. Even to El, who had met countless people, Harold was among the most attractive men alive.

He had a refined face and a body honed by relentless training. To have a man like that whisper in your ear while his shirt was half-open… it was enough to make some people faint on the spot. And the worst part was, Harold seemed entirely oblivious to his own effect.

A natural-born charmer, El mused. When they had first arrived, Justus had teased Harold about having a "local wife," and El was starting to think the doctor hadn't been joking.

Lifa had been emotionally fragile lately, but today, she seemed to have cleared her head. She had a second meeting scheduled with Justus, and she was eager to present the new ideas she’d developed since their last session. She looked like a student ready to ace an exam.

El admired her ability to flip a switch like that. As they watched the clock, the appointed hour finally arrived.

"Alright, El! Let’s go!"

"Yes, yes. I’m coming."

Lifa practically dragged El out of the room. Not wanting to be hauled across the floor, El matched her pace. There was no way El was letting her face Justus alone.

Still, Lifa seemed a bit too fired up. Perhaps her intense focus on research was a way to distract herself from her confusing feelings for Harold.

Regardless, she was wound tight. El would have to be careful to ensure she didn't leave any openings for Justus to exploit.

Truthfully, El wanted as little to do with Justus as possible. El had already learned that trying to pry information from that man while keeping one's own secrets was a monumental task.

However, backing out now would be as good as a confession of guilt. Justus’s intuition and analytical skills were beyond human. He was a monster in a lab coat.

Walking into his den by choice… I must be a masochist, El thought with a self-deprecating smile. But this was the job Harold had assigned, so there was no turning back.

When they reached the research lab, El knocked, but there was no answer. Usually, an assistant would greet them, but El realized there was no sign of life coming from the main room at all.

It was past dinner time, but these researchers were the type to forget meals and sleep. It was highly unlikely the entire staff had left at once.

"Huh? Is nobody here?"

Lifa reached for the knob. Before El could stop her, the door clicked open.

The room was dark and empty.

However, a sliver of light was visible beneath the door leading to Justus’s inner office at the back. The master of the house was home.

El hesitated. Technically, they were here at the requested time, so entering wasn't a crime. If they were caught, they could claim they had just arrived. If they were lucky, they might overhear something useful.

But this "empty" setup felt a little too perfect. It was a golden opportunity for Justus to make a move on them while Harold was away. If they walked in blindly, they might be falling straight into a trap.

El wavered—and then decided to take the risk.

Harold had told El to prioritize safety, but El knew better than anyone that playing it safe would yield nothing from a man like Justus. He was too formidable for cautious probes.

Besides, El was feeling impatient. If El had been thinking clearly, a more calculated approach would have been chosen.

But Harold had offered a tempting price for cooperation: the Stellar Memory. A legendary repository of all knowledge—past, present, and future.

For the Giffelt Clan, who lived for information, obtaining it was the ultimate goal. Some even said the clan had been founded specifically to find it.

If Harold deemed El useless, that lead would vanish. El needed to prove their worth by securing vital intelligence, no matter the cost.

El pressed a finger to their lips, signaling Lifa to be silent. Once Lifa nodded, El slipped into the room like a ghost. Lifa followed, her movements clumsy but quiet enough.

They reached the door to the inner office. Taking care not to let their shadows show through the blinds, they leaned in to listen.

The voice they heard was cold and clinical.

"—Be careful not to overuse your power. Keep in mind that your life will not last much longer, Harold."

To Lifa, it sounded like a merciless death sentence for the man she had only just begun to understand.
Chapter 60

"What... do you mean?"

Lifa murmured the question, her agitation so palpable it was as if she couldn't—or perhaps wouldn't—understand the meaning of Justus’s words.

Watching her, El realized she had made a grave mistake.

She had only told Lifa that Harold was a subject in a certain research project. She had withheld the specific details: that it was a practical test for a weapon that amplified power by consuming the user's very life. It was a blatantly inhumane study.

The reason El hadn't publicized this fact, or even told Lifa, was simply because she hadn't deemed it necessary.

This research was being overlooked by the nation’s political elite. In such a situation, publicizing it—or even admitting to knowing it existed—carried significant risks. Using that knowledge as leverage in a deal was one thing, but throwing her life away to expose it for the sake of unrelated people was quite another. El didn't possess that degree of altruism, nor did she harbor a rebellious, journalistic spirit against authority.

Furthermore, making a scene would inevitably draw unwanted attention. For a member of the Giffelt clan to attract personal notice was nothing short of folly.

This wasn't unique to Harold’s situation; it was a simple matter of risk versus reward, and El had judged the risk too high.

She had always operated this way, but after actually getting to know Harold, she realized he was trying to keep the truth hidden himself. While she couldn't decipher his exact intentions, if that was what he wanted, El felt she had no right to interfere.

They were in a cooperative relationship. When weighed against the rewards she stood to gain, El couldn't justify going against his wishes. Of course, that was assuming the promise they’d made was genuine, but since she couldn't verify that yet, the result remained the same.

And so, despite her revulsion toward a project that toyed with Harold’s life, she had told no one. She was aware that Lifa was beginning to harbor romantic feelings for him, but the girl was scheduled to return to her hometown in a week. El had assumed their paths would diverge before Lifa even realized she was in love, and that the two would never meet again.

It was a cold, detached way of thinking, hardly becoming of a friend, but El also believed that for Lifa’s sake, it was better she remained ignorant of the cruel reality. It was best for everyone to end the relationship now, while the connection was still shallow and the love went unrecognized.

This was especially true if Harold’s time was truly running out.

However, El’s calculations had backfired in the worst possible way. There was no way Lifa could stay silent after hearing a revelation like that.

"Hold it together, Lifa," El whispered.

"...I’m sorry."

As expected, the quiet persuasion failed. There was no way to restrain Lifa and retreat silently, and in truth, there was a chance Justus had spoken specifically because he knew they were there. He had likely cleared the room for that very purpose.

They shouldn't have been so careless as to intrude. But regret came too late; Lifa threw open the door to Justus’s office without so much as a knock.

"! ...You two. How long have you been standing there?"

Justus looked surprised by their sudden appearance. His reaction was natural, devoid of any obvious feigning. Even though El sensed the situation had been orchestrated, his performance didn't look like acting.

"I’m sorry. I apologize for eavesdropping," El said.

"What did you hear?"

"...That Harold’s life won't last much longer."

"T-That’s a lie, right?" Lifa stammered. "I mean, he looks so healthy... I saw him training just the other morning! He was moving so fast I couldn't even believe he was human... so, saying he’s going to die soon... there’s no way..."

"Calm down, Lifa."

Her eyes were unfocused, her voice trembling as she desperately tried to deny the truth with incoherent words. El gripped her shoulders and shook her gently to steady her, but it had little effect.

Justus, watching their exchange, let out a long sigh.

"Have a seat. It seems we both have things we want to ask, so I’ll at least treat you to some tea."

Justus stood and poured pre-heated tea into three cups. The rich, mellow aroma of the leaves filled the room, acting as a balm for their frayed nerves.

Perhaps thanks to the tea, Lifa regained a semblance of composure after about ten minutes. Still, she wasn't quite ready for a calm conversation. Sensing this, Justus turned his attention to El.

"Now then, first let me speak to you, since you seem capable of a proper discussion. What you two did was a blatant act of reconnaissance. Are you aware that it is a criminal offense?"

"Yes. I am deeply sorry."

El bowed her head low. There was no room for excuses. In fact, if she tried to talk her way out of it with clever lies, she would only give Justus a legitimate reason to be suspicious. It was better to apologize honestly and let him frame it as a mistake made by children.

Justus sighed again. He scratched his head roughly with his right hand, looking as though he were trying to suppress his irritation. El still couldn't tell if it was genuine or a facade.

"Well, I’ll admit I was also at fault for speaking carelessly while knowing you were coming. However, what you heard is a grave secret that cannot be made public."

"A secret... so it's true?"

"Yes. It is an unshakeable fact that Harold will die before long."

As he delivered the confirmation, Lifa, who had been looking down, stifled a sob. Her fists were clenched so tightly on her lap that her knuckles were white.

"—Why?"

The word was a plea. Lifa looked up, her eyes brimming with tears.

"Why is Harold going to die?"

"I told you, it’s a secret. I’m sorry, but I can't—"

"Please tell me! ...I’m... I'm begging you..."

The tears finally overflowed, tracking down Lifa’s cheeks. Even so, she kept her head up, her gaze fixed directly on Justus. After a heavy silence, Justus was the one to yield.

"Lifa, let me ask you one thing."

"What is it?"

"You haven't spent much time with Harold. Two weeks, at most. So why are you so fixated on him?"

It was a question that pierced the heart of the matter. Lifa began to speak, choosing her words carefully as if trying to confirm her own feelings.



"...Harold says a lot of sarcastic things, and he has a twisted, nasty personality. We just bicker every time we talk, and I’ve never heard a single good rumor about him. Maybe he really is a terrible person. But... that guy acknowledged the magic I created. He kept his promise to me and fought without a second thought for his own safety."

For Lifa, that had been both a joy and a shock. She had never known someone who would go that far for her sake.

Since she was a child, Lifa had questioned the nature of magic. Why did the same spell vary in power depending on the caster? Why were some people unable to use magic at all?

What began as innocent curiosity evolved into a social problem as she grew and gained a broader perspective.

Those who could use magic were wealthy; those who couldn't were poor.
Those who could use magic were strong; those who couldn't were weak.

While not an absolute law, it was the reality for the vast majority. It created a divide where the rich grew richer and the poor were left behind. Even in Lifa’s hometown, it was no different.

Farmers who could cast earth or water magic could grow crops far more efficiently than those who couldn't. The labor required for tilling and watering was drastically reduced. Less labor meant lower costs, which meant lower prices. Given the choice, everyone bought the cheaper produce. Furthermore, magic allowed them to finish their work in a fraction of the time, leaving them free to pursue other income. The gap only continued to widen.

Whether in agriculture, livestock, hunting, or manufacturing, those with the right magical affinity were far better off than their peers. They were valued simply because their magic was superior.

The right person for the right place—perhaps that was all it was.

However, Lifa’s parents—and Lifa herself—had no talent for magic. She had magic power, but the ability to manifest it was meager. She hated that fact and worked tirelessly to overcome it, but she was never able to use magic properly. As a result, her family lived in poverty and hardship.

Even in those circumstances, Lifa didn't stop trying to change her reality. Eventually, she reached an answer.

If she couldn't use magic herself, she would find another way to make it possible. She conceived the idea of using scientific aids to manifest magical effects. She believed that if she could succeed, she could save her parents and everyone else who lacked magical talent. With that single-minded focus, Lifa threw herself into her research, neglecting food and sleep to work through the night.

By the time she looked up, the villagers had branded her an eccentric, and her own parents had dismissed her as a failure. She was alone.

No one acknowledged her effort. Perhaps it was inevitable; her ideas were so far removed from the common sense of the world that she seemed like a fool chasing an impossible delusion. To some, the sight of a girl not even ten years old obsessed with such things might have even seemed eerie.

From then on, Lifa became obsessed with her research. It was the culmination of all her hard work—the very reason she existed. At this point, even she didn't know if she wanted to save the suffering or simply prove her detractors wrong. Perhaps she just wanted to leave behind proof that she had tried.

That was why she had been so happy when Harold—even through his trademark sarcasm—had praised her magic as an "effective means of attack." Even if he didn't mean it from the heart, he saw its utility and had even provided her with a connection to Justus to further her work.

Because of him, she was certain her magic could reach the next level.

"I can't thank Harold enough. I want to repay him someday. I truly do... and yet..."

She swallowed the words 'Why does he have to die?'

She could never say that to his face. Despite her gratitude, she couldn't be honest with him. But she had always wanted to be.

"Even if everyone else sees him as a villain, to me, he’s someone important. So, if Harold doesn't have much time left, I want to do whatever I can for him."

Just the thought of Harold dying filled her with a crushing sense of loss. Her chest tightened. Without her realizing it, Harold had come to occupy a massive space in her heart.

She wiped her blurred eyes with her sleeve.

"I don't want to say goodbye without knowing anything about him..."

It was likely nothing more than a selfish whim. But it was Lifa’s honest, unvarnished truth.

"Sigh... he really is a troublesome man. I fail to see the appeal of someone with such a foul personality," Justus murmured, sounding exasperated as he sipped his tea. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling.

After a moment of contemplation, he let out a defeated groan, as if finally surrendering.

"This is absolutely not to be repeated... no, let’s put it this way. If you can pretend you heard nothing here today, I will tell you. I will tell you the secret he carries."
Chapter 61

"Are you sure about this?" 

El asked the question with a look of deep suspicion. He clearly found it dubious that Justus was willing to divulge a state secret after he had just stressed its importance.

While Lifa certainly wanted the information, she couldn't help but feel a similar sense of hesitation. Was this really okay?

"I won’t claim I’ve been moved by sentiment. What is said here will leave no record, nor will it remain in anyone’s memory. In the end, there is little difference between speaking and remaining silent. Of course, if you’ve grown too afraid to listen, I shall stop."

It was a refreshingly honest display of sophistry. As he said, it likely wasn't empathy for Lifa’s feelings that drove him.

Yet, despite the warning, Lifa never considered the option of walking away.

"Being threatened like that makes me want to bow out, personally... but even if I back down now, I know Lifa won't stop. If she has to shoulder this alone, I might as well join her."

"Thank you, El."

Lifa offered her thanks to El, who had finally consented with an air of resignation. It was obvious from his demeanor that he thought listening to this story was a poor tactical move. He was likely weighing the risks of possessing such high-level secrets—complications that Lifa hadn’t even begun to fathom.

Knowing all that, he was still willing to indulge her selfishness.

"Very well," Justus said. "Then I shall tell you of five years ago—of the day I first met Harold."



Justus had been working at the research institute back then as well. He first heard Harold's name during a visit to the Royal Castle to report on his research progress. He happened to overhear a group of knights gossiping in a hallway.

"Apparently, some kid joined the Order recently through a special exam instead of the regular channels." 
"Probably just some big shot's connection, right?" 
"No, no. Word is he took down dozens of new recruits all by himself during the trial." 
"Then those recruits must have been pathetic." 
"Maybe, but get this—the kid is only thirteen. They’re calling him a genius, the youngest person to ever join the Order of the Holy King." 
"Thirteen? You mean he’s better than even the Vice Commander was at that age?" 
"What kind of monster is he?" 
"His name was Harold Stokes, I think..."

The men spoke over one another, fascinated by the newcomer. To Justus’s usual self, this was trivial chatter—information so insignificant it would normally have been purged from his mind before he even passed the castle gates.

The only reason the name stuck in his head was because of one specific phrase.

“Better than even the Vice Commander was?”

The knight had meant it as a hypothetical. Whether this Harold was truly stronger than the Vice Commander, Vincent van Westervoort, had been at thirteen wasn't a comparison that could be made so easily.

However, the mere fact that such a possibility existed caught his attention. It wasn’t just a hyperbolic turn of phrase; it sounded like something that could realistically be true. As someone who knew Vincent personally and was well-acquainted with his peerless combat prowess, Justus found the claim difficult to believe.

Yet, the fact that the boy possessed qualities that invited comparison to such a titan meant he was no ordinary human.

Vincent was strong. He possessed not just the power to fight, but a heart that wouldn’t yield to hardship, a sense of justice to stand against evil, and the kindness to reach out to the weak. He was a man who would be an incomparably reliable ally, yet a wall more formidable than any other should he ever become an enemy.

Even looking across the borders to other nations, no one like him existed. The world called men like him heroes.

Justus found himself intrigued by the boy who might one day surpass such a man.

He had idly thought he might like to see the boy’s face eventually. It wasn’t long after that thought crossed his mind that Harold’s name reached his ears again.

Even though Justus usually blocked out the world to focus on his research, the Royal Capital was so saturated with talk of Harold that the news reached him anyway.

The story went like this: During a mission, Harold had violated a direct order and fled from the front lines. However, the desertion was a ruse; Harold was actually a spy for the Sarian Empire. He had betrayed the Knight Order, leaked classified information, and guided an Imperial ambush that resulted in catastrophic casualties.

The Order had been pushed to the brink of annihilation. They only managed to turn the tide at the last second because the main camp held its ground and the Kingdom Army’s support unit, led personally by Director General Harrison, arrived to wipe out the Imperial forces. During the chaos, they managed to capture the traitor Harold alive, though he was reportedly on the verge of death.

Despite the victory, more than half of the expeditionary force had been killed or wounded. If the national army hadn't arrived exactly when it did, the situation would have likely escalated into a full-scale war between the Knight Order and the Stella Clan. The public consensus was that Harold, the architect of this disaster, deserved nothing less than the death penalty.

That was the official story circulating through the streets. Taken at face value, the argument for his execution was airtight.

If the story was the truth, that is.

The first thing Justus felt wasn't anger at the betrayal or disappointment that his "genius" had turned out to be a dud. Instead, he felt a nagging sense of wrongness at how perfectly the situation had been arranged.

How a thirteen-year-old noble boy with a pedigree as clear as day could become a deep-cover Imperial spy, or how the Kingdom Army managed to arrive at such a suspiciously perfect moment—there were several holes in the story even to a casual observer. But the most glaring anomaly was the speed of the rumors. Information this detailed was saturating the city only days after the expeditionary force’s return.

Normally, the larger the incident, the tighter the information control. It takes an immense amount of time, personnel, and labor to organize and verify the facts of a battlefield catastrophe.

The idea that the investigation had been completed the moment the survivors limped back into the capital was absurd. Furthermore, Harold had reportedly been unconscious and in critical condition until just a few days before reaching the city. There hadn't even been time for a proper interrogation to gather such specific details.

While information might have been extracted from Imperial prisoners, it was highly unlikely that their testimonies—especially given the anti-interrogation measures the Empire surely employed—would match so perfectly. The battered expeditionary force wouldn’t have had the energy to scrutinize that data while struggling just to make it home.

Justus concluded that the rumors were being spread intentionally. The official narrative was likely a fabrication. He suspected Harold had been set up as a convenient scapegoat.

But even then, Justus didn't particularly care. Whether it was a truth or a lie meant nothing to him; he had zero interest in the life or death of another human being.

Normally, he would have dismissed the entire affair. If he hadn't already been curious about Harold’s hidden potential, he would have left him to rot. The thought of "saving" him wouldn't have even crossed his mind.

It was a series of coincidences: a fleeting interest in a genius boy, the sudden news of his infamy, and a few minor connections within the Knight Order and the Deliberation Chamber. These overlapping threads granted Justus the opportunity to see Harold. It wasn't a formal meeting, merely a chance to observe the prisoner from a distance.

In the lightless depths of the Royal Capital’s underground dungeon, he found him. A boy with black hair and crimson eyes, his arms bound by heavy chains to a stone wall.

This was Harold Stokes.

Justus’s first impression was that of a wolf.

Solitary, razor-sharp, and fiercely proud, he was a boy who clearly trusted no one but himself. Even in this hopeless situation—trapped in a cage, weighed down by iron, and awaiting the executioner—his eyes burned with an undimmed fire. They held a deep, crimson flame that matched the color of his pupils.

Before they even exchanged a word, Justus knew. Ah, this boy is no spy. 

A person like this might not care about the means he used, but he would never compromise on his way of life. The power in his gaze suggested he was someone who wouldn't hesitate to die to uphold his own convictions.

To use a trite phrase, he was "Evil with an Aesthetic." Justus realized instinctively that this was a talent far too precious to let go to waste.

He acted with a speed that surprised even himself. It had been a long time since he had taken such a proactive interest in anything outside his lab. He contacted the influential figures and powerful politicians he knew through his research, pleading for a stay of execution or a pardon.

But Justus was just a scientist. No one was willing to take on the political headache of a high-profile traitor just to satisfy a researcher’s whim.

So, Justus played his hand. To save Harold’s life, he turned to an experiment he himself had deemed a taboo—a project akin to a curse.

During their second encounter in the dungeon, Harold spoke the man’s name before Justus could say a word.

"Justus Freund..."

"Oh? You know who I am?"

"What is a man like you doing in a place like this?"

"...Fair enough. Let's skip the pleasantries," Justus said. "If you aren't content to sit here and wait for death, then come with me, Harold."

He went straight for the throat.

Harold fixed him with a piercing glare, trying to discern the man’s true objective. Justus didn't expect him to jump at the offer. He simply met the boy’s gaze and waited for him to speak.

"Nonsense," Harold spat. "Are you claiming a man like you can overturn my sentence?"

"I am. I will overturn it without fail."

Justus declared it with absolute certainty. It wasn't a bluff; he knew that with the weapons he had developed and the right negotiation tactics, it was entirely possible.

If those weapons could be mass-produced, the Kingdom would possess an invincible army. No one would hesitate to sacrifice the life of a single death-row inmate to achieve that. Since Harold wouldn't just be killed, but rather used, toyed with, and tormented until he died, the bloodlust of those who wanted him dead would be satisfied.

Opposition would be minimal. Crushing it would be trivial.

"However, let me be clear," Justus added. "If you choose to come with me, you may find yourself in an even deeper hell."

"...What are you talking about?"

"I have developed a sword—one I was forced to seal away because of its catastrophic flaws. It grants the wielder a massive boost in combat ability by forcibly draining their magic power. The side effect is that it shaves away the user's life force, eventually leading to death. If you have the resolve to wield such a thing, I will pull you out of this hole."

He laid everything bare. He gave Harold a binary choice.

Accept a quiet death now, or accept a brief reprieve filled with agony before dying later. It was a merciless ultimatum where death was the only guaranteed outcome.

Justus wouldn't pretend his conscience was hurting. In truth, Harold hadn't even had these two choices until Justus stepped in, and the scientist was acting out of pure intellectual curiosity rather than altruism.

"…Heh."

"?"

"Heh… Kahaha! Hahahaha!"

Harold laughed. It was a mocking, jagged sound.

It was a laugh dyed in a darkness that made the skin crawl, echoing from the very bottom of an abyss. It was utterly wrong for the setting—a mad, incessant sound that filled the gloomy dungeon.

"...What is so funny?" Justus asked, steeling himself against the boy who suddenly looked like a demon.

The laughter cut off instantly. The echoes died, leaving a heavy, oppressive silence. A bead of sweat rolled down Justus’s temple. He realized it was a cold sweat; he was actually being intimidated by the child in front of him.

"You ask what's funny? How could I not laugh?"

Harold stood up as he spoke. The chains pulled his arms back, preventing him from standing fully upright, but he lunged forward as far as the iron would allow, his eyes locking onto Justus.

Clang. The chains shrieked. Ignoring the constraints of the wall, Harold strained against his bonds. Every movement made the iron moan in protest.

"A deeper hell? The resolve to die?"

Clank! Clang! The noise grew deafening.

Fresh blood began to spray from Harold's wrists where the iron shackles bit into his skin. Still, he didn't stop.

"You think that amounts to anything? Don't you dare look down on me, Justus!!"

With a violent, metallic snap, the chains finally shattered. Harold stumbled forward a few steps, then slammed his hands onto the bars of the cell.

Droplets of blood from his torn wrists splattered across Justus’s tattered white coat.

"Give me the sword. Give me the power. I'll show you what real hell and resolve look like."

Justus stared at the boy for a moment, then a thin smile touched his lips.

"...Splendid. That is an answer beyond reproach, Harold."

In the darkness of the dungeon, the two men smiled at each other. It wasn't a smile of friendship or agreement, but a wicked exchange—a declaration of war between two monsters.
Chapter 62

After hearing the truth about Harold’s past and his secrets, Lifa retreated to her room, where she sat huddled with her knees pulled against her chest. The destiny Harold bore was far too heavy. The words Justus had spoken played on a loop, over and over, in the back of her mind.

The most devastating blow had been the man’s final parting words.

“As things stand, Harold has only a few years left. He’ll be lucky to see twenty. Every time he draws upon his power from here on out, that time will only grow shorter.”

Harold was eighteen. In less than two years—perhaps even sooner, if things went poorly—he would die.

This unacceptable reality weighed down on Lifa with a crushing force. She couldn't even begin to organize her own thoughts.

“...Are you all right?”

“El... what am I supposed to do? How can I even face Harold...?”

“Do you regret hearing it?”

“...I don't know.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Because I knew. I knew that Harold was fighting even as he whittled away his own life.”

“No! Then why didn't you stop him?!”

“Do you really think he’s the kind of person who would stop just because someone told him to?”

“Well... that’s true, but still!”

El had known. He had known, yet how could he interact with Harold so naturally? How could he still smile at him?

The same applied to Harold himself. Lifa couldn’t fathom why he fought so hard. There was no way he wasn't afraid of dying, so how could he wield his sword with such cold, clinical detachment?

Her mind was such a muddle that she couldn't even form a coherent sentence.

“What is wrong with everyone... nothing makes sense...”

“You’re right. Honestly, that’s probably the most appropriate reaction to have.”

El gave her a sorrowful smile. In her current state, Lifa couldn't even find the strength to accept that kindness.

“Hey, Lifa.”

“...What?”

“If you’re thinking about trying to stop Harold, you should probably give up on that idea.”

“But if I don’t...”

I won't be able to do anything for him. As that thought crossed Lifa's mind, El’s tone sharpened. Precisely because it was so unlike him, the gravity of the situation was hammered home, whether she wanted to hear it or not.

“This is the path Harold chose with full resolve. It’s not an issue that people who don’t understand the circumstances should just go barging into.”

“Then are you saying I should just stay quiet and watch Harold die, El? I can't do that...”

“If that’s the case, then it might be better if you don't see Harold anymore.”

“How can you say something like that?!” Lifa barked, her voice rising in anger.

However, even as she glared at him, El didn't flinch. He spoke with a calm, flowing cadence, stating only the cold facts.

“I told you I knew Harold's secret, didn't I? The reason I didn't tell anyone—not even you, Lifa—is because that is exactly what Harold wants. He has a goal, and this is what’s necessary to achieve it.”

“What goal could possibly be worth all this...?”

“He didn't go so far as to tell me that. But to him, it’s clearly more important than his own life.”

Though normally, you need to be alive for anything to matter, El muttered under his breath.

How could Harold go that far? How could he simply accept a fate of death? Lifa couldn't even begin to imagine what could possibly be that important.

“Come on, let’s get some sleep. Once you've calmed down, you might be able to process everything a bit better.”

“...Okay.”

Urged by El, she climbed into bed. The lights were extinguished, enveloping her in complete darkness. However, the waves of emotion in her heart continued to surge; there was no sign of sleep coming for her.

As if trying to protect her fragile heart, Lifa curled into a ball. Like an innocent girl praying to God, she whispered a single wish into the dark.

“Please don’t die, Harold...”



“First off, drop dead.”

That was the very first thing Harold said to Itsuki. Itsuki, a young man who looked as though he had been plucked straight out of a painting, was well-acquainted with such verbal abuse and brushed it off without a second thought.

“I’m relieved to see you’re in high spirits. Would you like something to drink?”

“I don’t need anything.”

They were in a cafe in Kablan. It was the time of day when one might want to sit down for a proper dinner, but Harold figured he wouldn't be able to listen calmly if he were eating, so he had dragged Itsuki into the first place that caught his eye.

Sitting across from him, Itsuki wore his usual refreshing smile. If anything, it felt like a provocation.

“Hurry up and explain yourself. From the beginning.”

“Well, to put it simply, I’m getting married.”

“Hoh.”

Harold gave an acknowledgment that dripped with feigned indifference. In his own way, he was actually trying to be congratulatory.

Still, it was somewhat moving to think that Itsuki was finally getting married. To list his traits once more: he had the looks, the personality, the pedigree, and to top it off, he was a perfect specimen whose sword skills were top-tier. Honestly, it was a wonder he had remained single this long.

If he had one flaw, it was that he was a massive siscon.

Thinking back, Harold recalled a time shortly before he joined the Knight Order when he and Itsuki had discussed their respective marriages. Itsuki had been incredibly persistent, interrogating him about when he was going to marry Erika. Since Harold couldn’t exactly say he planned to break off the engagement eventually, he had dodged the question with a lie, saying he’d consider it once Itsuki himself was married.

At the time, Itsuki had happily slung an arm around his shoulder, saying they would be brothers soon enough. Harold still broke into a cold sweat remembering how Yuno, who happened to be nearby, had radiated a terrifying, smiling pressure. She was quite a beauty herself; he wondered if she had a partner yet.

“My bride-to-be is the daughter of this town’s Lord. It was decided that a celebration party would be held before she is wed into our family.”

“And?”

“It’s not a formal, stiff affair, so the whole family isn't coming. But I thought it wouldn't be right to leave out Erika, since she'll be the girl's sister-in-law.”

“Can I go home now?”

“The problem is that it’s not just family; they’re doing it on a grand scale. Many sons of other nobles and merchant houses will be attending as well.”

Itsuki continued talking as if he hadn't heard a word Harold said. He was being completely ignored. Itsuki was probably the only person in the world who could take such an attitude with Harold.

“So, I want you to act as a repellent for the vermin who will try to hit on my sister.”

“Make up your mind whether they’re beasts or insects.”

“They're beasts no better than bugs.”

Itsuki spat the venom with a casual, shameless smile. Harold decided he should probably retract his assessment of the man being a "charming youth."

Actually, that wasn't the important part.

“Why should I have to deal with such a hassle?”

“Because you’re Erika’s fiancé. It’s only natural, isn't it?”

“What is going on inside that head of yours? Did you forget that five years ago, I told you to dissolve the engagement?”

“I remember. I also don't recall ever agreeing to it.”

“There’s no way...”

“My father only replied, 'I thought this day would come eventually. I suppose this was unavoidable,' didn't he?”

That was true. But there was no way that doting father, Tasuku, would marry Erika off to someone he was supposed to be on bad terms with. If he could break the engagement, he would. That’s why Harold had interpreted that reply to mean "the cancellation was unavoidable." No—he had been led to believe that.

If those words didn't mean "the breakup is unavoidable," but rather "it was unavoidable that the day would come when you asked for a breakup," then he had made no explicit promise regarding the actual dissolution of the engagement.

While Harold sat there, stunned, Itsuki took a sip of the coffee he had ordered. After a moment, he set the cup back on the saucer and faced Harold again. If Harold wasn't mistaken, a vein was pulsing on Itsuki’s temple.

“Honestly, you are far too selfish. You decide everything on your own and act on your own. Then, before anyone knows it, you’ve landed in a dire situation and are on the verge of death. Try to put yourself in the shoes of those who worry about you for once! Even setting aside emotions, because you dumped the operation of that farming method you proposed onto my father, I’ve been dragged into it and forced out into the fields! Now, I’m grateful for the method itself and I know it’s wrong to complain, but there’s a better way to do things! Since I have the floor, let me say this: I have no obligation to listen to the whims of a selfish brat like you!

I’m sure you thought you were being noble by declaring the engagement broken so as not to cause trouble for House Sumeragi, but unfortunately, we’ve already recovered thanks to you. Absorbing your infamy along with our success is well within our means. Do you think I’m being selfish? Fine! We’re both the same, so I’ve decided to be just as selfish as you. It just so happens that with my marriage, I’ve been entrusted with several matters regarding the family business. Among them is the authority to oversee Erika’s engagement. Fortunately, 'That Letter' didn't specify that the person in charge had to be my father, so there shouldn't be a problem!

Therefore, let me say it again! As the next head of House Sumeragi, I, Itsuki Sumeragi, absolutely will not recognize the dissolution of the engagement between you and Erika Sumeragi!”

Harold, the cafe staff, and every other customer in the building were left utterly speechless. Just when they thought this man had started a long-winded lecture in a public place, he ended it with that booming declaration. Standing tall with his right fist clenched, he looked like he was giving a campaign speech.

Harold could tell Itsuki was being careful not to use his name to keep his identity secret, but by using the Sumeragi name, he was basically giving everyone all the hints they needed. And more than anything, he wished Itsuki would be careful about his surroundings. Harold couldn't stand being the center of attention like this.

“I am grateful to you beyond measure. But that is a separate matter. How about it? Am I not shockingly selfish?”

“Ugh... are you a child?”

Itsuki looked triumphant, sporting a massive, smug grin. Harold’s urge to be indignant was drained by how childish the argument was. It could hardly be called intellectual. He felt more worried than angry, wondering if it was really okay for someone with such a disappointing brain to get married.

“Well, to be honest, I also think I went a bit far just now, but to deal with you, I have to be this thick-skinned or I won't be able to stand on equal footing. Being constantly jerked around isn't my hobby.”

“Hmph, so in the end, it’s just an emotional outburst based on your sore-loser personality. I feel sorry for Erika, having an engagement forced on her by a brother like you.”

“Oh? Did you just call her Erika? Hey, you did, didn't you? I see, I see—your relationship progressed while your big brother wasn't looking!”

(So annoying...! Seriously, I already went through this routine with your father!)

Being father and son, they latched onto the exact same things, although their reactions were polar opposites.

Harold had more than a faint suspicion that Itsuki’s provocation skills were top-tier. Moreover, unlike Harold’s own "mouth," which activated automatically against everyone, Itsuki could aim his barbs at a specific target, making them far more effective.

“Anyway, this isn't the time for jokes. You understand what I’m saying, so I’m leaving the job of being Erika’s pest repellent to you.”

“I ref—”

“Here, take this. A letter of authorization from the Doctor.”

Itsuki pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket along with those ominous words. When Harold read it with a sense of looming despair, he saw that the right to issue compulsory orders to Harold, which Justus originally held, had been delegated to Itsuki until a specified date. He had been warned beforehand that he had no right of refusal; from the start, Harold had been boxed in.

It was a total checkmate.

“So, that’s how it is.”

“Eri... what is that woman saying about this?”

“You could just call her by her name... Erika doesn't know you're coming. Right now, she’s slipped away to see a friend.”

“What?”

“I thought I’d surprise her.”

She would certainly be surprised. If Harold showed up at a celebratory event, she might be so shocked that she’d lead with an opening slap.

Harold wanted to resent Itsuki for pushing this trouble onto him, but considering it was Itsuki’s retaliation, it was his own fault. He cursed his own mouth, but even if he did, it wasn't as if it would stop the automatic conversion of his speech.

“For now, you'll stay the night at a nearby hotel I've reserved. I'll come to pick you up before noon tomorrow, and you'll meet Erika and the hosts after that.”

“Wait. Forget Erika, how do you intend to introduce me to your fiancée?”

“As her fiancé, of course.”

“Don't. It’s obvious that won't lead to anything good.”

Especially given Harold Stokes’ infamy. If Harold were to marry into the Sumeragi family, he would become a relative to the other party. They would surely want to avoid that at all costs. It would be fine if they persuaded Itsuki to reconsider the marriage between Harold and Erika, but if this caused Itsuki's own wedding to fall through, Harold would feel terrible.

“Hmm, but a mere guard cutting down the men hitting on her might cause a scene... I know!”

Itsuki clapped his hands as if he had hit upon a stroke of genius. And then, he made a proposal that would rewrite Harold’s history.

“Starting tomorrow, you are Erika’s fiancé... Lord Strouse!”
Chapter 63

It went without saying at this point, but to Harold, Erika was his natural enemy. If he failed to maintain an abysmal impression—one strong enough to bottom out the scale—he risked deviating from the original story’s route, which would likely lead to the total annihilation of the protagonist’s party. If that happened, stopping Justus’s ultimate plan would become an impossible feat.

Furthermore, Erika’s older brother, Itsuki, was an equally troublesome variable. For some reason, despite the two not having met for quite some time, Harold felt as though Itsuki’s affection for him had somehow hit the level cap. He found it utterly baffling how it had risen so high; he would have been far more convinced if someone told him the man was just a brilliant actor.

In short, the Sumeragi siblings were formidable opponents on par with the final boss, Justus himself.

With that renewed realization, Harold sluggishly hauled himself out of bed. He felt as though he had been trapped in a nightmare, but upon further reflection, the events waiting for him today were far more nightmarish than anything his subconscious could conjure.

He didn't want to get up. Checking the clock on the wall, he saw it was already nearing noon. His inability to fall asleep the previous night had clearly taken its toll. As he prepared himself with slow, lethargic movements, a knock at the door announced a visitor.

It was the signal that the messenger sent to drag Harold into his nightmare had arrived.

"Good morning. Did you sleep well?"

"……"

As expected, Itsuki was standing there when he opened the door. He offered a nonchalant greeting, but Harold lacked even the energy to respond.

There was no escape now. If he had to face this, he wanted to empty his mind and finish it all before he could feel a thing.

"You look sleep-deprived. I take it you were so excited to see Erika that you couldn't rest?"

"I see your eyes are nothing but hollow pits."

To launch such a blatant taunt right out of the gate—Itsuki might have possessed world-class instigation skills. Harold noted that one had to be careful with such behavior; if you failed to read the room, it would escalate into a physical brawl in an instant.

However, there was no point in indulging in escapism by dwelling on such trivialities.

"Hurry up and lead the way."

"You’re putting up less of a fight than I expected."

"I make it a rule to settle troublesome matters quickly. If I just slaughter everyone at the venue, it’ll be over in no time."

"I see you’re in top form today as well."

They checked out of the hotel and stepped into the streets of Kablan. Since they had arrived under the cover of night, Harold hadn't been able to appreciate the cityscape, but the first thing that caught his eye now was the network of waterways. They were woven throughout the entire town, teeming with small boats passing back and forth.

"The waterways caught your eye, I see. Kablan is also known as the Spring Water Village. The name comes from the water that constantly gushes from the mountains—"

Suddenly, Itsuki’s lecture on Kablan began. To summarize: it was a town blessed with pristine water, the canals reached every corner of the city, and traveling by boat was more common than using a horse-drawn carriage. There was even a famous anecdote claiming that Kablan babies learned to steer a rudder before they learned to walk.

Indeed, the number of small boats far exceeded the carriages on the road.

Itsuki spoke of Kablan’s wonders with visible pride. Perhaps he wanted Harold to think highly of his future bride’s hometown.

Harold and Itsuki continued their walk toward their destination, exchanging useless banter along the way. When Itsuki suddenly turned serious and remarked, "Wait, am I having a date with Harold before I have one with Erika?" Harold nearly kicked him into the canal.

He felt he deserved a medal for exercising such restraint at the last possible second.

Ultimately, having missed the opportunity to ask the questions he actually cared about, they arrived at their destination twenty minutes later. This was the mansion where Itsuki’s fiancé lived. At that moment, Harold remembered a crucial detail.

"Hey. What’s the name of the woman you’re marrying?"

"Now that you mention it, I suppose I hadn't told you. It’s Sylvie Berlioz. The second daughter of House Berlioz."

Harold committed the bare minimum of personal data to memory. No matter how he looked at it, showing up without even knowing the guest of honor’s name would be disastrous. Then again, the most disastrous thing about him was his mouth.

He resolved to remain as silent as possible around anyone associated with House Berlioz. The ideal scenario was to give a brief introduction and then avoid all small talk. If he managed that, he might pass for someone who was merely taciturn and surly, but possessed a modicum of manners.

The celebration was set to last for three days. He just wanted to fake his way through that window.

"Well then, shall we, Lord?"

"Hmph."

Itsuki chuckled, putting extra emphasis on the name "Lord." To Itsuki, who was clearly enjoying himself, Harold offered nothing but a dismissive snort.

Inwardly, however, he was filled with anxiety about whether it was truly safe for him to enter.

Harold wasn't a wanted criminal, nor were there posters of his face circulating. While his name and ill repute were well-known, very few people actually knew what he looked like. Even if someone did recognize him, he wasn't a lawbreaker, so there was no reason for him to be arrested.

Despite that, the man himself passed through the gate with trepidation. This was the unfortunate byproduct of living a life where being hated was the daily norm.

Even if his outward attitude was forced into one of arrogance, his cowardly core remained unchanged. He instinctively felt like switching personas, but he held back, knowing that unleashing a storm of verbal abuse in this house would be dangerous.

While Harold was agonizing internally, the fact that he was walking alongside Itsuki—one of the guests of honor—meant the household staff had no reason to view him with hostility.

Every time they passed someone, the servants called out to Itsuki. Every one of them looked genuinely delighted and joyful. Even to an outsider, it was clear that Itsuki was beloved and that his marriage was being celebrated with sincere warmth.

Inevitably, the servants’ curiosity turned toward Harold, but Itsuki was quick to provide cover. "This is my friend, Lord Stroose. He looks intimidating and doesn't talk much, but he’s not a bad man." Thanks to this, Harold managed to survive by turning into a silent, nodding automaton.

They repeated this ritual several times as they moved through the mansion. Finally, Itsuki came to a halt in front of a specific door.

Apparently, Erika was inside. Despite his aversion to her, the fact that they hadn't seen each other in years caused his tension to spike.

Ignoring Harold's internal conflict, Itsuki knocked.

"It’s Itsuki. Are you there, Erika?"

"Brother? Please wait a mom—"

"Excuse me."

He had only asked to confirm she was there. Treating her actual answer as irrelevant, Itsuki swung the door open.

However, he did so while stepping aside to ensure Harold was the first thing she saw.

The door opened smoothly. Harold's vision cleared, revealing a figure standing at the back of the room.

She wore a pale pink kimono that brought cherry blossom petals to mind, and her glossy black hair had grown longer than he remembered. Having grown taller, her silhouette had matured from that of a girl into that of a woman.

Perhaps because the open door and the opposite window had created a draft, a sudden breeze swept through the room. Her black hair fluttered soundlessly in the wind.

What the breeze revealed was skin like white jade. Her complexion was as smooth and flawless as porcelain, and the exposed whiteness of her neck, shoulders, and shoulder blades was almost dazzling. There was an alluring elegance radiating from her—an enchanting sight that could lead any man astray.

It was only after the scene was firmly seared into his brain that Harold realized her kimono was in a state of disarray.

He didn't even have time to think, This is bad. Sensing the intrusion, Erika, who had been facing away, turned around.

"Honestly, I told you to wa—"

Erika’s words cut off again. Not because someone had stopped her, but because her eyes had locked with Harold’s.

The two of them froze like stone statues. After a heavy silence, Erika’s face—actually, everything from her neck up—flushed a deep crimson as she processed the situation.

The first person to snap out of the paralysis wasn't either of the two principals, but Erika’s attendant, Yuno.

"P-Please excuse us!"

Unusually for her, she didn't draw out her words. Yuno was likely just as rattled. Harold hadn't even noticed her because he had been so focused on Erika, but she had evidently been in the middle of helping Erika dress.

She scrambled to her feet to protect her mistress’s modesty. Unfortunately, her haste was her undoing. With her hands still caught in the kimono, her feet tangled, and she tumbled onto the nearby bed, taking Erika down with her.

"Kyaa!"

"I-I’m so sorry, Lady Erika~……"

The resulting tableau was Yuno pinned on top of Erika, whose kimono remained open in a precarious display. Both were undeniable beauties. Erika, now pinned down, was practically glowing with shame.

It was a scene of lilies blooming in full, chaotic profusion.

"……I couldn't care less about your private habits, but don't go into heat in front of guests, you bitches."

The follow-up he’d intended—"I think a relationship between two women is perfectly fine if you're both happy"—was naturally strangled by his curse, replaced by a harsh insult. Unable to endure the awkwardness, Harold slammed the door shut, only for Itsuki to tease him about his characteristic lack of mercy.

Harold found it impossible to accept such a critique from the very man who had engineered the entire disaster.



"I am truly sorry……"

At that moment, Itsuki was performing a full seiza-style apology on the floor before Harold. He was prostrating himself before both Harold and Erika.

His pathetic display made Harold wonder if this man was genuinely about to get married.

While Harold was too exasperated to speak, Erika remained silent out of pure rage. For context, before the apology, a fully-dressed Erika had delivered a stinging palm strike to Itsuki’s back. She had approached him expressionlessly and landed a blow that echoed through the room.

The fact that she had targeted his back instead of his face was likely because of the upcoming celebration. A groom with a bright red handprint on his cheek would be a laughingstock. While that would have been amusing, it was no laughing matter for Harold, who—if the original story held true—might be the next one to take a hit like that to the face.

"Um, I’ve reflected on my actions, so could I get a little healing magic for my back……?"

"Did you say something?"

Erika’s voice was ice. The look she directed at Itsuki was equally freezing.

She looked as if she were staring at a pile of garbage. Harold hadn't realized that Erika, the literal embodiment of compassion, was capable of such a gaze.

Harold wanted to chime in with something like, "You’re a beast lower than an insect," but fearing that Erika’s wrath might jump to him next, he decided to pivot.

"Enough of this. I hate wasting time."

"T-That’s right. I still have to introduce Harold…… I mean, Lord, to Sylvie and the others, don't I?"

A pathetic older brother pleading with his younger sister. It was a miserable sight.

Perhaps his wretchedness finally earned him some pity, as Erika’s anger finally began to recede.

"Please, never do such a thing again."

"I won't. I swear to God."

"Sigh, honestly…… Please stand up. You’ll ruin your formal wear."

"Ow, ow…… that was brutal."

"Do you know the phrase 'you reap what you sow'?"

"Never heard of it. I believe the phrase is 'a stroke of luck'?"

"They say even the Buddha loses his patience after the third time. I wonder how many times a mere human like me can manage, Brother?"

Though she was smiling, Erika’s eyes and voice remained devoid of warmth. This time, Itsuki’s face turned pale. Harold watched on, idly wondering if he would be the next one to change colors at this rate.

Despite the chaos, the time finally came to face the masters of the mansion: the Berlioz family.

Led by a stiff-moving Itsuki—presumably because his back still throbbed—they entered the Great Hall of the annex, which was connected to the main house by a corridor. This was the primary venue for the celebration, and where the Berlioz family was waiting.

Harold renewed his vow to remain absolutely silent. That resolve lasted exactly three seconds after he crossed the threshold.

"Got you!"

An ambush. Someone lunged from the shadow of the inward-swinging door with a sharp cry. In their hand was a weapon shaped like a sword. The attacker was already within range, and Harold was currently unarmed. A crisis had arrived without warning.

The lethal blade swung down toward Harold.



This was probably what a proper fanservice chapter was supposed to look like.

Better than a man stripping, at least.
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A near-perfect surprise attack. The swing was sharp, its timing making evasion difficult and defense nearly impossible. Faced with the blow, Harold reached a simple conclusion.

Is that it?

General consensus might have deemed the strike unavoidable, but from Harold's perspective, it was so tepid it nearly made him yawn.

Harold simply shifted his right side back with a grace reminiscent of a dance step. With that single movement, his opponent’s blade cut through nothing but thin air.

Upon closer inspection, the assailant’s weapon was a wooden sword. It carried weight, but its lethality was low; judging by the level of skill behind the swing, it didn't even qualify as a threat.

Having overextended with a vertical strike, the assailant was now wide open. Neutralizing and restraining him would be trivial. In his current forward-leaning posture, the man likely couldn't see anything but Harold's feet.

Harold used his left foot to kick upward, striking both of the man's fists as they gripped the wooden sword. The weapon went flying, and the assailant let out a groan of agony. His face, twisted in pain, reflexively jerked upward.

He looked to be in his fifties, though his stern features and Linkanic beard likely made him appear older than his actual age. Regardless, the man’s age was irrelevant data; Harold immediately followed up his opening.

Drawing his raised leg back like a pendulum, he drove a heel drop into the man's shoulder. Although he held back, there was a solid sense of impact. To the man's credit, his muscle-bound frame allowed him to remain standing, though the price was a moment of total paralysis.

Impressed by the unexpected sturdiness, Harold used his left foot—still resting on the immobile man's shoulder—as a fulcrum. He performed a backflip, snatching the airborne wooden sword out of the sky. He adjusted his posture mid-air and swung the wooden sword down, though he dialed back the force slightly to avoid a fatality.

Finally shaking off the stun, the man crossed his arms over his head in a desperate guard. Even so, the strike was powerful enough that Harold expected his arms to be crushed. Instead, the wooden sword was met with a hard, metallic clack.

A lustrous material peeked through the gaps in the man's torn sleeves. Like a ninja, he had hidden gauntlets beneath his clothes. Perhaps, despite his bulky physique, he specialized in this sort of deceptive combat style.

However, blocking the hit didn't nullify the impact. His guard shattered, the assailant tried to retreat, but Harold refused to let him escape his reach. He grabbed the man by the collar, yanked him forward, and drove a knee deep into his abdomen.

"Gofuh!"

The man let out a muffled retch, spraying saliva. Disgusted, Harold grabbed the man’s right wrist with his left hand and his head with his right. Using the explosive momentum of his innate speed, he slammed the man into the wall.

A thunderous crack echoed through the room.

That was the decider. The man, having been driven full-force into the stone, offered no further resistance. When Harold let go, the man’s eyes rolled back as he slid limply to the floor. The wall behind him was dented and webbed with cracks. He had been tough, but he couldn't withstand that final blow.

While it was well and good that he had repelled the threat, a genuine question escaped Harold’s lips.

"Who the hell is this guy?"

In the great hall, which had fallen into an inexplicable silence, Itsuki provided the answer.

"……That would be Aurelian Berlioz. He is the head of House Berlioz."

"……"

Harold was momentarily stunned. He had just ruthlessly thrashed the master of the house he was visiting.

But if Itsuki was telling the truth, a new question arose.

"Hoh. So, I take it this barbaric display is the Berlioz family's method of welcoming guests?"

Truthfully, Harold knew that if his identity were ever discovered, being attacked on sight wasn't out of the question. However, for the sake of his safety during the stay, he had to clarify the situation. Unfortunately, while preoccupied with that thought, his usual sarcasm leaked out.

"I have no excuses. I am deeply sorry for putting you in danger. Please, allow me to apologize on behalf of my foolish husband."

The person who spoke was a woman who perfectly embodied the word "Madame." She had an intellectual air and didn't seem at all rattled by Harold’s attitude. Since she called Aurelian her "foolish husband," she was clearly his wife.

Beside her stood a woman in her early twenties with pale blue hair, and a young girl clinging to her waist, eyeing Harold with suspicion. One of them—almost certainly the former—was Sylvie, Itsuki’s fiancée. He decided not to dwell on the possibility of it being the latter.

Curiously, none of the three seemed particularly worried about Aurelian. Poor pillar of the family, Harold thought.

Afterward, Erika—fulfilling her role as the game's healer—used her signature magic to treat Aurelian. She had clearly grown in more than just height; watching her work, Harold couldn't help but let out an appreciative "Hoh..." He was genuinely impressed.

The first words out of the resurrected Aurelian’s mouth were: "I like you! To think you handled me so easily!"

Based on that reaction, Harold’s internal evaluation of Aurelian was officially set: the man was a total muscle-brain.

Apparently, Aurelian made a habit of "testing" promising youths in this manner. Itsuki had also been ambushed and had passed the test perfectly. That was likely why the marriage talk with Sylvie had progressed so smoothly.

To Harold, it was just a massive pain in the neck.

Currently, at the suggestion of Sylvie—confirming Harold’s suspicion—the group was seated around a round table for lunch. "Since we're all here, why don't we eat?" she had said. Since the evening celebration would feature a full feast, the lunch was modest.

Having survived the initial introductions, Harold intended to fade into the background, but he was trapped between Aurelian on his left and Itsuki on his right. Being the "guest of honor" made it impossible to stay out of the conversation.

"Still, I never imagined Itsuki had a friend like Lord," Aurelian mused, stroking his proud Linkanic beard. Since there was no Abraham Lincoln in this world, Harold wasn't sure what the local term for the style was, but he couldn't think of any other name for it.

"Was it that unexpected?" Itsuki asked.

"Not unexpected, exactly. It's just that young men these days are so flimsy. I find myself quite fond of youths with backbone, like you and Lord."

"Thank you very much."

"……"

Aurelian nodded with satisfaction while Itsuki offered a polite smile. Harold remained silent, acting as if he were elsewhere. To be described as having "backbone" after his earlier behavior… the thought process of a muscle-brain was truly a mystery.

"The Sumeragi are a martial lineage, so Itsuki-san’s strength makes sense, but I wonder if Lord-san’s family is the same?"

Despite his silent protest, Bridget, Aurelian’s wife, asked a question he couldn't ignore. Knowing Itsuki would bail him out if things got hairy, Harold committed to his persona.

"My family is irrelevant. This is my own talent."

The fact that "years of grueling effort" was translated into "raw talent" was classic Harold. Then again, given his high-spec body, he did grow stronger and faster than others even with the same amount of training. In a way, calling it talent wasn't a lie.

Predictably, Aurelian latched onto the word.

"Talent, eh? Lord, how long have you been training with the sword?"

"Eight years."

"So, since you were ten? Compared to the masters I know, you started late. To reach your level of strength in that time… your claim of talent is no boast."

"Obviously."

"And what sort of training did you do?"

"Actually, I'd like to hear that as well," Itsuki chimed in.

Sylvie and Bridget looked on with interest. Only Noelia, the third daughter, seemed bored, distracted by playing with Erika in the next seat. Harold hoped she would stay that way for the next three days; it would save him a lot of stress.

"Nothing special. I simply swung my sword whenever I had a spare moment and hunted monsters."

"You used to be so reckless back then," Itsuki added. "I remember being shocked when you showed up at my door with broken bones."

"Oh my, how dreadful."

"That sounds so painful..."

"I used to pull the same kind of reckless stunts in my youth! Lord, I think we're kindred spirits!"

The hell we are, Harold thought. He didn't mind passionate men, but their intensity was exhausting. He preferred to keep a safe distance.

"But really, no secret training? You said 'whenever you had spare time,' but how much time are we talking about?"

Asked that, Harold looked back on his early days in this world. There had been much to plan and many strings to pull, but as a child, he’d had an abundance of free time.

Driven by the obsessive need to grow strong enough to survive the future, he had used training as an outlet for his anxiety and stress. Plus, there was a certain novelty in realizing he could actually perform techniques from the game.

He remembered spending literally every spare moment training, relying on the boundless stamina he possessed even back then.

"I didn't have a set schedule, but on average, I suppose about ten hours a day."

" " " " " ……Eh?" " " " "

Every person at the table—except Noelia—froze. Even Erika, who had been focused on the child, was staring at him.

Wait, Erika stayed at the Stokes mansion, shouldn't she know? he wondered. But he had been a shut-in back then, and he’d always hidden his training to avoid prying eyes. Even if someone had spotted him, no normal person would watch a kid swing a sword for ten hours straight.

"Ten... wait, ten hours? Out of twenty-four?" Itsuki asked, bewildered.

"What else would I mean?"

Harold’s response was curt, but he understood the confusion. Even he would think someone was insane for training ten hours a day.

But Harold had a reason he had to be strong. He had the talent to see results, a body that didn't quit, and a desperate will to cheat death. It was a feat only he could achieve.

He wondered how they’d react if they knew his current average had "ranked up" to twelve hours a day. Whenever Justus didn't have work for him, he was honestly bored to tears.

"It seems our definitions of 'special' differ significantly," Aurelian remarked.

"If you think that, then that is the limit of your potential. (That’s not true, though.)"

The atmosphere in the room turned sub-zero. He had just looked the head of the house in the eye and essentially called him a loser.

Aurelian’s shoulders began to quake. Then, abruptly, he stood up, looked toward the ceiling, and roared.

"I am ashamed! To deem something impossible simply because I cannot do it myself—how narrow-minded! Such folly could stifle a talent like Lord’s! I am a fool!"

He wasn't angry. Harold realized he had once again underestimated the "strength equals value" logic of a muscle-brain.

Regardless, the situation was becoming incredibly tedious.

After he finished shouting, Aurelian regained his composure. He gripped Harold’s shoulders with his calloused hands and looked at him with startling intensity.

"Lord, will you take Noelia as your bride?"

"You've clearly lost your mind."

Harold couldn't be blamed for the knee-jerk response. The fault lay entirely with Aurelian’s brain. Apparently, when the mind is dominated by muscle, logic goes out the window.

Noelia, currently eight years old, also voiced her protest.

"I don't want to be Lord's bride! He's scary!"

"The feeling is mutual. I have no interest in marrying a child."

"Don't worry about that! She’s a bit of a runt now, but I guarantee she'll be a beauty in ten years!"

Objectively, Noelia was a cute girl, and given her mother and sister, she would undoubtedly grow into a beautiful woman. But that wasn't the point. Irritation began to simmer in Harold’s chest.

"I'll even give you a room in this mansion so you and Noelia can—"

"……Shut up."

"Don't worry about convincing your family. I'll take care of—"

"Shut up."

"You'd be brothers with Itsuki, it's a fantastic deal—"

"I said shut up! I have—!"

Faced with Aurelian’s jubilant attempts to auction off his own daughter, the blood rushed to Harold’s head. A flash of pure fury.

The outburst was so intense that everyone in the room recoiled, overwhelmed by his wrath.

Harold, having stood up mid-shout, suddenly fell silent. It wasn't because he regretted losing his temper.

He was horrified. He was utterly aghast at the words that had almost tumbled out of his mouth. He felt a sense of genuine despair.

—I have Erika.

Before he could even process the thought, his eyes snapped toward her. Her gaze met his.

She was his natural enemy. A persistent thorn in his side. That was the only reason his heart was racing. Harold desperately tried to force that logic into his mind.

"Tch. I feel sick."

Averting his eyes, Harold spat out the parting shot and marched out of the great hall while the others were still paralyzed.

He needed to get away. He needed a place where he could finally think straight.
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After Harold’s departure, a heavy, awkward silence lingered in the great hall. Despite his flagrant discourtesy, his sheer intensity had been so overwhelming that no one even thought to rebuke him.

Amidst the tension, Erika recalled the look she had seen in Harold’s eyes. It was a hue of deep, profound despair.

She thought of the words Harold had almost spoken. Given his true nature and his behavior up until now, the conclusion of that sentence followed naturally.

—I have no need for a fiancée.

That was likely what he had been on the verge of saying.

While she couldn't discern the exact reason for his hesitation, she sensed that the despair reflected in his eyes was somehow connected to it.

"I am truly sorry. Please, accept my apologies for his rudeness," Itsuki said, offering a deep bow to the Berlioz couple. 

Aurelian and Bridget assured him there was no need for concern.

"Oh, it’s quite alright," Bridget said. "It was my husband who spoke so insensitively. If anything, Aurelian is the one who should apologize."

"Mmu... indeed, I failed to consider Lord’s feelings. Tell me, does he perhaps already have a partner chosen for him?" Aurelian asked.

"That is..."

Itsuki glanced sideways at Erika, hesitating. From that small gesture, Aurelian seemed to deduce a possibility.

"Could it be Erika? If so, I must apologize to you as well."

Given Itsuki’s reaction, it was a natural conclusion to reach. They were aware of the incident five years ago, where a boy named Harold had demanded an end to his engagement with Erika.

However, that was merely a story to them; they didn't realize the young man who had just stood before them was the very same person. Thus, they had concluded that "Lord" might be her new suitor.

It was a conclusion that was both right and wrong. And the answer Harold desired was the latter.

"Please, do not let it trouble you," Erika said. "Lord Harold and I share no such bond."

She ignored the sorrowful look that crossed Itsuki's face. Even so, Erika felt a sharp pang in her chest.

"Then does he have someone else?"

"...I haven't heard of anyone," Itsuki replied. "I’ve known Lord for a long time, but he rarely speaks about himself."

It was true; Harold was an enigma. Erika and Itsuki were well aware of the foul rumors surrounding him, but neither believed a word of them.

He was often misunderstood because of his sharp tongue and abrasive actions—or rather, he intentionally invited those misunderstandings.

He had accepted the stigma of a murderer to save a mother and child; he had played the villain so Erika could break their engagement without guilt; and he had risked his life against overwhelming odds to save the knights and the Stella Clan. This current life of isolation was the result.

It was a cruelly unfair existence. Even though he possessed the means to prove his innocence, he chose not to, stoically accepting the consequences of his silence.

"A mysterious man, indeed," Bridget mused.

"You could say that," Itsuki added. "But he is not a bad man. He is someone who will stand up for others—someone who fights to protect people."

"A true warrior! I certainly hope to have a formal match with him next time."

"With only half-hearted skill, you won't even be able to stand before him, Aurelian. Even I..."

As Aurelian grew excited once more, Itsuki began sharing stories of his many spars with Harold. The catalyst worked, and the awkward atmosphere finally dissipated.

Yet, a lingering sense of unease remained in Erika's heart.

That look of despair... she had never seen Harold look that way before.

For a fleeting second, she had almost envisioned him collapsing under the weight of his own destiny. It was likely just her imagination—perhaps she was simply worrying too much.

However, Erika knew that Harold possessed human weaknesses alongside his strength. He was strong precisely because he fought those inner frailties and trampled them underfoot.

That was Harold’s way of life. He fought his own weakness, he fought evil, he fought monsters, and he fought the world itself.

Perhaps he even viewed her as an enemy. Was that why he sought strength with such desperation?

Training ten hours a day since early childhood was not normal. There had to be a reason, a necessity that drove him.

It was as if he were being pursued by a destiny he had been born with.

(...It’s almost as if the very concept of battle was "planted" into him.)

The intuition flashed through Erika’s mind.

With it came a sickening image that made her want to shiver—the idea that the seeds of a conflict-ridden fate, nesting deep within Harold, were on the verge of blooming.

She shook the thought away. There’s no way such a thing could be true.

And yet, the grim image clung to her mind, refusing to fade.

She was anxious because she cared for him, and because she knew so little of the truth. Because she couldn't understand what he thought or felt, her heart was restless.

If she didn't know, then she would learn. Even if Harold didn't want it, even if it made him hate her—if she believed it was for his sake, she would act without hesitation.

Even if the truth she found was one she didn't want to hear.

◇

Harold had stormed out in a fit of pique, but he couldn't exactly go wandering around a stranger's mansion. Realizing he might get lost in a town he didn't know if he went too far, he settled for a spot on a land bridge over a nearby waterway, keeping the Berlioz estate in sight. He leaned his elbows on the railing and stared down at the water.

(I’ve really stepped in it this time...)

He felt he finally understood those criminals on the news who claimed they just "snapped." He was currently drowning in a mix of self-reflection and regret.

In his defense, he had been utterly blindsided by an "impossible emotion" that had surged from within. For eight years, he had worked tirelessly to make Erika hate him and sever their ties, only to reflexively almost claim her as his fiancée.

That would mean—

"As if that would ever happen...!" he groaned, forcing the thought out of his head.

It definitely wasn't romantic. Harold was simply a young, healthy man. He had seen Erika looking provocatively beautiful, and his brain had short-circuited. It was a purely physiological response, a base instinct. That was it. He convinced himself that had to be the reason.

But there was another problem: he had walked out on Aurelian with a sulking attitude without even a word of excuse.

Regardless of Aurelian's own behavior, Itsuki had said the man was the lord of this region. The Berlioz family likely outranked the Stokes. A brat like him had just shown incredible disrespect; it wouldn't be surprising if he were banned for life.

If that happened, he couldn't fulfill Itsuki’s request, and there was no telling how Justus would react.

Now that he had cooled down, he knew he should go back and apologize, but the "Harold" persona made expressing genuine regret nearly impossible. He’d likely just make things worse.

As Harold brooded over his dilemma, a voice called out.

"What are you doing in a place like this?"

He spun around at the sound of a voice that definitely shouldn't have been there.

Erika stood there, her kimono-clad figure framed by the medieval European cityscape. The sight was surreal, almost otherworldly, enhanced by her unnervingly perfect features.

While she wasn't expressionless, he couldn't read her current mood, which gave him a faint chill.

"None of your business. What are you doing here?"

"My brother was worried you might have gotten lost."

"Don't treat me like a child. It’s irritating."

"There is no need to take your frustration out on me."

Well, she had a point. He could easily imagine Itsuki pushing her to go with some nonsense logic like, "If you comfort Harold now, he's all yours." In a way, she was just as much a victim of Itsuki's meddling as he was.

"Then go back and tell that fool of a brother to keep his useless concern to himself."

"I would like to, but I have a few things I wish to ask you, Lord Harold."

"Ask me?"

Then it clicked. Itsuki had kept Harold's involvement a secret from her. It was only natural she’d have questions about why he was here. Normally, he could have explained things during the introductions, but Itsuki had ruined that opportunity. 

The man was truly a master of creating complications.

"Hey there! Quite the unusual outfit, miss. Are you a tourist?"

A voice suddenly broke in between them. It belonged to a man with dark, sun-bronzed skin and lean, healthy muscles. Wearing a tank top, cropped pants, and a bandana, he was clearly a sailor.

Harold immediately realized what the man wanted.

"We aren't interested in a boat ride."

There was a dock nearby where a small boat was moored. Unlike the utilitarian vessels used for cargo, this one was decorated—a sightseeing boat.

"Now, don't be like that. Show the lady you've got some spine!" the sailor said, undeterred. He had clearly mistaken them for a couple.

From an outsider's perspective, it wasn't a strange assumption. The problem was that the suggestion was a massive landmine for both of them.

Harold prepared to walk away, but Erika’s next words stopped him cold.

"Very well. Two people, please."

Harold doubted his ears. If Erika wanted a boat ride, fine, but she had said two. In this situation, that could only mean him.

"...I don't see your maid anywhere," Harold pointed out, searching for an escape.

"Yuno is helping with the party preparations."

Harold’s last hope for a misunderstanding was crushed. She fully intended to get on that boat with him. He couldn't fathom what she was thinking; if she just wanted to talk, they didn't need to be on a boat. As he stood there, bewildered, Erika reached out and took his hand.

"Shall we go, Lord Harold?"

"Hey! What do you think you're—!"

"You wouldn't board if I didn't do this, would you?"

"Of course not! Why would I go anywhere with—let go of my hand!"

"My brother told me that when dealing with you, being forceful is usually the best approach."

"Don't listen to a word that man says!"

"I don't. I'm simply using his advice when it's convenient."

She was even worse than her brother. Like brother, like sister.

Realizing words were useless, Harold put his strength into his arm to shake her off. But for some reason, he couldn't break her grip. Every time he tried to pull away, his strength seemed to slide off into nothingness. It was like trying to punch a ghost.

Erika, still holding his hand, provided the answer to his confusion.

"Are you familiar with 'Aiki,' Lord Harold? It is a martial art technique that, to put it simply, allows one to rob an opponent of their physical freedom."

A cold sweat broke out down Harold’s spine. Erika spoke with a calm, terrifying intensity.

(I know what it is, but why the hell is there Aikido in this world?!)

Even if it existed, Erika being a practitioner was absurd. In the original game, Erika Sumeragi had no physical combat skills. She was a back-line support character, strictly bows and magic.

And yet, here she was, acting like a grandmaster. She had evolved in a way Harold never could have predicted.

"Haha! I didn't expect the lady to be the one taking charge. Must be tough when the girl's the stronger one, eh? Good luck, pretty boy!"

The sailor slapped Harold on the back with a mix of surprise and pity.

Utterly humiliated and unable to break Erika's grip, Harold was led away toward the boat. To the onlookers, he looked like a man with a foul temper being dragged along by a stunning beauty. 

To Harold, the small boat looked less like a tourist attraction and more like the ferry across the Sanzu River to the underworld.

The founder of Aikido, Morihei Ueshiba, once said: 
"Aiki is Love."
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"Was it to clear the path for me?"

"It was. Much to my annoyance."

Despite his futile resistance, Harold had ended up sharing a boat with Erika. Seeing no further need for secrecy in this situation, he candidly confessed the sequence of events.

Upon learning the truth, Erika lowered her head deeply in apology.

"I am truly sorry that my brother has been so selfish."

"If you’re going to apologize, you should have kept that man on a shorter leash from the start."

Harold thought to himself that his mouth was spouting rather unreasonable complaints, yet he knew that if Erika could control Itsuki, his opportunities to meet her face-to-face would dwindle. For the sake of his mental health, that would be better for both of them. He truly wanted her to succeed in that regard.

Well, putting that aside, Harold thought, steadying his nerves. He decided to take the initiative and confront her.

"So? Surely you didn't go to all this trouble just to ask about such trivial matters."

"……You are right. There is something I wish to confirm with you, Lord Harold."

"I’m under no obligation to answer your questions."

Judging by the likely nature of her questions, there were very few things he could actually answer. His current position, the details of his missions, and anything related to Justus—he would almost certainly have to remain silent on all of it.

"Of course, it is fine if you only answer what you are able to."

"Hmph. Keep it brief."

"Thank you. Then, I will ask frankly: why did you try to break off our engagement at that time five years ago?"

Erika lowered her voice, likely to prevent the boatman from overhearing.

The boatman himself showed no interest in them, busy with his practiced introduction of Kablan. It looked less like he was speaking for the benefit of the passengers and more like he was reciting a forced script. It was a half-hearted job at best, but for Harold and Erika, it was perfect.

"What do you hope to gain by asking something so obvious?"

"Let me rephrase the question. Why was it at that specific moment?"

By "that moment," she meant the immediate aftermath of the re-deliberation, when his execution was overturned and his transfer to Justus's Research Institute was finalized.

After the retrial, Harold had thrown that demand directly at Tasuku, who had been present for the verdict. Harold remembered clearly that while Tasuku had looked sorrowful, he hadn't seemed particularly surprised. He had likely been mentally preparing for such a day to come for a long time.

It had been unexpected for Harold, who had assumed Tasuku would express some degree of roundabout joy at Erika's engagement being dissolved.

The real struggle had been with Hayden and Jessica—Harold's parents. Naturally, they had vehemently opposed the decision, persistently trying to persuade him that he should reconsider or that it was just a lapse in judgment. Even so, Harold had remained firm: he had no intention of marrying Erika.

Letters from his father, Hayden, still arrived periodically attempting to sway him, but this was a path Harold had decided on even before meeting Erika. He wasn't about to bend now.

In truth, he had requested the engagement be broken immediately after the verdict, right as he was about to leave the chamber.

His goal was to make it clear to everyone—and above all, to Justus—that his connection with the Sumeragi family was severed.

The mysterious miasma currently plaguing the Sumeragi Territory was actually Justus's handiwork. If Harold had maintained friendly relations with the Sumeragi family after joining Justus, there was a risk that the source of the medicine neutralizing the miasma would be traced back to him.

If that happened, suspicious eyes would turn toward why a ten-year-old Harold knew how to manufacture a drug that increased immunity to miasma. Being under such suspicion while serving under Justus would be fatal.

He regretted, too late, that he hadn't been more insistent about keeping the resistance medicine a secret. Although it hadn't been made public, quite a few people within House Sumeragi and their associates knew Harold had conceived it. Furthermore, if the existence of his map predicting the contamination range came to light, there was a non-zero chance that a suspicious Justus might dissect him out of pure curiosity.

Since Harold lacked the eloquence to talk his way out of contradictions when facing a mad genius scientist, he had no choice but to eliminate the possibility of being questioned entirely.

In short, it was for self-preservation. In the original story, there was no scenario where Harold served under Justus. Originally, after being defeated twice by Rainer’s party, Justus was supposed to exploit Harold’s desire for revenge and grant him a secret drug called the "Astral Potion."

It was a doping item that amplified one's internal magic power—the Astral Body—to a level incomparable to a normal state.

However, the human body couldn't handle that level of reinforcement. The Harold of the original story was consumed by his own bloated power, eventually warping into a monstrosity that couldn't be called human before dying as his body collapsed.

Harold knew he could avoid that fate as long as he didn't ingest the potion, but there was a drawback: Rainer and the others wouldn't gain the massive experience points from the "Berserk Harold" boss fight. He would have to compensate for their lack of growth by strengthening their equipment or teaching them effective game tactics.

Regardless, the reason he had joined Justus despite knowing it deviated from the original plot was simply because it was the only way to survive. Justus had appeared before him in the underground dungeon and presented an extreme ultimatum: "Which do you prefer: a quiet execution, or helping me with my work? If you come with me, I will grant you power beyond your imagination. Though, that itself may be its own kind of hellish suffering."

To stay alive, he had to accept. Even though it was a choice with a staggering probability of death.

Helping Justus meant aiding his ambitions. By necessity, he would become an enemy to Rainer’s party, and if the plan succeeded, the world would end. It was also highly likely he would be discarded as a pawn.

Even as a survival tactic, it wasn't a choice one should make lightly... or so it should have been.

This was something Harold himself often forgot, but his mouth possessed a function beyond just automatically converting his words into insults. It had only activated twice before, both times shortly after he arrived in this world.

It was, so to speak, "Scripted Reproduction." Lines he had spoken in the game would simply force their way out of his mouth. Although the timing and context differed from the game, the situation of Justus offering power to Harold was identical to the original story.

That was exactly why his mouth, after erupting in a high-pitched laugh that even he found repulsive, had replied:

"Give me power. I'll show you what true hell is."

It was the foolish, instantaneous decision of the power-hungry Harold from the original game. Thus, through a sequence of events he never intended, Harold became a soldier in the service of the Last Boss.

It was beyond unexpected. He had agonized over how to navigate this route ever since—a problem that remained very much ongoing.

Savoring those bitter memories, Harold finally answered Erika's question.

"Because that was the most advantageous moment for me."

"Was it because you were able to signal to everyone that you had severed your ties with the Sumeragi family?"

She had guessed it perfectly, almost as if she were reading his mind.

That should have been impossible, which made Harold wonder why she had reached that conclusion. Could she know something about Justus? The thought crossed his mind.

"Who knows."

He dodged the question without mentioning Justus's name.

It was hard to believe Erika had information that even El hadn't managed to grasp. Even if she knew of Justus's true nature, she shouldn't be able to perceive Harold’s specific motives. It was more likely that Erika hadn't read his mind, but had reached a conclusion from her own perspective that just happened to align with his words.

"To go to such lengths just to be alone..."

"Did you say something?"

"No, think nothing of it."

Harold had been so lost in thought that he’d missed her quiet murmur. He was curious, but her dismissive tone suggested she wouldn't elaborate even if he asked again.

Still, he decided it would be wise to keep an eye on whether Erika—or rather, the Sumeragi family—was investigating Justus. Since Itsuki had been able to mediate a request for him, they weren't complete strangers.

Because he had assumed the ties were completely cut, the possibility of the Sumeragi side taking action regarding Justus had slipped his mind.

"Is that all you wanted to confirm?"

"I have one more thing. Regarding the stories I hear of you through rumors... how much of it is actually true?"

"Regrettably, I have no interest in rumors. I don't know what's being said, and I care even less if it's true."

"The 'Knight Killer' who brutally slaughtered dozens of knights. The kidnapper who made a pact with a demon and sold children into slavery. The 'Supreme Ruler of Evil' who has mastered every atrocity in existence. There are others, but those are the most prominent."

He’d heard them all before. Hearing them recited by another person really drove home how terrible his reputation had become.

Most of it was thanks to Justus’s embellishments.

Regarding the "Knight Killer" title, he had merely happened upon a group of knights about to be wiped out by monsters. There were barely ten of them, and by the time Harold arrived, over half were dead and the rest were dying. He had fought seriously to eliminate the monsters, but in the end, only two survived. Both were so badly injured they had to retire immediately.

As for being a "kidnapper," he had simply been picking up orphans and vagrants from war zones or slums and leaving them at decent orphanages along with money and supplies. He’d only done it a few times and should have been unobserved, yet Justus had somehow known. That realization had only reinforced the man's terrifying reach.

The "Supreme Ruler of Evil" bit was likely just a caricature of Harold born from various rumors. Justus had even lamented over that one, complaining that it "lacked specificity and was poorly crafted," so the man likely had nothing to do with it. It was a massive headache that Justus was so dedicated to ruining his reputation that he would actually criticize the quality of the slander.

Whenever he heard these rumors, Harold couldn't help but think: If any of that were true, I’d have been caught a long time ago.

Erika seemed smart enough to realize that, so her asking suggested she was still half-doubting him. Normally, he would want to lean into the villainous act to ensure her opinion of him remained at rock bottom. However, once Erika became Rainer’s ally, he needed her to trust him just enough so that she wouldn't disregard his warnings or information entirely. If she wouldn't listen, he’d be forced to relay everything through El.

"It is true that these hands are stained with blood and evil. But what of it? The weak who allow themselves to become prey are merely fools."

It was an answer that practically screamed "elitist prick." He considered it an achievement that he had restrained himself from using the term "inferior species."

Harold looked down at the palm of his right hand. He had used the sword in this hand to cut down both monsters and men. He couldn't deny that, but it didn't mean he felt nothing.

"Perhaps we truly cannot see eye-to-eye, given how different our values are. However..."

Suddenly, something warm and soft enveloped Harold's right hand. The heat spread gently through him.

It was Erika’s hands. She was holding his right hand, cradling it gently against her chest as if it were something precious.

"With this hand, you protected those who are dear to me. That is an unshakable truth. Therefore, no matter how great a sinner you may be, I am prepared to accept you."

Her gaze was intense, drawing him in and making it impossible to look away.

His reason screamed at him to break eye contact, yet Harold felt enchanted. Almost against his will, he began to squeeze her hand back—

"Or so my brother might say. He is very fond of you, after all."

Just as he was about to return the grip, she released him. As the lingering warmth on his hand met the cool air, Harold's composure snapped back into place.

He realized she had been teasing him with that mischievous smile. Flustered and embarrassed, Harold looked away toward the horizon, crossing his arms with his freed hand.

To the soundtrack of Erika’s quiet, playful laughter, Harold remained stubbornly turned away, trying to hide his blushing face until the boat finally reached the pier.
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After their superficial tour was over, Harold headed back to the Berlioz estate with Erika at his side. Once her smile had faded, she didn't say another word, walking silently a few paces behind him.

In the silence, Harold fought to regain his composure.

That momentary lapse earlier had been a fluke. While he couldn't deny that her suddenly grabbing his hand had been effective, it certainly wasn't a romantic feeling. Having his hand taken by a woman as beautiful as Erika would make any man self-conscious; it was a simple biological reaction. It didn't mean there was a shred of deeper significance to it.

Besides, he knew their respective roles and the fate awaiting this world. There was no way he could actually be attracted to her.

By reciting these denials like a mantra, Harold managed to calm himself down. 

The whole thing had likely been Erika teasing him—a prank. Their physical ages might be the same, but mentally, Harold was ten years her senior. It would be a blow to his dignity as a man if a grown adult let himself be played like a fiddle by a girl who wasn't even twenty yet.

Determined not to let her shake him again, Harold felt his racing pulse and the heat in his cheeks finally subside.

They arrived at the mansion without further incident. They were met by Aurelian, who offered a sincere "Forgive me," effectively letting the afternoon’s confrontation become water under the bridge.

Harold had been incredibly insolent, yet instead of being punished, he was receiving an apology. He found himself impressed by Itsuki’s negotiation skills; the boy had clearly put in work while they were gone. The title of the Next Head of House Sumeragi was evidently not just for show.

To show his gratitude, Harold resolved to handle the task Itsuki had requested with professional care. Then again, if Itsuki hadn’t made the request in the first place, Harold wouldn't have had to be rude to Aurelian at all—but he decided to look at it as a way to bolster his own nonexistent morale. There was no telling what kind of punishment Justus or Itsuki would cook up if he slacked off and failed.

Less than an hour after their return, the celebration began. Most of the guests had already arrived while Harold and Erika were out on the boat.

The guests of honor, Itsuki and Sylvie, gave their greetings from the dais before making a circuit of the room. They were quickly swallowed by a sea of well-wishers, disappearing into a crowd of people offering congratulations.

However, since they could only speak to a few people at a time, the crowd remained dense and slow-moving. The remaining guests, left to their own devices, began to mingle, sample the food and wine, or take to the floor as the band began to play.

Among the crowd, one activity was more prevalent than any other: flirting.

Of course, this wasn't the fleeting sort of pick-up artistry found on street corners. These were calculated social maneuvers intended to form connections or scout for future spouses. As expected of the scions of high-ranking nobles and wealthy merchant houses, their social grace was polished to a mirror sheen.

As Harold had anticipated, Erika was a prime target. Between her prestigious lineage and her breathtaking, ephemeral beauty—coupled with the fact that she was currently unattached—she was the most popular person in the room by a landslide.

For Harold, this meant his job was about to become incredibly tedious. He systematically dismantled the men who approached her with a barrage of verbal abuse, but their numbers only seemed to grow.

Eventually, the crowd around Erika rivaled the one surrounding Itsuki.

"Beautiful lady, might I have the honor of learning your name?"

"Would you grant me a single dance?"

"Why don't we slip away to my room? I have a vintage wine I've been saving for a special occasion."

The invitations were whispered from all sides. Since Harold wasn't some legendary sage capable of processing a dozen conversations at once, he could only track about three voices at a time; the rest blurred into a chaotic, irritating hum.

It was a mess. Moreover, the men seemed to be intentionally ignoring Harold’s presence at Erika’s side, effectively boxing him in along with her.

The situation was spiraling out of control. Even the composed Erika looked overwhelmed, her responses faltering. She tried to answer everyone politely, but for every word she spoke, four more men chimed in. It was a losing battle; she only had one mouth, after all.

Finally, Harold reached his limit.

He stepped between Erika and the suitors, shielding her with his arm. Forced to acknowledge him, the men’s expressions soured, their voices turning sharp and hostile—a stark contrast to the honeyed tones they had used with Erika.

"Who do you think you are? Step aside."

"Don't be so boorish."

"Exactly. Look at you—you look like some common thug. Know your place; someone like you has no business standing next to Lady Erika."

"What’s the matter? Has our 'knight' lost his tongue?"

A concentrated barrage of malice rained down on him.

For Harold, this wasn't even enough to trigger his temper. If anything, he was concerned for them; he wondered how they could be so foolish as to run their mouths at someone whose identity they didn't know. 

Surely some of them knew Erika was the sister of the host, Itsuki. Did they not stop to think that the man standing guard over her might be affiliated with the Sumeragi or Berlioz families?

Then again, most people attending these events memorized the faces and titles of every important guest beforehand. Since Harold wasn't on any of their lists, they likely assumed he was a nobody. Or perhaps they were simply blinded by Erika’s beauty.

He pushed the trivial thoughts aside. The problem was how to get rid of them.

He couldn't carry a weapon in such a place, and violence was strictly forbidden. Causing a physical scene would ruin the celebration. On the other hand, verbal persuasion was a waste of breath—anything he said would just end up as a string of insults that would escalate the situation.

That left him with only one option.

Exhaling a long, slow breath, Harold purged all unnecessary emotion. What he needed now was high-purity killing intent.

He focused on the men before him, identifying them clearly as enemies. He envisioned them as mortal foes on the level of Justus himself. A sub-zero flame ignited in his chest, flickering with cold fury.

He refined that hostility, that boiling malice, and that raw killing intent into a single, cohesive pressure. Then, he unleashed it with a single word.

"Begone."

It was only a word, but it carried with it a dense, suffocating shadow of death.

He had hoped they would simply get scared and scatter. However, the sheer weight of Harold's killing aura was beyond their comprehension. Not a single man moved. It wasn't that they were brave—it was that the effect was too powerful.

For people who had never stood on a battlefield or looked death in the face, the aura felt like a physical weight crushing the air from their lungs.

A heavy thud broke the silence. One man had fainted dead away. As if that were the signal, the others began to collapse like dominoes.

Some lost consciousness, some fell to their knees trembling in terror, and others began to weep and beg for their lives. It was a bizarre, grotesque spectacle that immediately drew the attention of the entire hall.

Through the gaps in the crowd, Harold saw Itsuki standing in the distance, pressing a palm to his forehead in a silent gesture of "not again."

Coincidentally, Harold felt exactly the same way.

From that day forward, a rumor began to circulate among the nobility:

The Sumeragi daughter is protected by a Guard Dog that would devour the God of Death himself.



He was certain he had died. Or more accurately, he felt as if he had been killed.

Of course, neither was true.

Yet, he had felt the distinct sensation of a blade piercing his gut. He had hallucinated the sight of his own head rolling across the floor.

It had all been caused by a killing aura unleashed by someone nearby.

It hadn't even been directed at him. When he looked toward the source, he saw a group of men collapsed on the floor. In the center of the chaos stood a beautiful girl in a kimono and a young man standing over her like a sentinel.

The youth was clearly the source. To project such a vivid image of death through mere proximity was the mark of someone truly monstrous.

Who was he? How strong was he? Why was he here? The questions swirled, but they were quickly forgotten.

His eyes were locked on the girl. She was like a single flower illuminated by moonlight—lovely, delicate, and ethereal. Beside her, even the most vibrant blossoms or the most exquisite landscapes would surely pale into insignificance.

Her beauty was vivid. The youth vanished from his mind instantly, and before he knew it, he was speaking to her.

"Meeting you today is the greatest stroke of luck in my life. I wish to share this wonderful moment with you. First, might I ask the princess's name?"

"...I am Erika Sumeragi, daughter of House Sumeragi. It is a pleasure to meet you."

"Oh, Erika! A name as beautiful as its owner. I am—"

"Francis J. Arclight."

The man—Francis—was cut off. The youth standing next to Erika had stated his name before he could even introduce himself.

Suspicion flared in Francis's mind. He had joined this event at the very last minute; his name shouldn't have been on any guest list. That meant this youth had known who he was from the start.

"So you've heard of me? Well, I suppose I am quite famous."

"Particularly for your lack of restraint with women."

"Kh...! You are well-informed, it seems. However, that information is officially outdated."

Francis dropped to one knee and took Erika’s hand.

"Because my heart has already been offered to Erika!"

"Lord Arclight, to say such a thing so suddenly..."

"Don't be so formal! Please, call me Fran."

Erika looked utterly bewildered by his aggressive approach, but this was Francis's style. When wooing a woman, one had to be passionate. If pushing didn't work, one simply had to push harder. It was a method that had never failed him.

But looking at Erika now, he felt as though every woman he had charmed before had simply been practice for this moment. It was fate. His looks, his prestigious bloodline—it was all a divine gift to ensure he was a match for her.

If anyone tried to obstruct that destiny—even a monster who could kill with a glance—he would face them and seize victory. With that resolve, he glanced up at the youth.

The young man’s eyes met his with total indifference. Francis was caught off guard; he had expected some kind of flare of temper.

"How unexpected. You aren't going to stop me?"

"You're clearly not like the rest of the trash rolling around on the floor. Do whatever you want."

The youth leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms. His boredom was genuine. He truly didn't care.

Is he not her fiancé? Or even an attendant?

The questions remained, but if there was no interference, then the path was clear. Just as Francis was about to redouble his efforts with Erika—

"Well, provided you get that guy's permission, that is."

As the youth spoke, a hand clamped down on Francis’s shoulder.

The grip was strong enough to crush bone. The pain triggered a memory. He had been so distracted by her beauty that he’d almost forgotten—she had introduced herself as a Sumeragi. And Francis had a very specific friend with that name.

He looked back slowly. Standing there was Itsuki Sumeragi, a man he was close enough to call a friend.

Realizing the situation and the relationship instantly, Francis spoke without a hint of hesitation.

"Itsuki! From this day forth, let me call you 'Brother'!"

"Like hell you will! Get your hands off my sister, you damn sex fiend!"

Itsuki’s roar echoed through the rafters of the Berlioz mansion.

Seriously, someone go check on the guys unconscious on the floor first.
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While the aftermath hadn't quite descended into total pandemonium, the task of restoring order was chaotic in the extreme.

They couldn't simply leave the unconscious guests where they lay, so they had to be carried to vacant rooms. Even those who remained conscious were trembling with such terror that they needed to be ushered into separate quarters to calm down. Watching this scene from the corner of his eye, Harold decided to take the initiative and retreat to his assigned room for a self-imposed period of confinement.

As the source of the trouble, his assistance would likely only worsen their condition; furthermore, the glares from those still in the hall were becoming increasingly painful to endure.

Erika was busy nursing the fallen men, while Francis continued to woo her even as he helped. Itsuki, naturally, was trying to put a stop to it.

Judging that there was nothing more he could do, Harold shrugged his shoulders and beat a hasty retreat. He felt a bit sorry for Itsuki, but he figured that Francis would be enough to handle things.

Francis J. Arclight.

He possessed wavy blonde hair and emerald-green eyes. While he was a bit of a narcissist and gave off a frivolous, almost flighty impression when it came to women, he was a man with a surprisingly solid core. His nickname was Fran.

In combat, he wielded a rapier, but he lacked significant firepower. In the game, his physical attack stat was the second lowest in the party, just behind Lifa, and easily sat below the likes of Erika and Colette. To compensate, he had access to a vast array of magic—including healing spells—but since his MP was also set low, his overall utility was somewhat lacking.

Contrary to his flamboyant personality, the term "jack-of-all-trades, master of none" fit him perfectly. He looked every bit the storybook prince—which wasn't surprising, as he was actually thirty-seventh in the line of succession to the throne.

That said, he didn't harbor a shred of hope or expectation that the crown would ever fall to him, nor did he have any desire to be king. He seemed perfectly content with the status quo, living a life of leisure using the title of Prince merely as a convenient label.

As his profile suggested, he was another character from the Original Story.

If one could overlook his insatiable weakness for beautiful women and his tendency to woo them without restraint, he wasn't a bad enough man to truly loathe. After all, in the game, he joined Rainer’s party out of a sense of righteous indignation—a duty he felt as a leader of the people, despite downplaying his status as a prince "for the time being." That was not a feat many could claim.

Therefore, it wasn't at all strange that he had suddenly started pursuing Erika; there had been similar depictions in the game as well. What was unexpected, however, was his claim that he would no longer lay a hand on other women.

To put it bluntly, a Francis who stopped being a womanizer was like a Harold who didn't spit insults. It was an event that defied imagination.

Had he really fallen that hard for Erika? In the game, he should have viewed her as just one among many beautiful women, but given the level of passion he was displaying now, it was clear he was more infatuated than in the Original Story.

Try as he might, Harold couldn't think of a reason for the change.

(Well, maybe Erika just grew up to be more beautiful than she was in the original game?)

That was the limit of Harold’s speculation; he had no way of knowing the true cause.

Well, whatever, he thought, stretching his limbs to clear his head.

Looking out the window, he saw that the clear skies of yesterday had persisted. Despite the drama, he had managed to get a decent night's sleep and was feeling physically fit.

Thinking idly that breakfast on a day like this would be delicious, Harold recalled the floor plan of the mansion and headed toward the dining hall.

Breakfast appeared to be buffet-style, but it wasn't a self-service affair. It was a high-society buffet where chefs prepared dishes on the spot upon request.

Deciding that meat was the only proper choice for a morning like this, Harold was searching for an empty seat with a plate of sliced steak in hand when it happened.

"Oh."

"Hmm?"

"...Tch."

His eyes met Francis’s, who was already seated. The prince reacted, which drew Itsuki's attention toward him as well. Harold reflexively clicked his tongue.

Sensing that things were about to get tedious, he tried to ignore them, but he was promptly called out.

"Wait. I’d like a word."

"If it’s about Erika, talk to her brother over there."

"No, that’s not it. I want to talk to you."

"So he says. Come, take a seat."

Before he knew it, Itsuki had circled behind him and gripped both his shoulders firmly, forcing him down into a chair.

Harold’s refreshing mood evaporated instantly, replaced by the urge to let out a long sigh.

"Fine. What do you want, you bastard?"

"Let’s start with introductions. I am Francis J. Arclight."

"I am Lord Stroose."

"You already knew my name, didn't you? Why is that?"

"I simply recognized the name. We have no prior acquaintance."

"I suppose that's true. I certainly don't have any memory of you."

Francis began to observe Harold intently. Ignoring the scrutiny, Harold began moving the steak from his plate to his mouth in rapid succession.

As he chewed the sliced meat, the juices flooded his palate. The texture was so tender it practically melted, requiring almost no effort to chew. Savory flavor permeated every bit of the meat and fat.

There was no need to voice how delicious it was. He simply continued to eat the rare, almost bleeding steak in silence.

"...The way you devour flesh and blood is terrifyingly fitting for you."

"I can't deny that," Itsuki added. "Even if his mouth were stained with blood, I feel like the impression that it 'suits him' would take priority over it being 'dirty.'"

"I imagine a glass of red wine would complete the look perfectly."

"So you're saying the red of blood is what's appropriate for me? Fine then. I'll gladly be stained by your splattered blood."

""We'll pass.""

Their responses overlapped. They might have been bickering over Erika, but they seemed to be genuine friends at heart.

However, the fact that Francis and Itsuki were friends was a piece of background lore that even Harold, with his encyclopedic knowledge of the game, had never heard of. It likely didn't even exist in the realm of fan fiction.

"Francis, if you're Itsuki's friend, how is it you didn't know about his sister?"

"I knew he had a sister, but I wasn't told she was that beautiful. Why did you keep that from me?"

"Because it was obvious it would turn out exactly like this. As if I'd let my precious sister become prey for a degenerate lecher."

It was a perfectly valid reason. If they were friends, Itsuki would have known about Francis's sordid history with women whether he wanted to or not. A siscon like Itsuki would never have introduced them properly.

From the sounds of it, they hadn't even informed Francis about this celebration to prevent him from meeting Erika, but luck was against them; he had heard of it through the grapevine and shown up anyway.

"Well, it doesn't matter. My romance with Erika begins no—" "It is not beginning." "......By the way, Lord."

Francis was forced into a very blatant change of subject by Itsuki’s blunt interruption, but Harold chose to let it slide.

"About yesterday's incident," Francis continued. "Itsuki told me you acted as Erika’s shield, but even so, don't you think you went a bit too far?"

"I merely grazed them with a bit of killing intent. It's the fault of those weaklings for not being able to withstand even that much."

"How many men do you think there are in this world who could remain composed after facing that head-on?"

"It would be a challenge even for Fran or me," Itsuki admitted.

"I honestly thought I'd been stabbed in the back and died," Francis said.

"Considering your lifestyle, I expect you'll eventually be stabbed by one of the women you've toyed with and experience the real thing."

"Your jokes have a nasty bite to them..."

Francis gave a strained smile. Harold decided to ask him a question point-blank.

"Yesterday, you blathered on about dedicating your heart to Erika. Were you actually serious?"

"Of course I'm serious. Knowing my past, it's only natural for you to doubt me, Lord, but I intend to settle my affairs with all other women immediately."

The eyes that met Harold’s were steady, and his voice held a weight of sincerity. Knowing the Francis from the game, the sense of wrongness was hard to shake, but perhaps this change was another ripple in a world that was drifting away from the Original Story.

If so, it wouldn't be entirely wrong to say the culprit was Harold himself.

Originally, Harold had thought Erika and Rainer should end up together simply because Rainer was the protagonist and Erika was a main party member. However, the game never explicitly depicted a romance between the two; in truth, it didn't really matter to Harold who Erika's partner ended up being.

The issue wasn't who she fell in love with, but whether she would eventually choose to sever her ties with Harold. In short, Harold’s internal sentiment was: Is it really so bad if she hooks up with Francis? He judged that this particular deviation wasn't something he needed to fear.

Though, whether Erika would ever accept Francis was a different matter entirely.

"Then why are you still here? Why don't you go wag your tail for Erika? That way, I can finish my meal without having to look at your face."

Harold gestured with his chin toward Erika, who had just entered the dining hall.

Just like the day before, she was already being swarmed by men. He didn't recognize their faces, but if any of them had been among the group he had terrified yesterday, they were remarkably persistent. Or perhaps Erika was simply that much of a "sinful woman."

"Hey now, Lord, that wasn't our agreement, was it?"

"I agreed to eliminate 'beasts no better than insects.' Does this man fall into that category?"

"That's..."

Itsuki was at a loss for words. Even he couldn't bring himself to describe his friend like that.

Which was exactly why Harold had framed it that way.

"I don't think this is the sort of conversation we should be having in front of the man himself... but can I take that as having obtained Itsuki's permission?"

"Yes, you have my blessing."

"No, absolutely not! If Lord won't move, then I will!"

Itsuki didn't wait. He immediately charged into the wall of men surrounding Erika. When the host of the party intervened, even the hungriest beasts were forced to transform into toothless cattle.

As Harold watched, the Sumeragi siblings unleashed their specialty: a high-pressure interrogation disguised behind polite smiles. Harold had been on the receiving end of that several times; it was a terrifyingly effective technique.

"It’s hard to find the right mood to whisper sweet nothings in a situation like that," Francis sighed.

"There wasn't any 'mood' to begin with yesterday."

After all, men had been slumped over like corpses all over the floor. Romance didn't stand a chance.

Especially since Harold had been standing right next to her.

"Is that so? I thought there was a certain moving quality to it—like a hero emerging from a battlefield to confess his love to the princess he protected."

"...If that's how it looks inside your head, then good for you. It's a matter of total indifference to me."

"Good grief, what a cold perspective. Well, I suppose if I go over there now, I’ll just get caught in the crossfire. More importantly..."

Francis’s expression shifted, losing its frivolous edge and taking on a cold, sharp intensity.

"Lord, I’d like to speak with you further. Could you spare me some time later?"

"It's a bother."

"Please, don't say that. If you feel like it, come to my room."

Leaving only those words behind, Francis stood up and departed.

For some reason, the prince had extended an invitation. Harold tilted his head, wondering what kind of talk would require a private room.

Normally, the most likely topic would be Erika. There were bound to be things Francis couldn't easily ask the lady herself or her overprotective brother. Harold wasn't sure if he could be of help, but utilizing his knowledge of the game’s setting materials, he figured he could probably satisfy the man by telling him Erika's three sizes or something.

Though, I guess there's no guarantee the Erika of this world has the same measurements as the one in the game, Harold thought as he finished his breakfast. He caught a servant and asked for the location of Francis's room.

He headed straight there and knocked on the door.

"It's Lord. If you're in there, open up."

The door opened almost instantly.

Seeing Harold’s face, Francis let out a surprised sound.

"You actually came."

"Is that your way of telling me to leave?"

"No. I was just surprised because I didn't think you actually would."

Despite being the one who invited him, that was a hell of a thing to say. If this were a conversation between a man and a woman, it would have been grounds for a lovers' spat.

"Anyway, please come in. Allow me to play host."

Urged inside, Harold stepped into the room. The layout was identical to his own; presumably, most of the guest rooms shared the same design.

Considering he was a prince, Harold figured the Berliozes would have provided a much higher-class suite without a single complaint if he had asked for one.

"But to think you really showed up."

"Is that the only thing you're capable of saying?"

"No. I just thought I might be being underestimated. Which would be quite regrettable."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"It means this."

Before Harold could gauge his intent, a rapier was thrust against his throat. The distance was less than a few millimeters—a gap no thicker than a layer of skin.

(Eh?)

He was caught completely off guard. Unlike Aurelian’s sudden attack, this act was carried out with the casual ease of a daily chore. Harold was so stunned he couldn't even make a sound.

And before he knew it, he felt another presence behind him. A weapon was pressed against his back.

"I see you aren't even carrying a weapon. To come walking in like this... you're either an utter fool or you have an incredible amount of confidence."

"...Is this what you call 'playing host'?"

"Yes, exactly. I told you earlier—red, the color of blood, suits you. So, I thought I’d stain you red. With your own blood."

(I have no idea what you're talking about...)

Even as he felt a chill at his own mouth, which wouldn't stop spitting vitriol even in this situation, Harold's mind raced to grasp the circumstances and find a way out.

The Francis Harold knew wasn't the type of man to do something like this without a reason. So, why was he trying to kill him? The only things Harold and Francis had in common were Itsuki and Erika.

If the cause lay there, the possibilities were narrow.

A love rival for Erika's heart? A test to see if he was worthy of Itsuki's friendship? He wouldn't resort to such extreme measures for something like that. That left only one answer.

"Confess. What is your purpose in approaching Itsuki and Erika—Harold Stokes?"

Evidently, Francis was a man who knew both Harold's face and his true identity.
Chapter 69

“You’re using a pseudonym. Surely you don’t expect me to believe you have no ulterior motives?”

The air around Francis grew increasingly hostile.

We were at the Berlioz Mansion, a place of celebration for Itsuki’s engagement. In such a setting, Francis had to be aware of the risks involved in shedding blood—or worse, the consequences of murder. This was most likely intended as a display of intimidation rather than a true assassination attempt.

At least, that was what I wanted to believe. But Francis had already drawn his sword and leveled it at me. He possessed a terrifying intensity that made me feel like he might actually cut me down in a single stroke if I said something foolish.

To be honest, the situation was near checkmate. If Francis were my only opponent, I could have handled him. However, having someone else at my back at point-blank range was a fatal disadvantage.

If I showed any sign of resistance, I risked being cut down on the spot.

I couldn't be honest, an apology was out of the question, and an explanation was almost impossible. My only remaining option was to negotiate using this mouth of mine—a mouth that excelled at nothing but provoking people into a blind rage. It wouldn't be a proper negotiation by any stretch of the imagination, but it was still safer than initiating a fight.

Attempting to calm both Francis and myself, I carefully chose my words. “Could you lower your weapon first? We can’t have a civil conversation like this.”

“Don't get cocky, you coward. You can’t even issue a threat without a weapon.”

As expected, the result was a total disaster.

I started to think it might actually be safer to just get to the point while the rapier was still at my throat. Fortunately, that one remark hadn't quite pushed Francis over the edge.

“……To think you can still talk like that in this situation. It seems the rumors weren't just tall tales after all.”

“Anecdotes are nothing more than hearsay and nonsense. Don’t think you can measure my worth with something so trivial.”

“You don’t deny being Harold Stokes?”

“I have never had a taste for aliases. If I hadn’t been forced into it, who in their right mind would ever call themselves ‘Lord’?”

If Itsuki hadn't been delegated the right to command me by Justus, I would have flatly refused. I didn't want to go around creating my own dark history if I could help it.

I wanted to explain that part, too, but Francis was currently livid that a villain like Harold had approached Itsuki. I didn't think he would believe me even if I told him it was Itsuki’s idea; if anything, he’d probably think I was using Itsuki’s name as a shield, which would only make him angrier.

“……Fine, let’s get back to the point. What is your goal? Does it have something to do with why you were pressuring me to pursue an engagement with Erika earlier?”

He interrogated me with a strange sense of conviction, but I had no hidden agenda. Regarding Erika, it wasn't that I didn't want to pawn her off on someone else, but as for Itsuki, he was the one who had sought me out. In fact, I was the one who wanted to ask the Sumeragi family a question.

Why are you so obsessed with me?

Itsuki was trying to marry me off to Erika with persistent tenacity. Tasuku condoned it, refusing to sever ties because he insisted they owed me for the resistance medicine and the LP Farming Method. Because of that, I wouldn't have to worry about money for a while, but they had already given me more than enough to serve as a generous severance pay.

The miasma problem still hadn't been solved, and although the LP Farming Method was my idea, it would have been impossible to scale the operation and generate profit without the support of House Sumeragi.

To top it all off was my own reputation. Itsuki claimed the current House Sumeragi could handle the scandal, but if it could be avoided, it should be.

Personally, I wasn't just worried about being pressured into marriage; I didn't want Justus to suspect my relationship with House Sumeragi and start prying into things that were better left buried.

I’d strayed a bit from the point, but in short, my answer was: “I don’t have a goal.” Of course, I knew that if I said that, he’d just tell me to stop lying.

Then, a sudden idea flickered in my mind. Couldn't I use Francis to distance myself from House Sumeragi? And if things go well, it might even help Francis level up… maybe.

If I made it look like I was plotting something and proposed that I’d back away from Itsuki and Erika if he could beat me, I could avoid a bloodbath here and now.

After that, if I fought well and then "lost," I would have a perfect excuse to leave House Sumeragi. Francis would surely tell Itsuki and Erika to "wake up" and cut ties with me. Even if Itsuki didn't listen to common sense, he wouldn't be able to ignore his friend Francis speaking out of genuine concern. That was just the kind of person Itsuki was.

Breaking the engagement with Erika, severing ties with the Sumeragi family, and strengthening Francis. The last part was a gamble, but achieving the first two would be more than enough.

“My goal, is it? And what will you do once you know?”

“Isn't it obvious? If you intend to harm him, I will stop you.”

“Do you truly think you can? Someone like you, stopping me?”

“And you? Do you think you’re in any position to resist? If you don’t talk—”

“You’ll kill me? We both know that’s a bluff. There is no evidence sufficient to justify my execution, and I am currently a guest in this mansion as Itsuki’s friend. If you kill me here, you’ll be nothing more than a murderer. You would stain the Arclight name and drag the reputations of Itsuki and House Berlioz through the mud. Risking all of that for a perceived threat you can’t even prove isn't resolve or friendship. It's just stupidity.”

The rapier wavered. As I suspected, Francis hadn't seriously intended to kill me.

As the saying goes, "dead men tell no tales." If he were truly considering murder, a house as powerful as Arclight could probably find a way to cover it up.

However, Francis was too honorable for such a cowardly act, and he definitely didn't want to destroy his friendship with Itsuki. His goal was simply to scare a confession out of me.

“You... no, all of you made a mistake. If your intent was to capture me rather than kill me, you shouldn't have held your blade so close to my vitals. Especially since I am unarmed and my options are limited. If I were to counterattack this very second, you would be forced to either kill me or inflict a mortal wound. If you pull back your sword even an inch to avoid that—in that instant, I will wring the life out of you.”

I spun a bunch of nonsense that sounded just plausible enough to work.

His weapons were pointed at my throat and heart. Normally, aiming for vitals is the best way to restrict someone's movement, but I just needed him to believe it was a fatal tactical error.

I kept the pressure on, letting my mouth run wild.

“You look pale. What happened to all that bravado from a moment ago, Francis J. Arclight? If you truly think you can save Itsuki by killing me, then do it. Even if you lose his trust forever, that is the price you must pay. Just remember: once trust is lost, it can never be easily regained.”

Francis was drenched in sweat. It wasn't the kind of sweat you got from a warm day; it was a cold, physical manifestation of his psychological distress. I had successfully backed him into a corner.

The fact that I was unconsciously radiating killing intent probably helped.

“……You’re even more than the rumors suggested, Harold. To think you could flip the script with nothing but words.”

“If you truly believe that, then you are incurably foolish. You were never in control of this situation to begin with.”

I declared it with total confidence, even though it was a complete lie. Francis absolutely had the advantage.

I was just relying on Harold’s natural arrogance to gaslight Francis into believing otherwise. Now, I had to seal the deal while he was still faltering.

“Even so, I...!”

Francis hesitated, his gaze dropping for a split second. If I had wanted to, I could have pinned him and taken out the person behind me in that window.

Instead, I made my proposal.

“I’ll give a fool like you a chance. We will duel before a witness. If you win, I will do as you say and disappear.”

“And if I lose?”

“Then you will follow my orders. Naturally.”

“……Very well.”

After a moment of deliberation, Francis sheathed his rapier. The pressure at my back vanished instantly. It looked like I had successfully avoided being murdered.

As I let out a mental sigh of relief, Francis muttered something unexpected.

“Indeed, Harold is not a man to be underestimated. I'll admit that much, Itsuki.”

“From your tone, it sounds like you’re still not entirely convinced.”

That voice came from directly behind me. Without thinking, I spun around and delivered a clean kick.

“Gah!”

It was a beautiful, fluid strike that would have earned a standing ovation from a professional martial artist.

Looking down at Itsuki, who was now curled on the ground clutching his left thigh, I addressed him with a voice several degrees colder than the one I had used on Francis.

“Explain yourself.”

“F-Fran came to my room last night and asked, ‘Isn’t Lord actually Harold Stokes?’ and I just said, ‘Yeah, what of it?’……”

I listened to Itsuki’s agonizing explanation, which boiled down to this:

During yesterday's chaos, one of Francis’s attendants had recognized me and reported it to the prince. Apparently, that attendant had seen me in the Royal Capital before.

Francis had gone to Itsuki to confirm the truth. Since Itsuki had casually admitted it was me, Francis tried to convince him to rethink our relationship. When the discussion hit a stalemate, Itsuki made a suggestion:

“Why don't you see for yourself what kind of man Harold really is?”

And thus, this entire farce was born. I realized then that every bit of this was Itsuki’s fault.

I seriously doubted if he had any intention of keeping my identity a secret. In fact, he probably didn't care at all.

I’d deal with his punishment later. For now, there was something else I needed to settle. I turned back to Francis.

“So, what did Itsuki tell you that made you ‘admit’ I was something other than a villain?”

“He told me, ‘He isn’t actually a bad person. He’s just easily misunderstood because he’s strict with others and even stricter with himself.’ I didn't think someone could earn the title of ‘Knight Killer’ just by being strict, but……”

Francis gave a self-deprecating smile.

“You are strong. I would probably lose to you a hundred times out of a hundred. If you are truly Harold, it would have been easy for you to take me down the moment I looked away.”

“To think you intentionally left an opening. You certainly looked down on me.”

“We’re even, aren’t we? My life was actually on the line.”

So was mine, I grumbled internally.

Then, Francis said something so ridiculous it almost knocked me over.

“Even in that situation, you tried to set a stage where we could face each other as equals. Even though there was absolutely nothing in it for you.”

“Is that why you’ve decided to acknowledge me?”

“Yes. And…… my behavior today was the height of dishonor. If you wish for me to be punished, I will accept it.”

This was no joke. If he got thrown in a cell, his flag for joining the protagonist's party might disappear. The main story was about to begin; I couldn't afford to have Francis locked in a dungeon.

I rejected his offer immediately.

“I couldn't care less what happens to you. Drawing my sword every time I have to swat a noisy gnat is a waste of my time.”

“……I am grateful for your mercy. However, I’m sorry…… I still can’t bring myself to trust you completely based on this alone……”

Well, obviously. If he had trusted me after just that, I would have been the one who was worried.

It was actually better that he said it so clearly.

“That is why, knowing how unreasonable this is, I have a request. Harold, will you duel me?”

Francis bowed his head in a sincere plea. I couldn't understand his motivation, but the request was exactly what I had wanted.

“Itsuki.”

“What is it?”

“You’re the witness.”

“……Good grief. I suppose it can’t be helped.”

“Again, I thank you.”

“Keep your thanks. Just be sure to savor the gap in our strength before you’re crawling miserably on the ground.”

Leaving him with that final insult, I walked out of the room to prepare.

The circumstances were different than I’d planned, but the duel with Francis was officially on.
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Roughly two hours had passed since the farce put on by Francis and Itsuki.

Harold stood with the two men on the grounds of a chalk-white Western-style manor. It was situated in a secluded spot on the outskirts of Kablan, nestled against the shores of a lake teeming with nature. The buildings and gardens were clearly well-managed, showing signs of meticulous, regular upkeep.

Apparently, this was a vacant property owned by the Berliozes.

"It’s currently on the market, but it seems they’re having trouble finding a buyer," Itsuki remarked.

Well, I can see why, Harold thought.

While the location was somewhat remote, the scenery—with the lake in the foreground and mountains towering behind—was magnificent. The three-story manor was a picture of elegance, its vivid white walls reflecting beautifully off the blue surface of the water. A boat mooring sat at the water’s edge, and several cottages were scattered across the spacious grounds.

He wondered just how much a place like this would cost. It was undoubtedly a property far beyond the reach of an average noble.

"It’s a bit cramped, but it wouldn't make a bad villa," Francis noted.

"Wouldn't it? The price is reasonable, too. I suppose the location is the only real hurdle," Itsuki replied.

The two high-society types carried on, completely oblivious to Harold’s internal commentary.

Harold couldn't wrap his head around their perspective. To him, a three-story mansion with enough rooms to rival a boutique hotel was hardly "cramped," even for a vacation home. This manor was larger than the entire Stokes mansion.

He didn’t even have the energy to spit acid at the "bourgeoisie."

The reason the three of them were visiting such a place was, naturally, not to appraise the real estate.

Once they had fired themselves up for a duel, they realized they lacked a venue. They couldn't exactly start a brawl at the Berlioz estate, so they had slipped away under the flimsy pretext that Francis was looking for a villa and the other two were showing him around the city.

They needed a wide, private space where they could fight without hesitation. This property fit the bill perfectly.

"If you want to play real estate agent, do it when I’m not around," Harold snapped.

"Fair point. Itsuki, where should we do this?" Francis asked.

"Let’s head to the back."

Itsuki led them to a riding ground enclosed by a wooden fence. While horsemanship was a standard noble pursuit and even the Stokes mansion had stables, one usually had to leave the grounds to actually ride.

The riding ground was currently deserted. Since it was being maintained but lacked any actual horses, it felt strangely hollow.

"This will do. We can cut loose here without holding back," Francis said.

"I’d prefer if you didn't destroy the place, though," Itsuki added.

"Save your concern. I won't even be drawing my sword."

At Harold's declaration, Itsuki and Francis froze. It was a natural reaction to someone claiming they wouldn't use their weapon in a duel.

After a tense silence, Francis spoke, his voice vibrating with irritation. "What is that supposed to mean?"

"Do I have to spell it out? You aren't worth the effort of drawing steel."

Harold knew his words were incredibly provocative. However, as it stood, he couldn't see a single scenario where he would lose to Francis.

Based on the various tests he’d conducted over the last few years, Harold estimated his current level to be over 70 by Brave Hearts standards. In the game, the player fights Harold three times; a level of 70 made him equivalent to his stats in the final encounter.

While he didn't have a literal status screen, he had calculated his level through the grueling process of fighting hundreds of specific monsters and reverse-engineering his power based on their HP values.

It had been a miserable grind. Assuming this world followed the game's leveling logic, fighting repeatedly would naturally raise his level. A margin of error of one or two levels was fine, but if he leveled up significantly before he could establish a baseline, he’d lose track of his own strength entirely.

Another benchmark he used was his available skill set.

In Brave Hearts, enemy characters like Harold and Vincent had level-gated skills, just like the protagonists. When he first arrived in this world, Harold had tried to use every skill in his repertoire, but the results were binary: he either could use a move perfectly, or not at all. There was no middle ground. Then, reaching a certain threshold, skills that had been locked away suddenly became accessible.

Because of this, Harold was convinced that a level-up system existed in this world.

For context, Harold’s HP in the final boss fight exceeded 140,000. Even without being in a Berserk State, his second-encounter stats sat at 90,000 HP, meaning he was likely somewhere in between right now.

In contrast, Francis’s starting level in the game was tied to the party’s average—usually joining around level 30.

If Harold had 100,000 HP and Francis was level 30, the health gap was tenfold. Francis, who wasn't exactly known for his high damage output, wouldn't be able to finish Harold off even if he landed a solo 100-hit combo.

However, there was an exception to every rule: Critical Hits. In the game, a critical hit simply doubled damage, but in this reality where game logic and physics merged, things were more complicated.

The Ice Dragon he’d slain on Mount Giran had roughly 20,000 HP in the game. Lifa’s attacks wouldn't have even shaved off a third of that. Yet, Harold had killed one in a single strike and finished its healthy companion in fewer than ten. That wasn't just raw power; it was because he had targeted vital points to trigger critical hits.

Granted, landing critical hits on an Ice Dragon required immense skill and a high level, and resistance to damage scaled with level as well. Strength still mattered. However, if one left themselves wide open, even a level 1 opponent could land a fatal critical hit.

In this world, a single critical hit could be the end of the line regardless of HP.

Digression aside, as long as he stayed focused and didn't leave himself open to a lucky shot, Harold’s victory was guaranteed.

Conversely, he didn't want to accidentally mangle Francis with his own attacks. He felt that a handicap of this magnitude was the only way to make it a fair fight.

"…I’ll make you take those words back," Francis growled.

"Try it. If you can force me to draw my blade, I’ll count it as your win."

Harold sneered.

This was also his insurance for "losing." He would provoke Francis into an all-out assault, then "instinctively" guard with his sword at the last second. By his own rules, that would count as a defeat.

He stepped inside the fence and faced Francis in the center. The Prince’s face was alight with fighting spirit.

"Final confirmation," Itsuki announced. "The duelists are Harold Stokes and Francis J. Arclight. I, Itsuki Sumeragi, shall act as witness. The match ends when I judge a participant incapacitated, when one side surrenders, or—in Harold’s case—if he uses a weapon. Any objections?"

"None," they said in unison.

Their voices overlapped, both men already locked in a state of total focus.

And then—

"Very well. For this duel with marriage to Erika Sumeragi on the line, let the—"

"Wait."

Harold’s concentration shattered instantly.

Itsuki had just said the duel was for "marriage" to Erika. Harold had definitely not misheard that.

"Is something the matter?" Itsuki asked innocently.

"Is something—? Everything is the matter! Why is Erika’s marriage being staked on this?"

Not an engagement, but marriage. Meaning the winner would marry her outright.

This was wrong. The deal was supposed to be: if Harold won, he got to order Francis around; if Francis won, Harold would disappear from Itsuki and Erika’s lives.

"It’s fine, isn't it? If you want to marry Erika, all you have to do is win," Itsuki said.

"You idiot. That’s not what I’m worried about."

"Besides, you’re already engaged to her, and if you lose, Fran is going to try and woo her anyway, right? It’s essentially the same thing."

"It’s completely different. More importantly, her own wishes are—"

"Uh, excuse me? I’m not quite following the situation," Francis interrupted, "but basically, if I win, I get Erika as my bride?"

"I think that’s a bit out of your league, Fran," Itsuki provoked with a smile.

Itsuki was goading him. Harold wondered if his own personality was rubbing off on the guy.

Francis, however, closed his eyes and crossed his arms, falling into deep thought. When he finally opened them, his gaze was more intense than ever.

"Now I’m really motivated! I’m going to give this everything I’ve got!"

His emerald eyes blazed as he leveled his rapier.

Harold had a very bad feeling about this.

The moment Itsuki gave the signal to start, Harold realized his intuition had been spot-on.

Francis closed the distance in a single stride and lunged. For Harold, the speed wasn't overwhelming; it was something he could easily parry while maintaining his range.

However, the thrust was faster and sharper than he had anticipated. Instinctively, he found himself countering an attack that should have been Francis’s "all-out" finisher.

(A Brave Mode opener?! Are you kidding me?!)

It was the same "invincibility mode" Rainer had displayed at the fighting tournament. It boosted attack power, halved incoming damage, and granted super-armor, meaning attacks wouldn't flinch him or cancel his skills.

But Brave Mode was a "gauge skill." You were supposed to build it up by attacking, guarding, and landing combos. It wasn't something you could just pop at the start of a fight.

(Does he not need a gauge? Is he just using it because he’s fired up? This is ridiculous! But more importantly…)

Harold scrambled to gather his thoughts while weaving through the assault. He was effortlessly dodging attacks that he had intended to let hit him so he could lose.

He had lost his "win condition for losing." It was a vicious cycle that left his tactical mind in shambles.

His original plan was to pummel Francis with unarmed strikes, then use his stockpiled items to heal him, effectively "farming" the experience points Harold himself possessed.

As mentioned, leveling existed here. In Brave Hearts, active party members got 100% experience, while those on the bench or KO’d got 70%. Critically, you still earned experience even if you lost.

Since this was an RPG world, field monsters gave pittance, but boss characters gave massive payouts. Harold was the boss with the most encounters in the entire game.

The first Harold fight gave 8,000 XP; the second, 35,000; and the final, 72,000. Based on his level, Harold estimated his current "worth" at around 60,000 XP.

If Francis lost, he’d still get 10%—roughly 6,000 XP.

At level 30, the XP required to level up was in the 5,000 range. Even after level 35, it only bumped up to the 6,000s. That meant Francis would level up almost every single time they fought.

Of course, this was all theory. There was no way to verify it, and there was a chance that beating Francis into the dirt would yield nothing at all.

But if the hypothesis was correct, Harold could facilitate a massive power spike for Francis. If he missed this chance—where he was free to move without Justus watching—he might never get another shot to level up the protagonist's party before the plot escalated.

It had to be now. In the game, players mocked Francis as "mediocre," a "jack of all trades, master of none," and he was the first person players benched. There were even "challenge runs" dedicated solely to trying to beat the game with the Prince in the party. If Harold could buff him now, it would raise the entire party’s power ceiling.

I'll figure out how to lose as I go, Harold decided.

With a surge of desperate resolve, Harold drove a heavy kick into Francis’s ribs.
Chapter 71

The impact was absolute. Without even a moment to process what had happened, Francis was hurled through the air.

The world spun in a high-speed blur, his vision reduced to a series of indistinguishable flashes. His body, stripped of all agency, skipped across the dirt like a stone before finally coming to a halt as another massive shock slammed into his back.

Through the haze of his fading consciousness, he realized that a section of the fence surrounding the riding ground had been reduced to splinters. Most likely, his own body had been the projectile that shattered it.

If that were the case, he had been sent rolling for dozens of meters.

No one could take a hit of that magnitude head-on and remain unscathed. A dull throb began in his left flank, quickly escalating into a searing, white-hot agony. It became a struggle just to breathe; let alone move, even letting out a groan felt like a monumental effort.

It would have been perfectly reasonable to declare Francis combat-incapable then and there. Yet, through the dust, a single silhouette approached.

Pressing his right cheek into the dirt, Francis managed to shift his neck just enough to see who it was.

It was Harold.

His deep crimson eyes—holding a coldness that stood in stark contrast to the fire their color suggested—looked down at Francis with utter contempt. To Harold, this outcome was clearly nothing more than a tedious, disappointing waste of time.

Perhaps fueled by mounting irritation, he began to shower the broken Francis with merciless vitriol.

"Over so soon? How pathetic. To think I harbored even a shred of expectation for a bottom-feeder like you is a stain upon my life. How do you intend to take responsibility for this?"

The sheer unreasonableness of the demand was staggering.

However, Francis was in no condition to retort. The damage was too severe. It took everything he had just to endure the pain and maintain a ragged, shallow rhythm of breath.

Harold reached down, seized him by the shoulder, and hauled him upright.

"Fine. You're trash, but the least you can do is struggle for my amusement."

With those words, Harold forced something against Francis’s lips.

He felt the cold, unyielding press of a container, followed by a rush of liquid. Francis couldn’t even offer a token resistance; he simply choked and swallowed as the fluid was poured down his throat. The moment the last drop vanished, the excruciating pain vanished with it, and strength flooded back into his limbs.

Seeing that the medicine had taken effect, Harold released him.

"Was that... an Ether just now?"

Ether—one of the most potent recovery items.

Francis knew the taste and the sensation well. His wounds were gone, but he remained dazed, unable to fathom why Harold would bother. Harold, meanwhile, turned on his heel, retrieved a discarded object from the ground, and hurled it toward him.

It was his rapier. It thudded into the dirt at his feet.

"Pick it up. This duel isn't over."

"...I see. So that’s how it is."

Harold wasn't satisfied with a victory whose outcome was already written. He wanted to continue.

The memory of the previous impact flashed through Francis's mind, making him hesitate. The prospect of falling victim to that power again filled him with genuine terror.

But his pride wouldn't allow him to cower after being toyed with like this. Steeling his resolve, Francis gripped his rapier and leveled it at the man before him.

Harold Stokes.

The rumors of his character were universally foul. He was a man who killed, stole, and trampled upon the dignity of others—a monster in human skin who viewed people as nothing more than tools or obstacles.

It was because of those rumors that Francis had warned his friend, Itsuki. He had told him to distance himself from Harold, offering his own strength should Itsuki be under some form of duress.

But Itsuki’s reaction had been the polar opposite of what Francis expected. He claimed Harold wasn't as black-hearted as the rumors suggested—that, in fact, his true essence was the reverse. Itsuki believed the notoriety was a mantle Harold had donned by choice.

Francis hadn't been able to accept that.

Then see the truth of Harold Stokes with your own eyes, Itsuki had challenged.

So, Francis had staged an ambush. The result had been a disaster.

Harold hadn't shown surprise, fear, or even anger. He had analyzed the situation with terrifying calm and broken Francis's will with a mere handful of words. It was more than enough to prove that Harold was more than just a brute with a sword.

At the time, Francis had assumed he would be held accountable for his insolence.

Instead, Harold had proposed a duel. He had offered to let the outcome of a fight decide whose claim was valid—a deal that offered zero benefit to Harold, who already held all the cards. That single act had done more to validate Itsuki’s opinion than any argument could. It wasn't the behavior of a purely selfish man.

And yet, once the blades—or rather, the fists—started moving, the gap in their ability was undeniable. To be so thoroughly overwhelmed by nothing but Taijutsu, without Harold even touching his sword or casting a spell, was a humiliation Francis hadn't anticipated.

He had sensed the man's strength before, but experiencing it was different. Harold was stronger than anyone Francis had ever faced.

He was forced to learn that lesson over and over. Every one of Francis’s attacks struck only air. He was toyed with, struck, kicked, and slammed into the earth. And every time he collapsed, Harold would force another Ether down his throat and command him to keep fighting.

"Stand up."

His body was being mended, but his spirit was beginning to fray under the relentless pressure. He had been floored more than ten times now. Finally, as Francis remained on one knee, unable to find the strength to rise even after another dose of Ether, Harold spoke without a trace of mercy.

He was angry. But it wasn't the anger of someone who had been ambushed. Back at the mansion, Harold hadn't felt like this; this cold fury had only manifested once the duel began.

A disappointment. That word echoed in Francis’s mind, leading him to a realization.

Was Harold angry because Francis was attempting to approach Erika while being this weak?

Based on his words and actions, Harold seemed to accept the possibility of Erika being with someone else. But that wasn't born of indifference.

On the contrary, he was likely searching for someone he could actually entrust her to. The reason he had goaded Francis into pursuing a relationship with her was to test whether Francis was worthy of being her Knight.

He didn't know the why of it yet, but the pieces were starting to fit.

Itsuki had said Harold was choosing to play the villain. If that were true, Harold might believe that a man as hated as himself had no right to stand by Erika’s side—that his presence would only bring her harm.

So, he was looking for someone who could truly protect her. And then a man like Francis had come along, making grand claims while lacking the strength to back them up.

That was why Harold was so incensed.

If that was the truth, Francis had one thing to say.

"Don't mock me," he thought, a spark of genuine anger finally flickering in his gut.

Harold was strong—likely one of the finest warriors in the Kingdom. He was brilliant, possessing the insight to read a battlefield in an instant and the tactical mind to manipulate everyone around him. At eighteen, he already possessed overwhelming power, intellect, and the iron will to remain unshaken even at sword-point.

The world called people like that heroes. They called them geniuses.

For such a man to willfully drown himself in infamy was the height of idiocy. And to step away from his fiancée because he feared for her safety?

Why did he have to be so incredibly roundabout?

With Harold's strength, he could protect Erika from almost anything. He clearly cared for her future—enough to be this furious at Francis’s inadequacy—so why was his only solution to push her away?

"Don't give me that..." Francis muttered, slowly pushing himself to his feet.

His grip tightened on his rapier.

"What?"

"I said, don't give me that! You're so strong I can't even touch your shadow. So why won't you protect Erika the right way?! You of all people could do it! Wouldn't that be what's best for her?!"

Francis screamed his heart out. It was anger at Harold, but it was also a vent for the pathetic weakness he felt in his own soul.

"..."

"Harold, you can do things I can't. But instead of fulfilling your duty, you're trying to dump it on someone else. If Erika ends up unhappy because of that, I will never forgive you!"

If she was precious to him, he should protect her with his own hands. Anything else was just cowardice—running away from the fear that he might eventually fail her. Francis’s emotions surged, desperate not to lose to a man who was acting like such a craven—

"You certainly talk big for someone who knows nothing."

Harold’s voice was like a freezing draft, instantly cutting through Francis’s fervor. The sheer pressure radiating from the man was enough to stifle his breathing.

Sweat broke out across Francis's skin. He couldn't stop his limbs from shaking. It was a primal weight, the kind one felt when staring into the eyes of an apex predator.

The moment that pressure peaked, Harold’s form blurred. By the time Francis realized he had moved, the distance had already been closed.

It was a frontal assault, yet it caught him completely off guard—a strike born of pure, unadulterated speed.

The black-bladed sword in Harold's left hand flashed. Trapped in a thick miasma of impending death, Francis’s body refused to move. He didn't even have the time to accept that he was about to die.

But death didn't come. Instead, Francis felt a sharp impact against his left arm.

He buckled, falling backward onto the grass.

"I'll give you one piece of advice, you worthless wretch," Harold said, looking down at him with eyes as cold as the grave.

"Erika is not some weak, fragile girl who exists only to be shielded. She is a woman of unwavering resolve, with the power to fight and the will to defy fate itself. As long as you view her as nothing more than a delicate flower, you are beneath her. At her core, Erika is like a great, towering tree."

Not a flower, but a great tree. That was how Harold saw her.

I see, Francis realized. Harold didn't just love her; he trusted her. He believed she was an equal who could stand beside him, not someone who needed to be coddled.

To Harold, listening to a man far weaker than himself babble about "protecting" her must have been the height of absurdity.

Francis was hit with the painful realization that he had only ever seen Erika's surface. He had fallen for her beauty and assumed her soul was as delicate as her features. It was no wonder Harold found him so offensive.

In terms of both understanding and devotion, he wasn't even in the same league as Harold.

"...It’s my loss."

"Are you blind? Look at this."

Harold held up his sword.

Technically, by drawing a weapon, Harold had forfeited the duel. But Francis wasn't so shameless as to claim victory on a technicality. Not after such a total, humiliating defeat.

"Please, don't make me say it. This goes beyond the rules. I never had the right to challenge you in the first place."

"Well, then. Shall we call this one a draw?"

Itsuki, who had been watching in silence, finally spoke up.

Francis had surrendered, and Harold had broken the rules. Both had "lost" in their own way. For Francis, a clean admission of defeat would have felt better, but as a compromise to save everyone's face, this was likely the best solution.

"Tch."

Harold clicked his tongue in clear dissatisfaction and turned his back on them. Francis called out to him.

"Wait, Harold. Even if the official result is a draw, the fight was my complete defeat. I’ll abide by your terms."

The duel's stakes had somehow morphed into the matter of the marriage, but that was the core of the issue now.

"I’ve lost interest," Harold snapped over his shoulder. "If you want to woo her, do as you please—provided you can actually become a man worthy of her."

With a final, biting remark—"I'm heading back. Rot out here for all I care"—Harold disappeared toward the villa. Francis didn't try to stop him a second time.

He simply lay back on the grass, staring at the sky.

"Hey, Itsuki."

"Yes?"

"I was the fool all along."

"I’m not sure I follow, but it's rare to hear you be so self-deprecating."

"I just had the difference in our caliber beaten into me—both as a warrior and as a man. I learned a lot."

Harold’s final words had been a challenge: Become a man worthy of her. He was telling Francis to reach his level.

Despite his rudeness and his pathetic showing, Harold hadn't completely written him off. He had acknowledged him, however slightly. The thought filled Francis with a strange sense of elation.

He finally understood why Itsuki admired the man. If you stood this close to that kind of overwhelming presence, you couldn't help but be drawn in.

"I still have a long way to go. But today, I think I finally saw the path I’m supposed to take."

The sky above was vast, clear, and impossibly high. To Francis, it looked exactly like the future he intended to seize.
Chapter 72

When Erika heard that Itsuki had taken Francis—who was ostensibly Harold’s friend—sightseeing in Kablan, she couldn't help but suspect her brother was plotting something again.

By and large, Itsuki was a brother to be proud of, but he was far too passionate about playing matchmaker between her and Harold. The fact that he was so fond of Harold was something Erika genuinely appreciated, of course. Perhaps his actions stemmed from having realized the secret affection for Harold she kept locked away in her heart.

However, the problem lay with Harold himself.

He did not wish to marry Erika. It was painfully obvious that he would not take kindly to Itsuki’s relentless meddling.

She knew the reason Harold avoided the prospect of their marriage. To put it simply, Erika was currently inadequate.

Eight years ago, he had rebuked her harshly, telling her that her kindness was nothing more than self-satisfaction—a hollow act that merely coddled its recipient. That moment had been the catalyst that shifted Erika’s perspective, fueling her resolve to grow into someone capable of supporting him.

Since then, she had spent every day honing her mind, her skills, and her body to become a partner worthy of him. Yet, no matter how much she chased after him, his back remained distant, always just out of reach.

As much as Erika progressed, Harold moved forward just as quickly.

He never stood still. There were times when the sheer anxiety of whether she could ever truly catch up threatened to crush her.

Whenever that weakness reared its head, she would remember the tears Harold had shed in secret that day. Knowing that he, too, was desperately fighting his own anxieties and fears all alone allowed her to find her resolve again. 

One day, she told herself, this effort would bear fruit.

"Erika-san, is something the matter?"

"Are you tired? Shall I bring you a drink?"

"Better yet, why don't we go get some fresh air?"

As Erika stood lost in thought, the men nearby vied for her attention, sensing her distraction and offering their concerned assistance.

It was the second day of the celebration. The setting was a guest lobby, a different location from the previous day's Great Hall. Since the main venue was still being prepared, many guests were waiting here.

There was still plenty of time before the start. Having arrived early, Erika had been surrounded by a swarm of men in an instant. She had expected them to be somewhat hesitant after the events of the previous day, but the moment they saw Harold was nowhere to be found, they had descended upon her in droves.

Looking at their faces, nearly half of them were the same men who had been paralyzed by Harold’s killing intent yesterday. In a way, they certainly possessed some degree of backbone.

However, because they were focused exclusively on Erika, the other female guests were clearly displeased. Erika could feel several envious glares directed her way.

She could have distanced herself from them by retreating to her room, but as a relative of the host, she felt such an act would be poor form.

She was still agonizing over how to handle the situation peacefully when a voice cut through the air.

"You're eyesores, you fools."

A sharp, frigid voice rang out, instantly draining the warmth from the lobby. The movements of the men surrounding Erika came to a halt.

Standing behind the crowd was Harold, his expression one of undisguised irritation.

"I’ll give you three seconds. Anyone who wants a repeat of yesterday, stay right where you are."

The men didn't even wait for the full three seconds before scattering like startled spiders. Clearly, yesterday’s display had left a deep impression on them.

For Erika, it was a profound relief.

"Thank you, Lord-sama."

"It's a job. Don't thank me."

Instead of saying he didn't need it, he used a command: "Don't do it." Erika found it to be very much like him.

Harold remained by her side, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. Since he had declared it a job, he seemed determined to see his role as her guard through to the end. His serious nature, the polar opposite of his foul mouth, was transparent.

"Where have you been?"

"Itsuki dragged me along."

"I am sorry my brother has caused you trouble again."

"If you're so sorry, then manage that man properly."

"I do try to admonish him, but..."

It was likely impossible to stop the rampage of a man as devoted to Harold as Itsuki was. Erika nearly let out a sigh. Perhaps sensing her plight, Harold didn't press the matter.

"Speaking of which, are my brother and Lord Francis not with you?"

"I left them behind... Erika."

"Yes?"

Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of her name. Hiding her reaction, she replied as calmly as possible.

"You just called Francis by his given name, didn't you?"

"Yes, he asked me to call him that."

"I see. So you don't think poorly of him."

"I was certainly startled by his suddenness yesterday, but since I don't know Lord Francis well enough yet, I have no reason to loathe him."

She neither liked nor disliked him. To her, he was simply her brother's friend and a somewhat overly passionate individual.

Harold considered this for a moment before asking another question.

"Tell me... if it were decided that you were to marry Francis, would you accept it?"

"!"

Erika desperately fought to keep her voice and emotions under control. She had no idea what Harold was thinking with such a question, but it was more than enough to shake her to her core.

If she followed her heart, she could never accept it. To do so would mean giving up on ever being by Harold's side.

Erika was well aware that her goal of supporting Harold didn't strictly require them to be wed. If Harold were to choose another woman as his partner, she fully intended to offer them her blessings.

But as long as Harold had no one else, Erika couldn't imagine giving up on him to marry another. Not as long as there was even the slightest possibility that he might one day choose her.

That was why she couldn't accept it. Had she been in a position to prioritize only her own feelings, that would have been her answer.

"...I see. I am aware that you have no desire to marry me. While it would be difficult for me right now, if my father or brother made such an arrangement for the sake of the Sumeragi—"

I would likely accept the marriage. The words were on the tip of her tongue, but Harold cut her off.

"Are you an idiot? I don't care about your relatives or your house. I’m asking what you, Erika Sumeragi, want to do personally."

What Erika wanted to do personally. If she could strip away her status and her duty and decide based solely on her own feelings.

The answer was simple. It was a wish she had nurtured in the depths of her heart for eight long years.

"...If it were permitted, I would not accept it. If my wish could come true, I would... want to be with the one I truly love."

Erika looked Harold straight in the eye as she gave her answer.

Harold held her gaze for a few moments, then lowered his face slightly, averting his eyes.

"...I see."

It might have been a trick of the light.

But as Harold muttered those words in a monotone voice, he looked almost... satisfied.

(Did he just... smile?)

For a fleeting second, she thought she saw a gentle smile, nothing like his usual cynical sneers.

It was gone in an instant, and she had no way to confirm it. Even if she asked, he would only deny it.

"Hmph. They finally made it back."

Following Harold's gaze, she saw Itsuki and Francis walking toward them. Harold pushed himself off the wall.

"With those two around, no more pests should bother you. I’m going to rest in my room until the start."

Leaving her with only those words, Harold vanished from the lobby.

Itsuki and Francis arrived just as he left.

"Where did Lord go?"

"He said he was going to rest in his room until the celebration begins."

"Hmm, did I wear him out?"

"If Lord is tired, then I’m even more exhausted," Francis chimed in.

"Then do you want to go rest in your room as well, Fran?"

"I’d like to, but before that, Erika, could you give me a moment of your time?"

"I don't mind, but..."

She glanced at Itsuki. He had been so opposed to Francis approaching Erika earlier, but this time he remained silent. That meant he approved.

She wondered what could have caused such a change of heart.

"It’s a bit crowded here. Let's step into the garden."

Francis led her to the mansion's courtyard. There were a few people chatting on the terrace, but Francis kept walking until they were in a secluded spot where no one could overhear them.

Erika found herself on guard, especially after Harold’s pointed question.

"So, what did you want to discuss?"

"I wanted to apologize for yesterday. My behavior was quite sudden."

"Please, raise your head. I was surprised, certainly, but I wasn't so offended that you need to apologize."

"Thank you. But this isn't just an apology to you, Erika."

"What do you mean? Did my brother say something?"

"No. Think of this as a way for me to settle things with Lord... with Harold. Oh, I have no intention of telling anyone else, so you can relax."

"...You knew?"

"I didn't have proof, but when I asked Itsuki, he confessed quite readily."

"That man..."

Erika’s head throbbed.

Another "lecture" for her brother was definitely in order. Between this and how he treated Harold, a mere warning might not be enough this time.

But that aside, she didn't understand how an apology to her was a way to settle things with Harold.

"So, essentially, I received a lecture from Harold."

"A lecture?"

"To summarize: 'Someone of your caliber shouldn't lay a finger on Erika.' I realized he’s a much more terrifying opponent than Itsuki."

Francis gave a wry smile. According to him, it seemed Harold had effectively fended him off for approaching Erika.

But that was impossible. Harold didn't want to marry her, so it should have been convenient for him if she ended up with someone else.

If she didn't remind herself of that, she would end up misunderstanding. She would end up hoping.

"...Are you sure there hasn't been some mistake? I can't imagine Lord Harold speaking out on such a matter."

"Ah... wait. Has Harold not told you anything? That man really is a piece of work."

"What are you talking about?"

"You seem to believe you aren't precious to Harold, but that couldn't be further from the truth. He said this to me: 'Erika isn't some weak, fragile woman who can do nothing but be protected. She is a woman of iron will, with the strength to fight and the resolve to defy fate. As long as you think she is merely a pretty flower, you’ll never be able to handle her.'"

"L-Lord Harold... said that?"

"If you don't believe me, ask Itsuki. Honestly, I felt completely outmatched by the depth of his feelings for you."

There was no way something so convenient could be true. Her skepticism was a vast mountain compared to a tiny sliver of belief.

Yet, at the same time, she couldn't help but wonder... what if? What if the thing she wanted more than anything else was actually coming true? No matter how much she told herself to remain calm, the hope was impossible to suppress.

"Good grief... seeing that look on your face, I can't even feel jealous."

"Eh?"

"I don't know if you're trying to hide it or if you're just savoring the moment, but Erika, joy is radiating from your entire face. I don't think I could ever make you look like that."

Mortified, Erika reflexively covered her face with her hands.

Her cheeks were indeed flushed with delight. Realizing this, she was overcome with embarrassment.

"No, um, this is... I didn't mean it like that..."

"Ha... Hahahaha!"

Erika was so flustered she couldn't even form a proper sentence. Seeing her like this, Francis couldn't help but laugh out loud.

Her shame only intensified.

"P-Please, stop laughing..."

"My apologies. But I see it clearly now. Trying to come between you and Harold would be the height of boorishness."

"It isn't like that..."

"I have no idea what happened to make things this way, but to me, you both just seem unable to be honest with each other despite how deeply you feel. It doesn't look like there's any room for anyone else to get a word in edgewise."

Francis spoke with a look of genuine clarity.

For Erika, who had never received those kinds of words or feelings from Harold, it was a difficult story to accept at face value. But then, she remembered the smile she had seen on Harold’s face earlier.

Francis had been making intense advances toward her since yesterday. If Harold had felt even the slightest bit of anxiety or jealousy because of that...

If that smile had been an expression of relief because she said she didn't want to marry Francis...

"I couldn't be happier..."

Erika whispered the words so softly that even Francis couldn't hear her.
Chapter 73

The three-day celebration at House Berlioz finally drew to a close. With it, the moment Harold had been waiting for arrived: he was officially relieved of his duties as Erika’s vanguard—a mission that had proven to be a monumental drain on his mental state.

He was so utterly exhausted that even a heavy sigh felt like too much effort. He wanted nothing more than to praise himself for surviving the ordeal despite the immense psychological toll.

Looking back, it had been one disaster after another. First, there was the conspiracy between Itsuki and Justus that forced him into the role of Erika's bodyguard without warning. Then, upon arriving at the Berlioz manor, he was ambushed by a muscle-brained head of the house. After defeating the man, he was immediately offered an eight-year-old bride. And just when he thought things couldn't get worse, a character from the original game attacked him. To top it all off, the duel he’d proposed as a peaceful resolution had somehow morphed into a Harold-exclusive deathmatch with Erika’s hand in marriage as the prize.

Listing the events chronologically made it feel as though he had been targeted by a relentless streak of misfortune.

For what it was worth, the final day of the celebration had been relatively peaceful. Francis had become annoyingly over-familiar, Erika had been acting strangely for some reason, and Itsuki had spent the entire time smirking at them from a distance, but overall, there were no major incidents. With Harold looming nearby, no other men dared to swarm around Erika. One could say he had performed his assigned duty to perfection.

Yet, Harold felt no sense of fulfillment or achievement. All that remained was a simmering grudge against Itsuki and Justus for deceiving him.

As for Itsuki, it seemed Erika had given him a severe tongue-lashing on the second night. After overhearing the boy's tearful apologies, Harold lost the motivation to add any further rebukes.

That left only his loathsome superior: Justus. After enduring another two-day carriage ride back to the Royal Capital, Harold went straight to the Research Institute. He threw open the door to Justus’s private room with enough violence to nearly kick it off its hinges.

His fury was palpable—so much so that the researchers who usually glared at him with open hostility found themselves instinctively looking away.

"What is the meaning of this, Justus...!"

His voice was a low, hideous growl. Even in the face of such naked aggression, Justus didn't let his cold, detached demeanor waver for a second.

"So, you've returned. I don't require a report on this mission. It was little more than child’s play, after all."

Justus didn't even stop his work, offering Harold only a brief, dismissive glance before returning to his notes.

Harold hadn't come to deliver a report. Justus likely knew that, which only made his dismissive attitude more infuriating.

"Yeah, it was a pathetic farce. I’m not cooperating with you just to be a part of your worthless games."

"Cooperating? Don't forget that you are strictly my pawn, Harold. Know your place."

Justus spoke flatly, stating his words as if they were immutable laws of nature.

No matter what sarcasm or complaints Harold threw at him, it was like punching a curtain. Justus was a man who processed every event internally and reached his own absolute conclusions. He was immune to the influence or emotions of others.

His willpower was nothing short of monstrous.

Even so, Harold had to say his piece.

"If you think you can truly control me, then keep trying. But if you try to involve me with those people again, I’ll have a few ideas of my own."

"Is she really that important to you? That daughter of House Sumeragi."

"Don't be a fool. I’m incompatible with her. Perhaps even more so than I am with you."

"Hahaha! You say the most interesting things. But that’s only natural, isn't it? After all, you and I are very similar beings."

Justus spread his arms grandiosely, his shoulders shaking with laughter.

His abyss-like eyes remained devoid of light, yet his cheeks curved into a distorted, manic smile as he peered at Harold. Being lumped together with this madman was more than Harold could stomach.

He had said what he came to say, and staying any longer would only make him more nauseous. As Harold turned to leave, Justus called out in an intoxicated tone.

"No matter how you try to hide it, your core is the same as mine. You are a man of madness who will choose any means necessary to achieve his desires."

As if to cut off the man's words, Harold slammed the door behind him with the same destructive force he had used to enter.

He had come to lodge a complaint, but he was leaving even more irritated than when he arrived. It had been entirely counterproductive.

Harold’s frustration was so obvious that no one dared to cross his path as he stomped through the halls. Except for one person.

"Oh, you're back."

He nearly collided with El. Even faced with the aura of pure displeasure radiating from Harold, El didn't flinch. 

However, Lifa was nowhere to be seen.

"Where’s the girl?"

"If you mean Lifa, she’s in her room. She’s getting ready to head back to her village tomorrow."

"I see. I trust she didn't cause any trouble while I was gone?"

"I don't know if 'trouble' is the right word, but Director Justus did tell us the story of how you two met."

"What did he tell you?"

According to El, the Director had spun a highly embellished, dramatic tale of their encounter. While the basic facts were technically there, the narrative was far from the truth. The details regarding the sword were a complete fabrication, and the story went out of its way to paint Harold as a volatile, dangerous individual.

The only part that actually matched reality was Harold saying, "Give me power. I'll teach you what a real hell is." Even that had been tweaked for dramatic effect.

Harold still didn't fully understand what Justus intended for him. He had expected to be used as a convenient pawn, but he was starting to suspect there was something more to it.

Well, regardless of the man's motives, as long as Justus continued his plans, Harold would have a front-row seat to the original story’s progression.

"Anyway, Lifa heard the whole story too," El added.

"I see."

"...That's it?"

El looked at him with a skeptical expression, but Harold didn't know how else to react.

The only reason Harold could walk the streets freely was because he was under Justus’s protection, and the cover story for that was his role as a "subject for the practical testing of a magic-draining sword." He couldn't exactly tell El the truth yet, so it was safer to let the lie stand. 

He figured he would have to tell El the truth eventually, given their partnership.

"What else is there to say?"

"Well, I suppose... but Lifa was pretty shocked by it."

(Shocked, huh...)

He didn't know the specifics of her reaction, but he supposed learning that an acquaintance—even one you bickered with—was going to die would be a bit of a blow. 

However, Harold had no words of comfort to offer. If he tried to be kind, it would only be more painful for Lifa to be encouraged by a man who was supposed to be dying. It was better to act as he always did.

"...She's in her room, then?"

"Yeah."

It was a hassle, but leaving it like this sat poorly with him. Deciding he should at least see her face once, Harold headed for her room.

El simply waved him off with a "Good luck" and headed the other way. Harold wished El would have come along to provide backup; his own mouth was incapable of spitting out anything remotely comforting.

He knocked on Lifa's door, feeling pathetic for even caring.

"Who is it?"

Her voice was flat, lacking its usual energetic spark. Come to think of it, she had been acting strange since just before he left for Kablan. He still didn't know why.

"Open the door."

Immediately, he heard a frantic clattering from inside. 

The sound of things being knocked over continued for several seconds before the door finally opened—though only by a few centimeters.

Harold wedged his foot into the gap and forced it open without a shred of mercy.

"Ah...!"

Lifa stumbled back as the door swung wide. Her face was a mix of surprise and distress.

Perhaps it was just the assumption that she was depressed, but she looked even more fragile than usual. If she truly was grieving to the point of becoming haggard, a part of him was touched, but the part of him that felt guilty for lying was much larger.

"I heard the rare rumor that you were moping, but you look normal enough to me. How boring."

"What did you say!?"

Lifa flared up instantly. Her boiling point was as low as ever. In a way, it made her very easy to read.

"You really are a piece of work... Who do you think I'm depressed because of anyway!?"

"You're the one who chose to listen to the story and chose to feel bad about it. I don't recall asking for your pity."

"---!"

Lifa was rendered speechless by his outrageous logic, her face turning a deep shade of red.

Their relationship was nothing but friction, but given what lay ahead, it was probably better this way. It would be easier for her to move on later if she hated him.

"Ugh! I shouldn't have bothered worrying about you at all!"

"Don't flatter yourself. I haven't fallen so far that I need concern from the likes of you."

"You really do have an answer for everything... yet your own will never seems to waver, does it?"

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"I heard everything from Dr. Justus—about what happened after the Deliberation Chamber's verdict. You joined him because you wanted to be stronger, even if it cost you your life."

"..."

Harold offered no denial. Seeing his silence, Lifa asked a final question.

"I think you're already strong enough, Harold. So why... why go so far as to trade your life for more power?"

To Harold, the answer was obvious.

He needed power because when a direct death flag finally came for him, his own combat ability would be the only thing standing between him and the grave. If he hadn't accepted Justus’s deal back then, he would have been executed on the spot.

Dealing with problems before they became death flags was ideal, but if he followed the game's script, he would have to fight the protagonist's party three times and survive every encounter. In the worst-case scenario, he might even have to step in and handle events the protagonists failed to clear.

He had to be strong for those moments. Strong enough to survive despite the odds. He had to crush every death flag and force his way through to the end.

"A foolish question. I have things I must do. Even if I have to stake my life on it."

He meant that literally. If he wasn't prepared to die, he never would have been able to maintain a training regimen of ten hours a day for eight years. To rewrite a reality that character corrections alone couldn't fix, that level of effort was mandatory.

"Even if you stake your life... but you barely have any..."

She likely intended to say "barely any life left," but the words caught in her throat. She couldn't bring herself to look him in the eye.

"Well, I doubt anything in this world is worth as much as my life anyway. I'm not about to be killed by a mere object."

I'm not going to die. He spoke with the arrogant, baseless confidence of a man who believed himself invincible. To anyone listening, it was a ridiculous display of hubris.

"Phew... You really are something. It's scary because you actually make it sound like it'll come true."

Just as Harold had hoped, a small smile returned to Lifa’s face. It was mostly a smile of exasperation, but it was far better than the gloomy expression she had been wearing.

Eventually, she would find out the story about the magic-draining sword was a lie. Until then, it was better if she thought of him as a reckless idiot who threw his life away for power rather than someone to mourn.

She seemed like she’d be fine now. Once they parted tomorrow, the next time they met would likely be as enemies. That would give her the closure she needed.

Satisfied, Harold turned to leave, but Lifa called out, "Wait a second." As he started to turn back, his world went silent.

It wasn't magic. Lifa had reached up from behind and clamped her hands firmly over his ears.

It only lasted a few seconds. By the time he realized what was happening, she had already pulled away.

"What was that for?"

"Nothing? There was just something I didn't want you to hear."

Harold swallowed the retort of 'Then say it after I've left!' Between the mental strain of the celebration and the long journey, he was bone-tired. The urge to sleep was winning, so he decided to let her cryptic behavior slide.

Looking back, if he had pressed her for the truth then, he could have avoided a great deal of trouble later. But as they say, regret always comes too late.

This single choice would eventually cause Harold an immense amount of suffering.



The sky was a brilliant, cloudless blue. A refreshing southern breeze swayed the grass and flowers. It was a perfect day for a departure.

Rainer, who had grown from a boy into a fine young man, stroked the hilt of the sword at his waist and took a deep breath.

"Are you really going, Rainer?"

The voice belonged to Colette. She, too, had transformed from a girl into a beautiful young woman. However, her eyes were brimming with tears, looking as if they might overflow at any moment.

Rainer gave her a reassuring, sun-like smile.

"Don't worry so much. Those guys ran off toward the next town, so they can't have gone that far."

"But it’s dangerous! There are monsters outside, and you might have to fight the people that even Leona-san and Olbel-san couldn't beat!"

Colette tried to stop him by invoking his parents' names. To her, Rainer’s plan seemed reckless and detached from reality.

The previous night, thieves had broken into Rainer’s home—specifically, a detached warehouse. Leona had caught them, and a fight had broken out.

It was two-on-two. Even though they had been retired for years, Olbel and Leona were once famous adventurers, yet the thieves—clad in pitch-black robes that hid their faces—had outmatched them. If Olbel and Leona said so, there was no questioning it.

Olbel had taken a deep wound to his side, and Leona to her left leg. Rainer had jumped into the fray just in time; while his strike hadn't landed a clean hit, it had torn the robe of one of the thieves.

In that split second, under the moonlight, Rainer had seen the thief’s pale face. The thieves had retreated immediately after, and the Griffith family had escaped further harm.

But they hadn't escaped unscathed. The thieves had stolen a treasure sword found in a distant ruin back when his parents were still active adventurers. It was the sword Rainer was supposed to receive when he left the village to fulfill his dream of joining the Knight Order. He couldn't let it go.

"I’m the only one who saw their faces. And I’m the only one left who can fight."

With his parents injured, Rainer felt the weight of responsibility on his shoulders. He was the only one in the village capable of taking the sword back.

"So just wait for me. Take care of Dad and Mom while I’m gone, okay?"

"Uu..."

Colette knew Rainer well enough to know that once his mind was made up, nothing would change it. She also knew she couldn't stop him.

She didn't want him to go. She wanted him to stay by her side.

Those feelings swirled in her heart, but she couldn't voice them. She felt that if she did, she would be admitting how weak she had become by relying on his protection for so long.

If she had possessed the courage to say she would go with him right then, perhaps the end of the journey awaiting Rainer might have been different.

"Well, I'm off, Colette!"

Rainer began to walk away, his figure growing smaller with every step. Colette could do nothing but watch him go.

Neither of them could have known that this single step was the beginning of a long, epic journey—one that would eventually decide the fate of the entire world.
Chapter 74

An underground space where no light from the outside world could reach. The only things serving as illumination were pale, dimly glowing artificial lights. 

Even those were not intended to be lamps; they were simply the phosphorescence of bio-pods filled with solution. These pods stood in rows at equal intervals, and inside nearly all of them were naked humans—test subjects—waiting in suspension.

There was no discernible pattern to their ages or genders. If one had to find common ground, it was only that they were all unclothed, and all unconscious. The one commonality not visible to the naked eye was their lineage: every single one of them belonged to the Stella Clan.

The sound of sword flashes and clashing steel sliced through the dark, eerie silence. With every swing, the blades caught and reflected the pallid glow.

The sources of the light and noise were a youth and a girl crossing swords.

The youth, his hair a subtle shade of purple, gripped a long spear roughly as tall as he was. Considering the weight and the centrifugal force required to wield it, even an adult would have struggled to swing it effectively, yet the youth manipulated the weapon with complete mastery.

His opponent, a young girl, fought with curved blades held in a reverse grip. Compared to a spear, her reach was pitifully short. Furthermore, because her blades had a pronounced curve, their effective striking range was even smaller. She only managed to keep the duel at a stalemate by wielding a blade in each hand, overwhelming the youth with a sheer volume of attacks.

However, in stark contrast to the ferocity of their exchange, both fought with faces as hollow as empty shells. There was no pain, no fear of death, and no murderous intent. It was so clinical that an observer might mistake their life-or-death struggle for a simple, monotonous chore performed without emotion.

Watching them was the master of this space: Justus Freund.

After observing for a long time, Justus gave a signal. The two, who had been fighting with extreme intensity just a second before, stopped instantly, like robots receiving a shutdown command.

"……Passable results, I suppose. Though there is still room for improvement in their combat capabilities."

He didn't want to decrease the number of subjects by dragging out the development process any further. It would result in insufficient output to activate the device, and wasting labor on securing more of the Stella Clan now would be a loss of precious time. Besides, he had one person perfectly suited for support; if he made that man the coordinator, there should be no issues.

Satisfied, Justus brought the development phase to a close. They had cleared his performance benchmarks. Now, they would act exactly as he desired.

Only a little longer until the moment Justus had anticipated arrived. He had spent more than ten years biding his time for this purpose.

He was finally close enough to reach out and touch the realization of his long-held ambition. A dry laugh leaked from his lips.

"Hehehe... just a little more. I can see you in just a little more. Please, wait for me."

Justus wore an ecstatic expression as he spoke to the empty air. His voice, usually calm and devoid of emotional peaks, now carried a distinct trace of madness.

The despair that would utterly dismantle the world had begun its silent, steady pulse.

◇

Harold stood before a child. To be more precise, a newborn infant.

Of course, it wasn't Harold’s own child.

The baby, sleeping peacefully in a crib, was named Huey. He was Harold’s half-brother.

Harold had learned of Huey's existence immediately after returning from the engagement celebration for Itsuki and Sylvie at House Berlioz. In one of the regular letters from his father—filled with the usual attempts to persuade him to reconsider breaking his engagement with Erika—a single sentence had been tacked on: “A brother has been born to you as well, so come to see him at least once.”

When he first read it, he’d been impressed that his father was still so vigorous in his late forties. On second thought, however, he realized it made sense. House Stokes was a noble family, and since the original heir—Harold—was infamously rampaging across the country and selfishly breaking off a vital engagement, it was only natural for the family to take out an insurance policy.

Though few families still practiced it, nobles in the Kingdom were permitted to have concubines. His mother, Jessica, was already over forty; considering the health of both mother and child, producing a new heir with a concubine was a rational move.

That aside, Harold knew that returning home would mean listening to Hayden’s tiresome lectures. Furthermore, he had no idea if House Stokes would even exist by the time he survived the Original Story.

While this world differed from the game in certain places, it was fundamentally identical to the world of Brave Hearts. Even if the LP Farming Method had padded the family’s coffers, his parents’ pure-bloodism and their habit of oppressing the commoners remained unchanged. No matter how he looked at it, the odds were high that the house would eventually collapse.

That was why Harold had planned to leave the family and discard the name "Harold Stokes" if he survived the story but couldn't return to his original world. He had fortunately gained enough strength to make a comfortable living as an adventurer or mercenary.

He’d been reluctant to return, fearing it would be a headache, but the thought of at least seeing his brother's face nagged at him. Then, a chilling realization struck him.

If Harold left and House Stokes fell, what would happen to the infant Huey? He would be cast out onto the streets, and in the worst-case scenario, he might simply die.

In the Brave Hearts game, Harold didn't have a brother. Or if he did, there was certainly no mention or setting for one. This meant there was a high possibility that Huey was a life brought into existence specifically because of Harold’s deviations from the script.

Even setting that aside, half-brother or not, the boy was still his sibling. It was a realization that hit him on an emotional level, beyond logic.

After much deliberation, Harold negotiated with Justus for a few days of leave. He returned to the Stokes mansion for the first time in five years. As expected, he was subjected to a massive tirade from his father, but after letting the noise pass through one ear and out the other for over an hour, he finally secured a meeting with Huey.

Across the crib from him stood Huey's mother, Hayden’s concubine. She looked young, likely of the same generation as Yuno. There appeared to be an age gap of over twenty years between her and Hayden.

Harold was grateful she was there, as he would have had no idea how to handle a crying baby, but after a brief initial greeting, she remained silent. She made no move to initiate conversation.

He couldn't tell if she was nervous, naturally taciturn, or if she simply despised him.

Harold decided to probe.

"Dorothy, was it?"

"Yes."

"How old are you?"

"I am twenty-five."

She was significantly older than Harold. However, since the "Harold Mouth" forced him to speak down to everyone, Dorothy chose to address him with formal, polite language. Harold wasn't sure if that was standard etiquette for her position.

Honestly, he had no idea how to treat her. To Harold, the label "father's mistress" felt most accurate, but legally, she was his stepmother. However, since the primary wife, Jessica, was still very much present, she was technically the second wife. It was so far removed from his common sense that he was at a total loss for how to communicate. Harold’s sensibilities were still rooted in those of a modern Japanese person.

"To choose the life of a concubine at your age... have you abandoned your family?"

True to form, Harold’s mouth spat out a blunt, invasive question before his mind could filter it. Dorothy, for her part, replied as if it were nothing.

"I was an old maid who had missed her chance, so it was no matter."

According to Dorothy, she had been the daughter of a minor noble family that had fallen into such poverty after a business failure that they had to sell their peerage just to survive. She had lived as a commoner in destitution for ten years.

Then, a marriage proposal arrived. Dorothy’s father had jumped at the opportunity. In exchange for Dorothy, House Stokes had provided the funds for them to reclaim their sold peerage.

Her status as a concubine was the price for that favor. To put it bluntly, she had been sacrificed.

Since she had been claimed through such predatory means, she likely harbored no love for Hayden—or for Harold, whose actions had necessitated a new heir. When it came to the engagement with Erika or this situation, Hayden was far too willing to use any means necessary.

Though, for a man like Hayden who obsessed over bloodlines, a "former noble" was probably the greatest compromise he was capable of making.

Regardless, Harold felt a heavy pang of guilt toward Dorothy and Huey.

"Hmph. Well, I care not for your thoughts. Do as you please, so long as you do not become a nuisance to me."

He wished even a sliver of his true feelings could reach her, but with words like those, it was a vain hope. He looked down at his brother's sleeping face one last time before leaving the room, worrying if the boy’s emotional development—specifically his view of commoners—would be okay being raised in this house.

He had succumbed to temptation and come to see Huey, but it hadn't been a pleasant encounter for his mental state. It was draining to see people being jerked around by the whims of a family, especially when he knew he was partially responsible for the situation.

As things stood, Dorothy and Huey were destined for misfortune. If Harold abandoned House Stokes, they would fall into ruin once again.

(What a mess...)

The downfall of House Stokes wasn't a strict requirement for Harold's survival. It was just what happened in the original plot, so he’d figured he would let nature take its course. That was why he’d planned to simply leave and hadn't felt the need to intervene. He’d also been far too busy trying to keep himself alive.

But because Harold had repeatedly changed the story, the situation had shifted.

Technically, there was no benefit to helping them. He could just dismiss it as someone else's problem.

Yet, despite knowing that, Harold wasn't cold-blooded enough to abandon people to a miserable future he had helped create. He knew he could probably navigate this better, but he couldn't bring himself to take the easy way out. In short, he was soft.

Eight years ago, he had scolded Erika for her shallow, pampering kindness. He realized now he had no right to talk.

However, preventing the collapse of House Stokes wouldn't necessarily trigger his own death flags. At the very least, he could make it a personal goal.

He would do what he could, within reason. If he could avoid the tragedy awaiting Dorothy and Huey, then great. If he failed, he’d deal with the next move then.

Harold did have some attachment to this home. And while his parents were bigots and hardly likable, he felt a certain gratitude toward them for raising him and not disowning him even when the world turned against him.

If House Stokes could be preserved, that would be for the best.

Thus, Harold took on a new burden. The problem was, he had very little time to dwell on it.

The summons arrived on the machine on his wrist the day after he reached the mansion. The sender was, naturally, Justus. Without getting a chance to rest, Harold was forced to return posthaste to the Research Institute, heading straight to Justus’s laboratory.

The Original Story was almost set to begin. He hoped the mission wouldn't be time-consuming.

Thinking this, he entered Justus's room without knocking. Since the man himself claimed that "responding to every knock is a chore," this had become the default method of entry.

Harold braced himself for whatever was waiting. He found not only Justus, but a youth and a girl he had never seen before.

The purple-haired youth looked to be around twenty; the girl with pale, light-blue hair appeared to be seventeen or eighteen. Both were completely expressionless, as if their emotions had been excised.

Before he could even ask who they were, Justus skipped the pleasantries and declared Harold's new role.

"Harold, you will be the leader of these children."

"Hah?"

The statement made so little sense that Harold's response came out with its usual thuggish edge. Leader of what? More importantly, who were these two?

If Justus didn't hold his leash, he would have refused on the spot. But since he couldn't, he focused on resolving the most immediate questions.

"What are these things?"

"They are what I call 'Dolls'—automata of my own creation."

"Playing with dolls at your age? You have disgusting hobbies."

"They are far more than mere dolls. They are servants, utterly loyal to the commands they are given."

"……Did you brainwash them?"

"Something like that. The Stella Clan uses magic and handles astral bodies in a way that differs from us; they possess unique organs. While modifying those, I removed the parts that are unnecessary for a doll—such as emotions. I say 'removed,' but I didn't truly excise them; I simply rigged them so they don't manifest on the surface……"

As Justus continued his clinical lecture, Harold's focus began to shift.

Dolls loyal to orders. The Stella Clan. Excised emotions.

As those keywords clicked together, a hypothesis formed in Harold's mind. It was one that gave him a truly terrible feeling.



Part 4 Begins.

The Original Story finally commences from here.
Chapter 75

Brave Hearts was what one would call a classic "royal road" RPG. Growing up, the protagonist, Rainer Griffith, had watched his parents—once legendary adventurers—from a front-row seat. Longing to follow in their footsteps, he had trained since childhood to become strong, eventually dreaming of becoming the Commander of the Order of the Holy King.

The Commander was a hero, a powerhouse recognized by all. It was no exaggeration to say that nearly every child in the kingdom aspired to the position at least once.

On his seventeenth birthday, Rainer was supposed to inherit the sword his parents had used during their adventuring days and set off for the Royal Capital to join the Order.

However, on the eve of that birthday, a thief broke into his home and stole the blade. Brushing aside his parents' attempts to stop him, Rainer left the village alongside his childhood friend, Colette, to reclaim his birthright.

That was the game’s opening. This single catalyst would eventually sweep Rainer into a world-shaking conspiracy, forcing him to race across the continent to stop a heinous plot.

Incidentally, the tutorial battle involved fighting off that thief. It was the player’s first experience with full-scale combat involving magic—an absolutely essential milestone for any RPG.

In this reality, there was a high probability that Rainer had already gained experience elsewhere, but from a narrative standpoint, this was the first major turning point. The story simply wouldn't work without a thief to set things in motion.

Harold had always assumed the culprits were mere pawns under the command of a man named Harrison. In the game, these intruders were nameless, given almost no dialogue, and their backgrounds were never explored. They were nothing more than stage props designed to fulfill a role.

But that was how things worked in the game.

Based on the information gathered and Justus’s own words, it was almost certain that the youth and the girl before him were those very intruders. The problem was that Harold had just been ordered to lead them—and the fact that in the Original Story, there had been three of them.

Once Justus finished his clinical lecture on the automata, Harold asked a question to clear the air.

"I understand what these things are. But why do I have to be the one to lead them? Couldn't you just prep another doll and be done with it?"

"I considered it, but I burned through more Stella Clan vessels than I anticipated to reach this level of quality. I wish I had a few more spares."

Justus spoke of the Stella Clan members he had captured during the chaos he orchestrated five years ago—the conflict involving the Knight Order and the Imperial Army—as mere "spares." To him, they weren't even human.

The casual cruelty sent a chill through Harold. Then again, if he traced it back to the source, this whole situation was likely the fallout from his own interference five years ago. Had he not obstructed Justus’s plans back then, the man might have captured enough Stella Clan members to follow the script. More importantly, if Harold hadn't intervened, he wouldn't have been stuck in the position of being Justus’s subordinate in the first place.

In short, he was reaping what he had sown.

Harold Stokes and the leader of the intruders. He was being forced to lead a double life.

As Harold, he had some room to maneuver, but as the intruder, he would be an outright enemy to the protagonist. If his identity were exposed, things would get incredibly messy.

Justus, oblivious or indifferent to Harold’s inner turmoil, pressed on.

"With that settled, you will all be placed under the command of a man named Harrison. Are you acquainted with him?"

"No. He's the Minister of Military Affairs, if I recall."

"Correct. Promoting a stubborn fool like him—someone incapable of flexible thought—was no easy task, but I’ve finally placed him exactly where I can use him."

"So you've had your eye on him for a long time."

In the game, Harrison was a man blinded by pride and stupidity. His end was pathetic—killed by the very subordinates he thought were his pawns. As Harold thought that far, it dawned on him: the job of killing Harrison was likely going to fall to him.

Harrison treated the automata like tools. He would demand the impossible, and when they failed, he would cut them down without mercy. Ultimately, he was destined to be killed by the very emotionless dolls he abused.

"His mind is narrow and his perspective is biased, but that makes him exceptionally easy to handle. I’ll let him play the part of a glorious disposable pawn for as long as he’s useful."

"As usual, you have terrible taste."

"And you have a foul mouth. I’ll tell Harrison the automata lack language functions, so keep your mouth shut. You should also wear a robe to ensure your face isn't seen."

Harold’s face and name were fairly well-known. Such precautions were a necessity.

Personally, he hated the idea, but the potential rewards were worth the risk. Besides, as an order, he had no right of refusal. Saying "no" meant a one-way ticket to the disposal bin or the laboratory table. Either way, his survival rate would plummet.

It was more constructive to figure out how to navigate the role while causing as little collateral damage as possible. Through his experiences so far, Harold had reached a state of weary resignation toward the trouble that constantly found him. 

He had simply accepted that this was his life.

"That goes for you two as well. You are forbidden from acting without permission from myself or Harold."

The youth and the girl nodded in unison. They seemed obedient enough, but one phrase caught Harold’s attention.

"Wait. I have the right to command them?"

"Of course. There will undoubtedly be situations requiring split-second judgment in the field. Officially, you’ll be Harrison's right-hand man, but you’ll never get anything done if you follow his idiocy to the letter."

That was a fair point. If Harold could control their movements, he’d have more options when things inevitably went sideways. That was a small comfort.

"What's the hierarchy for orders?"

"Myself, then you, then Harrison. I’ll leave the specifics of how you execute Harrison’s orders to your discretion, but at least try to look faithful."

"That depends on him."

"Hm. Well, you should be fine."

Harold wasn't sure what Justus based that assessment on, but it seemed his answer was a passing grade.

In truth, Harold had no intention of derailing the Original Story's flow. And since Justus was providing cover for his "silence," he wouldn't have to worry about his "Harold Mouth" ruining the disguise.

The only remaining question was whether or not he would kill Harrison.

In the game, there was no boss fight against Harrison himself. The primary struggle was against his pawns—the black-robed intruders Harold was now part of. Fighting three enemies with different styles was a hassle, and the experience and items they dropped were barely worth the effort.

As Harold recalled, the game version of Harrison was killed by his own automata. It looked like a sudden rebellion triggered by the death of one of their comrades, but after hearing Justus’s explanation, Harold suspected that Justus might have simply sent the "kill" command at that exact moment.

Then again, maybe their suppressed emotions really had just boiled over.

Regardless, Harrison was going to die. His death had almost zero impact on the overall plot. He was just a tool for Justus, unaware that he was being used, destined to leave this world while clutching a false plan he’d been fed.

If he survived, nothing would change. Given the scale of his crimes, he would likely be arrested for treason anyway.

Once Harrison's sins were brought to light, he would be dragged before the Deliberation Chamber. Justus, who planned to discard him from the start, certainly wouldn't lift a finger to save him.

The man was as good as dead. Harrison had more than earned a death sentence.

He was complicit in the bloody clash five years ago between the Knights, the Stella Clan, and the Empire. He had helped guide the Imperial Army into the kingdom; there was no talking his way out of that.

Countless people had died because of Harrison’s greed.

Harold knew the man deserved to die, yet he couldn't shake the visceral aversion to killing someone with his own hands. During the battle five years ago, he had nearly killed Ritzelt, but he’d been in a fugue state then, unable to control the "switch" in his mind.

Could he really become a "murderer" by his own will, without the excuse of a grand cause or self-defense? The fact that he was even asking the question suggested the answer was no.

Then again, even if he didn't kill the man personally, it wouldn't cause any problems.

"I’ll be handing you over to Harrison tonight. Don't cause any trouble."

With those final words, Harold returned to his room. He had more to think about now, but all things considered, this wasn't a bad development.

Being handed over to Harrison meant he would be, to some extent, away from Justus's direct supervision. For Harold, who needed more freedom of movement now that the story was starting, this was exactly what he wanted. Contacting El would be much easier now.

The only worry was the risk of being recognized by Rainer and the others, but as long as he handled that, the benefits far outweighed the costs.

Night fell. Dressed in a black robe that swallowed the light, Harold and the others were led to a tavern tucked away in a desolate, quiet back alley, far from the bustling central districts.

The interior was more than dim; it was pitch black, with barely enough light to see the floor. No one was drinking here.

In fact, there wasn't even a barkeep, let alone customers.

Despite the emptiness, the door had been unlocked. Justus’s messenger led them deeper into the shadows without a word until they reached a single door in the back.

Harold expected it to lead to a back alley, but instead, they found a stone staircase descending into the earth.

Four sets of footsteps echoed—clack, clack—as they went down. At the bottom was a large chamber of stacked stone. The ceiling was low, supported by thick pillars. The space was roughly the size of a tennis court.

"Ah, you've arrived."

The voice echoed through the gloom. The speaker was Harrison, sitting arrogantly at a round table. Just as in the game, he was a man with a bulging gut. If Harold were allowed to speak, he likely would have blurted out something like, “How rare to see livestock that can talk. Do you do tricks, too?”

The "mute" setting was a godsend.

"Are these the dolls the doctor mentioned?"

"Yes. You can expect them to serve as your loyal servants, Lord Harrison."

"Reliable, indeed. And their names?"

"They have none. You may call them whatever you wish, my Lord."

"Then 'dolls' it is. That's what the doctor called them."

Harold stood in silence, watching the exchange. The messenger spun a plausible tale: they had no names, their language centers had been tampered with during development, and while they were slow to react, they were perfectly obedient.

The most important takeaway was that Harrison was fully aware of Justus’s involvement. This meant that if things went south, Justus would likely silence Harrison himself to protect his own secrets.

Harrison was walking around with a massive death flag over his head. In that sense, they were practically kindred spirits.

Harold watched the scene play out for a few more minutes until the messenger finally departed.

Once they were alone, Harrison turned to Harold and the others. A greasy, repulsive smile was plastered across his face.

"Now, my loyal dolls. It is time for you to begin your work—for the sake of my sublime salvation."



Author's Note: As mentioned in the activity report, Volume 3 of "Ore Fura" was released yesterday.

The light novel includes a new story where Erika works hard in her own maidenly way. If you're interested, please do pick up a copy!
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Harrison had spoken grandiosely of "salvation," but the order he handed down was as predictable as it was tedious: collect the secret treasures scattered throughout the Kingdom. In this context, "secret treasures" referred to a collection of legendary weapons, including the sword kept as a family heirloom by House Griffith.

While several of these would temporarily pass into Harrison’s possession, they were destined to eventually fall into the hands of the Protagonist’s Party. Framed like that, the mission sounded like simple larceny, but since they were essential obtainable items in terms of game mechanics, there was no helping it.

According to the lore, these secret treasures were legendary armaments forged from shards of a massive Solid Astral Body—the very core of the planet. Since the methods for processing Solid Astral Bodies had been lost to time, these were one-of-a-kind relics that could never be reproduced.

Their value went beyond mere national treasures; they were essentially world-class cultural heritage sites in weapon form. The fact that the Protagonist’s Party would eventually swing these things around in the heat of combat spoke volumes about their nerves. Of course, pointing that out to them was a waste of breath. If they didn't use them to fight, the Continent would sink. When weighing the cultural value of a few relics against the fate of the world, it didn't take a genius to see which way the scales tipped.

More important than the ethics of museum-grade weaponry, however, was the fact that the original story was finally beginning. Harold needed to start making his own moves.

Per Harrison’s instructions, their first destination was, conveniently enough, Rainer’s village. But before that, Harold intended to take every preparatory action available to him.



The day before the operation was set to begin, Harold found himself in a certain eatery. It was an establishment connected to the Giffelt Clan, a front used specifically for exchanging information with El.

The exterior looked appropriately dilapidated, but the interior was reasonably clean. After Harold provided the staff with the code number he had been given, he was ushered into a private room.

It’s basically an Izakaya system, he thought, reminiscing about his previous life while he waited. A few minutes later, the door slid open, and El stepped inside.

El was currently stationed at the Frieri base. However, true to his word, he had appeared exactly at the designated time and place after Harold sent word that he wanted to meet. It was impressive, if not slightly terrifying. Just how deep and meticulous was their hidden information network?

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

"Just sit."

"No preamble, as always," El said with a "good grief" expression as he took a seat.

Before diving into the main topic, Harold had to confirm one detail.

"Is it certain our conversation won't be overheard?"

"I guarantee it. The area has been cleared, and we’re monitoring for any suspicious tails. If there’s even the slightest irregularity, I’ll know immediately."

If El was that confident, it was good enough for Harold. He began to outline the plan for the following day.

"Tomorrow, I’m leaving the Royal Capital on the orders of a man named Harrison. Are you familiar with him?"

"Of course. The recently appointed Minister of Military Affairs."

"Justus is the one pulling his strings. Whether the man himself realizes it or not, this excursion is part of Justus’s strategy."

"That certainly smells like trouble. And the objective?"

"Breaking into a private residence to steal a family sword."

"My, what a petty little task. Quite unlike you, Harold."

"Leave it. The plan is for us to act as puppets without the ability to speak. We won't show our faces, and we won't talk. We are merely there to carry out Harrison’s orders."

"So Harrison doesn't know you're one of the 'puppets.' And who do you mean by 'we'?"

"There are two others—genuine dolls Justus created by tampering with the bodies of the Stella Clan. As I said, they lack speech, and their emotions have likely been thoroughly excised. They feel no fear; they are soldiers who will march toward death without hesitation to fulfill an order."

El’s expression didn't so much as flicker during the explanation. He wasn't the type to be easily shaken.

That resilience was proof of the harrowing situations El had survived. As long as he was an ally, he was incredibly reliable. If El were ever to abandon him, Harold’s situation would become dire in an instant; he was the kind of person Harold would beg on his hands and knees to keep in his camp.

"Is there anything I should be wary of regarding those two?" El asked.

"Justus can move them at will. They’ll follow my commands for now, but his priority is higher. Also, don't trust the claim that they can't speak at face value. It's best not to let them overhear anything unnecessary."

"I see. So, once again, Harold is moving while trying to outmaneuver Justus."

It was the truth, but hearing it put so bluntly made Harold’s heart heavy. Outmaneuvering Justus was a constant tightrope walk, even with his knowledge of the original story. In fact, he lived in a state of constant anxiety that Justus might have already seen through him.

"So, how should Frieri be involved in this?"

El got straight to the point. As his words implied, he was already deeply involved in running Frieri.

Harold still had no idea exactly when or how El had made contact with the organization. All he knew was that by the time he had returned from the celebration party at House Berlioz—the one Itsuki had trapped him into attending—the initial contact had already been made.

He couldn't even imagine how El had slipped past Justus’s surveillance. Given the timing and the location of the base, El would have had to start moving almost immediately after their "date" in the Royal Capital to make it work.

Yet, Harold knew for a fact that El hadn't made such a move then. He must have utilized the full power of the Giffelt Clan. They were truly an extraordinary group.

"A red-haired man named Rainer and a blonde woman named Colette. These two will likely pursue us."

"That's very specific. Friends of yours?"

"...Something like that. Going forward, Frieri is to support those two."

"I take it this isn't a one-time job, then?"

"No. And I'll tell you this much: doing so will lead to your own long-cherished goal."

"...I see. In that case, I'll put my heart and soul into it—and then some."

"See that you do. However, for this first encounter, just establish a connection. You are not to reveal that you know me, nor that we have any prior acquaintance."

"Understood. Act as a stranger. I assume there are complicated reasons for that? Any room for prying?"

"None."

"Fair enough."

Though there were many gaps, El didn't push for answers. He likely realized that Harold wouldn't indulge him even if he asked. For Harold, who was always one slip of the tongue away from disaster, El's professional restraint was a godsend.

"But won't that put me in opposition to you?"

"It doesn't matter. Even if we clash, they won't be a threat to me."

That was a lie, of course, but Frieri wouldn't be directly involved when Harold and Rainer fought anyway. El's primary role would be providing information—or more accurately, subtly guiding them to ensure they moved according to the original story script.

To be honest, there weren't many parts of the plot that strictly required Frieri’s intervention, but since there were certain points where the story would reach a dead end without them, Harold had felt compelled to establish the organization. Having a force he could deploy at will was a vital trump card. Should an emergency occur outside the original script, the effort spent on Frieri would not be in vain.

After they hammered out the fine details of the day's movements and rendezvous points, they disbanded.



The following day, Harold left the Royal Capital with the two automatons. After half a day on an Airship, they spent another half-day crammed into a public carriage, followed by three more days of transferring between coaches. Finally, they reached the town just a stone's throw away from Brosche Village, where Rainer lived.

Under the guise of recovering from the long journey, they stayed the night in town to kill time until El’s group caught up.

Harold booked three separate rooms at the inn. Part of it was his own desire for privacy, but he also had complicated feelings regarding his companions.

They were called "dolls," they had no names, and they were said to possess no emotions, but they were still living human beings. If they didn't eat or sleep, they would wither and weaken. Furthermore, in the original game, there were scenes suggesting their lost emotions had eventually returned.

They were human. Justus himself, the man who had "created" them, had once mentioned that their seemingly lost emotions were merely dormant. It might have been wishful thinking, but Harold believed there was a chance they could be restored to normal if they survived until the end.

He didn't want to view them as mere tools, and he couldn't bring himself to do so.

Perhaps it was guilt. These two had been taken captive during the battle in Bertis Forest. If he had handled things better back then, they might never have been dragged into this.

Logically, of course, the fault lay with Justus and Harrison, not Harold. His guilt was misplaced, but it was exactly because he couldn't be purely rational that it weighed on him so heavily.

Still, dwelling on it wouldn't change the past. Harold decided to move forward with the stance of "respecting them as individuals as much as possible."

To start, he ordered them into their rooms to rest and recover. Without a direct command, they would likely have stood blankly in their rooms until the following night. They were perfectly obedient, but their refusal to take any action not explicitly ordered was a hurdle.

Next time, maybe I'll try ordering them to 'address basic biological needs autonomously,' Harold thought as he stepped out to scout the town.

He wore his usual black cloak, but for this mission, the swords at his waist were different. Instead of his signature pair, he carried a single, unremarkable blade. If he used his iconic weapons against Rainer, his identity as the man in the black robe would eventually be exposed.

He also chose not to wear the black robe that served as the trio’s "uniform" while in town. Wandering around in such an outfit would only draw suspicion, and a group of three in black robes would be far too memorable. Since they were guaranteed to become wanted thieves by the following night, he wanted to minimize any trail that could lead back to them.

He had been slightly worried that showing his face might lead to someone recognizing the infamous Harold Stokes, but in this rural backwater, it turned out to be a needless fear. No one pointed fingers; no one gasped in recognition. It seemed his infamy diminished in direct proportion to the distance from the Royal Capital.

Thanks to that, he was able to scout the town in relative peace—though his "stroll" was entirely devoid of leisure, focusing solely on escape routes and meeting points with El.

During his walk, an idea struck him.

He would try to learn the real names of the two Stella Clan members. If they didn't remember, he would give them names himself. It would be more practical and might even foster some sense of familiarity.

Even if they couldn't speak, their intelligence and cognitive abilities weren't gone. Unless their memories had been completely wiped, they should be able to communicate through writing.

A stroke of genius! he thought, only to feel dejected a second later when he realized it had taken him several days to notice something so simple. If El or Justus were in his shoes, they would have realized it the moment the two were introduced.

Whenever he compared himself to them, he felt the gap in their calibers and nearly lost heart. Nevertheless, this hunch of Harold’s was destined to be right on the mark.
Chapter 77

The following day, Harold found himself with a few hours to spare before his evening departure for Brosche Village. He used the time to bring the two Stella Clan members into his room, seating them at a small round table with paper and pens.

Harold stood tall, looming over them with his arms crossed.

"I’m going to ask you a series of questions. Even if you can't speak, you can at least write, can't you?"

Neither of them reacted to his sharp, intimidating gaze, but Harold pressed on regardless.

"First, write your names."

To his surprise, they complied immediately, their pens scratching across the paper with fluid ease. It had been a mere whim, but it proved to be an effective measure.

They finished almost simultaneously. Harold leaned over to inspect the pages.

Lilium.

Ventus.

So those were their names—the girl and the young man. He prompted them for their ages next, revealing that Lilium was sixteen and Ventus was twenty-two.

However, that was where his success hit a wall.

What do you like? What are you thinking about right now? Do you want to be free and return to your old lives?

To these questions, their hands remained motionless. After a long silence, Harold shifted his approach.

"Height?"

The answers came instantly: Lilium, "151 cm"; Ventus, "178 cm."

"Dominant hand?"

Lilium, "Left"; Ventus, "Right."

"Do you have any memories from before Justus captured you?"

No response from either.

"What are your thoughts on Justus?"

Again, silence.

"Actual combat experience?"

Lilium, "None"; Ventus, "Yes."

"Can you use magic?"

Both wrote, "Yes."

"Family?"

Lilium, "Father, mother, sister"; Ventus, "Parents, grandmother."

"Is answering these questions a nuisance?"

No response.

Harold continued the interrogation, testing various topics to find the boundary between what they would and would not answer. A pattern eventually emerged: they would provide objective, factual data, but remained silent regarding anything involving subjectivity, personal opinion, or emotion. Whether it was because Justus had sealed their hearts or some other reason, they were incapable of sharing their "memories"—the very information Harold needed most.

It was likely a security measure implemented by Justus. If anything, it suggested that they possessed incredibly sensitive information, but for now, Harold had no way to extract it.

He decided to set the matter aside.

At the very least, he had learned their names. While he wasn't sure if treating them like individuals would have any positive effect, it made them easier for him to deal with, and that was enough of a win for now.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. It was an inn employee.

The worker handed over a letter addressed to "Mr. Lord," a black-haired, red-eyed guest. Harold took the letter, asking for a description of the messenger while keeping his voice low so the two in the room wouldn't overhear. The description didn't match El, meaning the information broker was using a proxy or a disguise.

Regardless of the messenger, the letter was definitely from El. Harold marveled at the man’s reach; his information network was as terrifying as ever.

He dismissed Lilium and Ventus before opening the envelope. The message was brief: everything was proceeding according to plan, and the strategy would be executed as discussed. El was likely already in position within the town.

When the sky finally dipped into a bruised twilight, Harold and his companions moved out, slipping into the growing shadows.

The trek from the town to Brosche Village took roughly five hours on foot. At their current pace, they would arrive in the dead of night. Though horses would have been faster and were easily available, Harold had opted for the trek to ensure the timeline remained consistent with the game. If they fled too quickly after the theft, Rainer might not catch up to them at Fog Valley as intended.

As the name implied, Fog Valley was a deep ravine perpetually choked with thick mist. In the original story, Rainer catches the thieves there, nearly reclaiming his sword before being blindsided by an accomplice. Why the thieves had lingered in such a place was never explained in the game, but "because it’s convenient for the protagonist" was a good enough excuse for Harold.

While the world didn't always bend to convenience on its own, it now had the ultimate behind-the-scenes coordinator: a man with perfect knowledge of the script.

Once they secured the sword, Harold planned to lead his team away at a moderate pace, making sure they were seen passing through the neighboring town. A trio in black robes was a distinctive enough image to leave a trail straight to Fog Valley.

I just have to loiter at the bottom of the valley for a bit, and Rainer and Colette should pop right up.

He spent the five-hour march simulating the coming events, occasionally brushing aside wandering monsters with a single strike. Finally, the wooden palisades of Brosche Village loomed in the dark. Unlike the Royal Capital, there were no guards posted at the gates.

The gate was barred, but that was a trivial obstacle. Harold took a short run-up and leaped, kicking off the side of the fence twice to propel himself over the four-meter-high barrier.

His eyes, well-accustomed to the dark, scanned the village interior. Finding no sign of life, he dropped soundlessly to the ground. Lilium and Ventus, however, remained on the other side. He wondered for a moment if they lacked the agility to follow, so he moved to the gate and quietly slid the bolt back. They entered without a word.

Justus had claimed their combat abilities were high, and they were certainly formidable in the game, so Harold assumed they just preferred the direct route. Regardless, he didn't have time to dwell on it.

It was midnight, and the moon was frequently obscured by drifting clouds. In this gloom, three figures dressed in black were practically invisible. The village was silent, the houses dark and the inhabitants deep in sleep.

Perfect.

Using the map he’d been provided and his own memories of the game's layout, Harold navigated the village. His mental "overhead view" made it easy to locate the Griffith home without delay.

They crouched in the shadows near the house, watching. Like the rest of the village, the lights were out.

Moving with swift, calculated caution, Harold bypassed the main house and headed for the detached storehouse. The legendary treasure, Gramglan, was waiting inside.

With a single, precise stroke of his blade, he sheared through the padlock and slipped inside. The internal layout was a mystery, and he didn't want to waste time fumbling around; if they were caught before finding the sword, the escape would turn into a headache.

The storehouse was small and cluttered. Harold produced a small lamp from within his robe, casting a dim light over the stacks of crates and tools. He focused on the more organized shelves, assuming a family heirloom wouldn't be tossed into a random pile of junk.

Fifteen minutes later, he found it. Tucked away behind a row of pots and some old gauntlets was a rectangular iron box, over a meter long. He unlatched the clasp. Inside lay the unmistakable form of the Gramglan.

The box had a wide leather shoulder strap, making it easy to carry. Harold handed it to Ventus.

"Wait here," Harold whispered to the two automata. He stepped outside, pretending to scout the perimeter, but instead picked up a heavy pebble and hurled it through a small window pane. The glass shattered with a loud, jarring crash. He felt a twinge of guilt, but a "perfect" theft would have ruined the plot.

The high-pitched ring of breaking glass tore through the silence of the night. Within moments, the Griffith household would be wide awake. Harold ducked back into the storehouse and addressed his subordinates with a tone of forced irritation.

"Trouble. I don't know how, but we've been spotted."

Their expressions didn't change. Right, of course they didn't, he thought. He cracked the door open. Olbel and Leona—Rainer’s parents—were already outside, weapons drawn, scanning the darkness with the practiced eyes of veteran adventurers.

They were closing in on the storehouse. Harold turned to the two automata and gave his final orders.

"Burst out on my signal. There are two skilled fighters out there; handle them. But do not kill them. That would make the aftermath a nightmare. Just hurt them enough to stop them from following us. If reinforcements arrive, the same applies. Understood?"

They gave a slight nod.

Harold focused his senses. His ability to detect presence had grown significantly; he could feel the couple approaching through the walls. As soon as Olbel and Leona were within a meter of the door, Harold swept his left arm forward.

Lilium and Ventus exploded out of the building.

It was a textbook ambush, but Olbel and Leona were seasoned pros. They parried the initial strike and immediately transitioned into a counter-offensive. For a moment, it looked like they might actually seize the initiative.

"Who are you?!" Olbel demanded. "What were you doing in our storehouse?"

Silence was his only answer.

"Playing the quiet type, huh?" Leona growled. "Fine. I’ll beat a confession out of you!"

Lilium squared off against Leona, her two willow leaf blades weaving through the air in a blur of silver. Despite her small stature, her agility and sheer volume of attacks allowed her to match Leona's fierce pressure.

Meanwhile, Ventus struggled. Though he had the reach with his long spear and superior raw strength, Olbel’s combat experience was vastly superior. Olbel managed to close the distance, crowding Ventus and eventually breaking his guard with a calculated opening.

Just as the balance was about to break, a dull glint of steel streaked toward Olbel. He dodged by a hair's breadth as a willow leaf blade thudded into the dirt where his head had been a second ago.

Lilium, the thrower, lunged toward Olbel to retrieve her weapon. Leona moved to intercept her from behind, but Lilium leaped high into the air. It was a coordinated distraction. Ventus, having regained his stance, put every ounce of his strength into a massive, horizontal sweep of his spear.

The attack hit with the force of a localized hurricane. Olbel, realizing he couldn't dodge in time, threw up his sword to block. The sheer momentum of the heavy spear shattered the guard. The shaft slammed into Olbel’s side, sending his muscular frame flying several meters.

"Gah!"

"Olbel!" Leona screamed, her focus snapping toward her fallen husband for a fraction of a second.

Lilium did not hesitate.

She snatched her blade from the ground and stayed low, practically crawling beneath the wake of Ventus's follow-up swing as she charged Leona. It was a reckless, high-speed maneuver that would have seen her killed by her own partner's spear if she had flinched for even a moment.

By the time the "gale" passed, Lilium was already upon her.

Leona tried to react, but she was too slow. Lilium knocked the weapon from her hand and delivered a shallow but precise slash to her left leg.

"Agh!"

Leona dropped to one knee, gritting her teeth against the pain. Olbel lay nearby, gasping for breath and unable to rise. Neither wound was fatal, but they were effectively neutralized. They wouldn't be doing any chasing tonight.

Perfect execution, Harold thought. Justus hadn't been exaggerating about their utility.

Then, with impeccable timing, the star of the show arrived.

"Deryaaaaa!"

It was a decent surprise attack, but the battle cry completely ruined the stealth element. You shouldn't shout during an ambush, kid, Harold critiqued from the shadows.

Even so, the strike was sharper than Harold expected. The blade caught the edge of Ventus's robe, tearing the fabric. As the moon peeked out from behind the clouds, the silver light revealed Ventus’s face for all to see.

Rainer stared, burning the image into his memory.

"Get back, Rainer!" Leona shouted. She knew from the brief exchange that her son was no match for these two.

But Rainer Griffith wasn't the type to run.

"I can't just stand by while you and Dad are hurt!"

"It’s just a scratch! Get out of here!"

"No way!"

He had the pride, the conviction, and the resolve of a hero. The only thing he lacked was strength—and the experience he needed to gain that strength began tonight. This was the moment he would set out on the path to becoming the hero who would save the world.

For a fan of Brave Hearts, this was the ultimate scene. Hidden in the shadows, Harold felt a genuine thrill of excitement.

But he couldn't stay to watch forever.

While the Griffiths were distracted by the two "thieves," Harold slipped out of the storehouse and vanished into the night. Recognizing Rainer as reinforcement, Lilium and Ventus followed his lead, retreating into the woods without engaging further.

As he looked back one last time, Harold saw the bewildered, frustrated look on Rainer’s face. In that moment, the boy already looked every bit the protagonist he was destined to be.
Chapter 78

After stealing the sacred sword Gramglan from the Griffith household, Harold and his party beat a hasty retreat to the neighboring town. They managed to slip back into their inn before the first light of dawn.

Harold shed his robe and entered his room with an air of practiced innocence. Finally alone, he sank onto the edge of the bed and let out a heavy breath.

The physical toll of the ten-hour round trip was one thing, but the weight of his conscience was another. Pricked by the realization that he had just committed a trifecta of felonies—breaking and entering, robbery, and assault—his mental burden felt twice as heavy. Though his reputation was already stained with rumors, this was the first time he had committed such unambiguous, cold-blooded crimes.

It left a bitter taste in his mouth.

He glanced at the rectangular box leaning against the wall. Perhaps because it had been kept with such reverence, the case was remarkably clean, looking quite out of place in that cluttered storehouse. Bathed in the faint morning light filtering through the window, the blade within seemed to sparkle.

This sword was about to become a critical factor—one that would drastically alter the course of the Original Story. No, it would alter the very fate of this world.

A sudden thought crossed his mind: what if he simply let Rainer take it back? As expected of a legendary weapon, Gramglan’s stats were top-tier. If Rainer grew accustomed to its power from the start, he might develop into a formidable swordsman much sooner.

However, if Rainer reclaimed the sword now, he would likely head straight for the Knight Order to enlist. That would bypass the entire sequence where Rainer gets caught up in the incidents triggered by Justus, potentially derailing the process of stopping the scientist's ultimate plan.

Harold had considered trying to return the sword while somehow steering the plot back toward the Original Story, but the timeline between the order and the execution had been too tight. He’d had no time to devise a complex strategy. Furthermore, even if he sought El’s help, Harold knew his own "charming" personality made it impossible to persuade anyone without revealing his knowledge of the future—a secret he couldn't risk exposing.

Ultimately, he had no idea what his own standing would be if he failed this mission. He decided it was wiser to leverage his current position, which allowed him to control the location and recovery pace of the Sacred Treasures, rather than gambling on such high-stakes uncertainties.

So, he had to stop overthinking it. Theft or not, he had to steel himself and play the part. He could only pray that his identity as the mastermind in the black robe remained hidden.

With those thoughts swirling in his head, Harold finally surrendered to a deep, well-earned sleep as the sun rose over the horizon.



El and the other members of Frieri began their operation just as Brosche Village began to stir with activity. They scattered throughout the village, each posing as a stranger who just happened to be passing through for business.

Since it was a relatively small village, they were able to gather information with surgical precision.

Soon after El began chatting with the locals—playing the part of a young man traveling as a merchant’s assistant—he caught the exact lead he was looking for.

"Did you hear? Someone broke into the Griffiths' place last night."

The gossip reached El’s ears as he stood near a shop where the owner and a female customer were whispering. Since Harold hadn't made contact by morning, El knew the job was a success, but this confirmation meant the first stage was officially cleared.

"Excuse me, miss, is that true?" El asked, casually inserting himself into the conversation with the shopper next to him.

The woman, who looked to be in her forties, beamed at being called "miss." Whether she was just itching to gossip or simply flattered by the address, she was more than happy to indulge him. Her tongue loosened immediately.

"It is! I heard it was a home invasion, a real robbery."

"A home invasion in a peaceful place like this? That’s terrifying. Were the owners alright?"

"The husband and wife were both slashed. They're in the hospital now. Luckily, the injuries were light, but to think someone actually managed to hurt those two..."

"Are the Griffiths known for being fighters?"

"They’ve been retired for a while, but they were both adventurers back in the day. Even now, they’re the best fighters in the village. Whenever a dangerous monster shows up nearby, they’re the first ones out there to take care of it."

"So the robbers were skilled enough to best a pair of veteran adventurers? That sounds like a dangerous crowd."

"Exactly! That’s all anyone is talking about. I’m so worried they’ll come for my house tonight, I don't think I'll be able to sleep a wink."

The thieves were long gone, of course, making her worry a waste of breath, but for a villager who viewed this as a simple crime, it was a perfectly natural reaction—especially for someone with few means of self-defense.

Regardless, El had one more thing to confirm.

"What did these robbers look like? If anyone saw them, we should probably spread the word so people can keep an eye out."

"I didn't hear it first-hand, but apparently Mr. Griffith said there were two of them."

Two of them. It matched exactly what Harold had told him.

In the event of an encounter, Harold planned to vanish and order the two from the Stella Clan to stall the pursuers. That was one of their pre-arranged contingencies.

Harold, who usually lived for combat, was likely stepping into the shadows to minimize the risk of being recognized. If word got out that he was involved in a robbery, it would only lead to more headaches.

Then again, El figured it was probably a bit late for Harold to start worrying about his reputation.

For now, he had the information he needed. The next task was to find the boy named Rainer and the girl named Colette.

According to Harold, Rainer was the only son of the Griffiths, and Colette was his childhood friend. The fact that Harold knew them in such detail suggested he either knew them personally or had a specific reason for wanting to draw them into his schemes.

El was curious, but he didn't bother asking. He could already hear Harold’s voice in his head saying, 'It’s none of your business.'

He couldn't mention Harold’s name to the kids—Harold was famous for all the wrong reasons, after all. But El sensed he would eventually understand the connection between them. It felt like they were all going to be associated for a very long time.

As a first step, he needed to make Rainer's acquaintance. Since the parents were hospitalized, the boy would likely be there as well.

However, Harold had predicted that Rainer and his friend would set off in pursuit of the thieves almost immediately. If that prediction was correct, El didn't have a moment to lose.

Ending the conversation with the woman naturally, El made his way toward the village clinic.

Given the size of Brosche Village, the clinic was easy to find. It was a modest, somewhat weathered building that felt more like a local doctor’s office than a hospital. It was the village's sole medical facility.

El walked in under the pretext of needing to restock medicine for his journey.

The interior consisted of a tiny waiting room with a single three-person sofa, an examination room, and a small ward with a handful of beds.

He found the lack of space surprising for the village’s only clinic, but a nurse explained during their chat that most patients were treated at home. Only the most serious cases were kept for observation.

"Gosh, it’s taking quite a while for my turn, isn't it?"

El voiced his feigned frustration, deliberately steering the conversation toward his goal.

"Oh, do you have somewhere to be?" the nurse asked.

"No, not really. I’m staying for a few days, so I don't mind the wait. I just noticed there aren't many other patients, so I wondered why it was taking so long."

"Ah, well, we had an emergency intake this morning."

"Would that be the Griffiths?"

"Oh? You’ve heard?"

"The whole village is talking about it."

"I suppose they are," the nurse said with a sigh of agreement.

El recited the gossip he’d heard from the shopper—the break-in, the injuries to the veteran adventurers—and then added a look of sudden concern.

"But I heard their injuries were light. If they’re being hospitalized, does that mean..."

"Oh, don't worry. It’s mostly just so they stay quiet and we can monitor the healing process. They'll be out in two or three days."

He thought she might be guarded about patient privacy, but the nurse was surprisingly forthcoming. It made the conversational traps El had prepared unnecessary, though he didn't mind the lack of effort.

"I'm glad to hear that. With everyone making such a fuss, I was starting to get worried myself."

"It’s a small village. When something happens to one person, it feels like it’s happening to all of us."

"I can see why. The idea of robbers who can take down adventurers wandering around is enough to make anyone anxious."

"Exactly. Coming all the way to a remote place like this just to steal... what a nuisance."

She had a point, but Harrison clearly saw enough value in the sacred sword to send a team for it. And according to Harold, Justus was the one pulling Harrison's strings.

It was almost certainly a part of Justus's plan to let Harrison believe he was the one commanding Harold’s group. Harold seemed to have grasped the shape of that plan as well.

Though he wouldn't share the details, the fact that Harold was willing to play along with such a dirty job suggested the stakes were incredibly high. El could infer that much from the situation, even without concrete evidence.

The key to the whole mystery was likely the sacred sword itself. El had never seen the real thing, but he knew the lore.

Deep beneath the crust of the earth, at the very core of the planet...

It was said that a massive, solidified mass of astral matter slept there. Seven legendary armaments had allegedly been carved from that very core.

Whether there was any truth to the story, or if it was even possible to reach such depths, remained a mystery. The existence of a "solid" astral body was dubious at best; most likely, it was a tall tale started by a blacksmith to inflate the value of his work, growing more exaggerated with every passing century.

However, if Justus and Harold were involved, it couldn't be dismissed as a mere fairy tale. El had already mobilized the Giffelt network to dig deeper into the legend.

Depending on what they found, the motives of the players on the board might finally become clear.

It wasn't that he intended to betray Harold, but El knew it was better to conduct this investigation in the shadows. Harold was the type to react poorly to anyone prying into his business.

Even if they hadn't built a foundation of trust yet, El needed to maintain a veneer of cooperation to keep their alliance smooth.

"Oh, looks like they’re finally finished," the nurse noted.

The door to the examination room opened, snapping El out of his thoughts.

A slightly stout man in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair stepped out. He had a kind, approachable face. Behind him followed a red-haired boy and a blonde girl. Both looked somber, but their features matched Harold’s descriptions perfectly.

There was no doubt—this was Rainer and Colette. The two people Harold viewed as the "key players" for whatever crisis was looming on the horizon.

El’s job was to support them from the shadows. To begin his infiltration of their lives, El turned toward them as their eyes met and flashed his most charming, refreshing smile.

"Hello there. My name is El. I'm just a traveling merchant of sorts."

This was the first encounter between the three individuals whose fates would soon be inextricably linked.
Chapter 79

When Colette stepped out of the hospital room with Rainer, they found someone else waiting beside the nurse—a stranger.

The newcomer, a youth with an androgynous face and a friendly, approachable smile, introduced himself as El. Colette guessed he was roughly the same age as her and Rainer, perhaps slightly younger.

El explained that he was an apprentice merchant who had arrived in the village that day. As soon as he mentioned having traveled from the direction of the neighboring town, Rainer pounced on the information.

"Did you see a pair of people in black robes on your way here!?"

At those words, the dark premonition smoldering within Colette flared into certainty. Rainer intended to hunt down the robbers who had attacked his parents and stolen the sword.

Logically, the idea was reckless. Challenging an opponent who had defeated two people—people far stronger than Rainer, who trained him daily—was nothing short of suicide. If El confirmed he had seen figures matching the description of those who attacked the Griffiths, Rainer would be off in an instant.

Colette desperately wanted El to say he hadn't seen a soul. Her silent prayer went unanswered.

"Come to think of it, my uncle did mention seeing a couple of suspicious figures while we were traveling last night. I can't say for sure if it’s the same pair, though."

"Is that true!?"

"Yeah. I’ll go ask him for the details."

Everything was falling into place far too easily.

The "uncle" El mentioned was the traveling merchant he was apprenticed to. They followed El to one of the village's few inns.

"Wait here just a second," El said before disappearing up to the second floor.

A few minutes later, he returned with a man in tow.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Uncle, these are the two I mentioned—Rainer and Colette."

"Hello there. I heard what happened. You’ve certainly had a rough time of it."

"Yes... Um, we heard you saw some suspicious figures last night. Do you remember anything about them?"

"What they were like, eh? It was dark, and I only had my night lantern, so I didn't get a perfect look... but let’s see. It was a pair of them, and even though it was the middle of the night, they had their robes pulled low over their faces."

"Anything else?"

"I think they were carrying a box—something long and thin."

"That’s them! No doubt about it!" Rainer shouted.

Two people in robes carrying a long, thin box. The description and the direction they’d fled lined up perfectly.

With the evidence mounting, there was little doubt these were the thieves. This meant Rainer’s path was now set in stone.

"I can't just sit around. I have to go after them right now...!"

"C-Calm down, Rainer!"

"She’s right," El added, backing Colette with a perfectly sensible and calm tone. "You’ll need supplies to track them, and even if you leave this second, you won't catch up to them easily."

Rainer’s temper cooled slightly at the logic, and his voice dropped an octave.

"B-But... I have to get that sword back. It’s incredibly important to me."

"Even so, it’s dangerous to go alone against people that Leona-san and the others couldn't beat."

"I know that! But are you saying I should just let them get away?"

"That’s not what I’m saying! We know what they look like and what they’re wearing. If we tell the Security Force or the Knight Order, they’ll catch them!"

"If we wait for them to move, those guys will be long gone!"

Rainer was heating up again. In response, Colette’s own voice grew sharper. Their arguments went in circles, never meeting.

A sharp clap-clap interrupted the brewing fight. El had struck his palms together.

"Let’s both take a breath. Whether you decide to pursue them or contact the Security Force, you need to move quickly. In situations like this, speed is everything."

"Ugh, I guess you’re right..."

"Actually, the Security Force probably should have been notified already. It wouldn't hurt, regardless of what you choose to do."

Colette was left speechless. She had been too confused to think that far ahead, but more than that, her mind had been paralyzed by the sheer terror of Rainer running into danger.

Ignoring Colette’s internal struggle, El pulled a pen and parchment from a large shoulder bag and gave a pleasant smile.

"I’m actually quite good at portraits. If you saw what they looked like, tell me. It might help find the culprits."



El stared at the sketch he’d just finished and let out a soft sigh.

Harold usually acted with meticulous foresight, yet El couldn't help but think he’d been surprisingly sloppy here.

The features Rainer described belonged to a young man with somewhat sunken cheeks and purplish hair. The boy’s testimony that the man’s eyes were lifeless aligned perfectly with Harold’s claim that these "dolls" lacked emotion.

If this description got out, it would undoubtedly make things difficult for Harold’s group. They couldn't keep their faces hidden twenty-four hours a day; someone like that would stand out anywhere. If they were seen, the risk of their identities being exposed would skyrocket.

It was a simple problem.

"I’ll go deliver this to the Security Force," El told the pair before parting ways. As soon as he reached a secluded spot, he stashed the sketch deep inside his bag.

This time, they had been incredibly lucky to prevent a formal report. Even El had been caught off guard; he hadn't imagined Harold would let his subordinates' faces be seen, even if it wasn't Harold himself.

While sketching, El had probed subtly and confirmed that Colette and Rainer hadn't told any other adults or the doctor that they had seen the culprits' faces.

If El suppressed this information, Harold’s risk of running into trouble would decrease. Naturally, El chose to conceal the facts.

He had already sent a messenger on horseback to Harold. If it turned out Harold had intentionally revealed their faces for some reason, El could simply file the report later.

It was more than a little tedious, but that was because Harold stubbornly refused to provide even the bare minimum of information. He likely thought there was no need—which was another way of saying he didn't trust them.

If El at least knew what Harold was trying to achieve, it would be much easier to coordinate.

But lamenting that now changed nothing. El had something more pressing on his mind.

He thought back to the argument between Rainer and Colette. Rainer wanted to hunt the thieves immediately, while Colette sought a third-party resolution through proper channels.

It didn't matter who was right. If they stayed at odds, there was a risk that Rainer would set off alone.

According to Harold, the two were supposed to pursue him as a pair. At the very least, Harold was betting on it.

What if Rainer and Colette split up?

That would be a headache. He had to find a way to make Colette follow him. He had already sent word to Harold that there was a chance the two might not stay together.

For now, he would observe them and wait for Harold’s reply.

Lost in thought, El returned to the duo, only to find Rainer missing.

"Oh? Where’s Rainer?"

"...He said he was going to get ready to chase them."

"Getting ready" likely meant weapons and gear—travel supplies. Rainer seemed fully committed to leaving immediately.

Colette, watching him go, looked miserable.

"Are you worried? About Rainer?"

"Yeah. No matter how you look at it, it’s just too dangerous..."

"I suppose. But if you feel that way, why don't you go with him?"

"I can't. I... I’m not good at fighting."

Not good at it, she’d said. That might have been the truth.

However, El noticed something on her thighs—black leather holders designed to house circular rods. They were empty now, but they were clearly weapon holsters.

Disliking combat and being unable to fight were not the same thing. If she had grown up with Rainer, it was highly likely she had received some martial arts training from his parents.

If she had such an extreme aversion to fighting despite that, was it her innate nature, or had something in her past planted that seeds of avoidance?

(The past, huh. Come to think of it, Harold spoke as if he were already acquainted with Colette and Rainer...)

The face of his employer—whose own past and identity were shrouded in mystery—flickered in El’s mind. He decided to probe a little deeper.

"Still, I wonder what kind of people would rob Rainer’s house."

"What do you mean?"

"I don't mean to be rude, but this is a tiny village far from the capital. There isn't much here worth stealing. The fact that they broke in suggests a very specific motive."

"You mean the sword? Couldn't it have been a coincidence?"

"A random pair of thieves who just happened to be stronger than Rainer’s parents, both of whom are former adventurers? That seems like an unlikely coincidence."

When coincidences stack up, they become an inevitability. This entire incident had been orchestrated.

Possessing that awareness changed how one acted. El hoped Colette and Rainer would develop a healthy sense of suspicion; they were both a bit too honest, perhaps a byproduct of being raised in the countryside.

"I guess... when you put it like that..."

"The stolen sword must have been incredibly valuable. It makes me curious."

After all, it was a legendary blade most thought was a myth. For someone like El, who was a mass of intellectual curiosity, the mystery was irresistible. If someone like Justus was using such roundabout methods to collect it, there had to be more to the story.

"Rainer’s parents found it in a dungeon back when they were adventurers."

"A dungeon? How romantic."

"You think so?"

"Of course! It’s the ultimate way to get rich quick."

To dig into Colette's past, El maintained a trivial, friendly conversation. She didn't seem to have any guard up to begin with, but he couldn't just dive into her secrets. He wouldn't get answers today or tomorrow, but they were destined to be around each other for a while. These small interactions would pay off later.

El waited with Colette for Rainer to return, filling the silence with harmless chatter. Then, seizing a moment where the conversation lulled, he spoke with feigned casualness.

"Still... robbers in black robes."

"Do you know something?"

"No. It’s just that whenever I hear about people in black robes, a certain person comes to mind."

"A certain person?"

"I wonder if you’ve heard of him, Colette. A man named Harold Stokes."

The moment the name left his lips, Colette’s expression shifted violently. That reaction alone spoke volumes about their connection. She tried to hide her agitation, but she was a pathologically bad liar.

"I-I’ve never heard of him."

"I see. He’s quite famous in the capital. He’s around the same age as you two, but they call him the kingdom’s worst villain."

Colette’s face twisted with sorrow. El continued, his eyes fixed on her.

"A traitor who tried to start a war despite being a knight. The 'Knight Killer' who left the order and slaughtered dozens of his former comrades. Those are just the highlights; there’s no shortage of stories about his cruelty."

"..."

Colette fell silent, looking down as if she couldn't bear to hear another word.

Someone who didn't know Harold would have been shocked to hear such a villain existed. Someone who hated him would have agreed with El’s assessment.

What kind of person reacted like Colette?

Only someone who knew Harold’s true essence—someone who knew he wasn't the monster the rumors claimed—would find El’s words unbearable. That meant she was one of the rare few who had experienced the clumsy, hidden kindness of a man who spoke only in barbs and sarcasm.

"Maybe the culprit this time was that Harold—"

"That’s not true! Lord Harold would never, absolutely never...!"

She choked back the rest of the sentence. It wasn't because she doubted Harold, but because she realized she had let her heart speak before her head could stop it.

But it was far too late.

Colette’s face drained of color, the expression of someone who had just let a forbidden truth slip.

"...Colette?"

"N-No. That's not... I didn't..."

She shook her head frantically, repeating her denials. She looked younger than her years—small, weak, and terrified of something.

A past so heavy she was desperate to hide it, and one in which Harold played a major role. El was now certain. He reached a conclusion that, for Colette, was nothing short of ruthless.

"I understand. I’ll act like I didn't hear a thing."

He gave her a reassuring, outward smile. Honest as she was, she was easily fooled and muttered a small thank you.

Colette had no way of knowing what El was truly thinking.

Colette Amerere. If he dug into her history, he would likely find a piece of Harold’s puzzle.

It was right then and there that El began digging into Colette’s past.
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It was at dusk on the day after he had stolen the sacred sword that El brought word. Harold, who had been planning to move under the cover of night once the sun dipped below the horizon, was deeply unsettled by the report that arrived just before his departure.

The fact that Ventus’s face had been seen was fine. It had happened that way in the Original Story as well, so it would have been more problematic if it hadn't.

The real issue was the news that "there is a high possibility that Colette will not accompany Rainer in his pursuit." According to El, Rainer was desperate to chase the culprit immediately, while Colette argued that it was too dangerous. The two were currently at a complete standstill.

Wait, what? Why? That was the first, blunt question that flashed through Harold's mind.

He scrambled to find an answer with his confused head. Until now, simply because it was how things worked in the game, he had never even considered the possibility of Rainer and Colette acting separately.

Why was such a catastrophic deviation from the original plot occurring now?

What was the difference between the Colette of the Original Story and the one in this world? Only one factor came to mind: the survival of her mother, Clara. That was everything.

What kind of change would that survival cause? In the Original Story, Colette hated Harold because her mother had been senselessly killed. It was easy to assume she used that hatred as fuel to train alongside Rainer.

But what if her mother survived? What if there was no reason to let a thirst for revenge simmer in her heart? While it wasn't a universal rule, there was nothing strange about her becoming a girl far removed from the blood-soaked world of vengeance and combat. In fact, it was the more natural outcome.

Would such a girl follow a childhood friend who intended to hunt down a dangerous thief? While that logic didn't seem to apply to the hot-headed, impulsive Rainer, any person with normal sensibilities would rely on the professionals.

Regardless of the "why," this was a major problem.

If Colette didn't follow Rainer, and a member of the Main Party dropped out, it would be a severe blow to their combat strength. Despite her adorable appearance, the Colette of the Original Story was a hardcore front-liner. Her Physical Attack Value was the third highest among all party members, and her HP and Defense stats were exceptionally high across the board.

In exchange, she was utterly hopeless with magic. Her attack spells were only effective as a damage source against weaklings, and she didn't learn a single healing spell. Even Rainer eventually learned basic recovery magic, however weak the effect was.

Utilizing her very un-girlish—or rather, muscle-brained—stats, Colette was a character who swung her tonfas around to beat her enemies into the dirt.

Furthermore, it would become impossible to predict how the flow of the Original Story would change. He had already broken Colette’s revenge event flag, so that ship had sailed, but this threatened the entire narrative structure. This was the same kind of difficult problem that had repeatedly stood in Harold’s way over the last eight years.

To keep the impact to a minimum and steer the world back toward the development he knew, he had to get Colette into the party at all costs. Even if it was only the early game, if Rainer acted solo, there was a very real chance he would end up dead.

(What do I do? El said it was a "possibility," but the fact that he went out of his way to send that information means it’s almost certainly going to happen.)

Even if it was just a "maybe," it would be too late if that "maybe" became a reality. Whether the probability was high or low, he couldn't overlook a risk of this magnitude.

He wanted to throw the problem at El and tell him to "fix it," but he couldn't. Even if he had El try to persuade Colette, this world lacked phones or email. It took too long to convey his intentions to someone so far away. No matter how he planned to handle it, he wouldn't be able to take any real measures unless he headed to Brosche Village himself.

The sun was nearly down. He was supposed to leave this town in less than an hour.

The plan he had given Ventus and Lilium was to traverse Fog Valley under the cover of night, using the mist to evade any potential pursuers, and then hit the main highway once it got light.

Those two would follow him without a single complaint even if he changed his mind at the last second, but when the report eventually reached Justus, he might be questioned as to why he changed the plan. If that mad scientist with a genius-level intellect became suspicious...

Knowing Justus, a single slip-up could be the trigger he needed to dig into and expose every secret Harold was hiding.

In that case, I just need a solid reason to act separately, Harold thought.

Given that the attackers were seen as a pair—and Ventus’s face had been clearly identified—it wasn't a stretch to suggest that witnesses might quickly pursue them. If there were pursuers, Harold could turn it into an advantage; as the third person the enemy didn't know about, he could catch them off guard and eliminate them.

Conversely, if there were no pursuers, they would simply escape. Fog Valley, with its thick mist, would greatly boost the effectiveness of an ambush from concealment. As a justification for splitting up, it wasn't particularly suspicious.

If anyone asked why he went that far, he could just say he was taking every possible precaution. If pursuers actually showed up, it would prove Harold’s judgment right, and there would be no reason for further prying.

Having reached that conclusion, Harold used the fact that they had been seen as his argument for the possibility of pursuers. Under the pretext of checking Fog Valley to eliminate any lingering threats—and killing them if they existed—he ordered Ventus and Lilium to proceed alone.

In simple terms, he just told them to wait in Fog Valley until he joined them. Naturally, the two followed the instruction without question.

With those two, he didn't have to worry about them being killed by monsters. Just in case Rainer made contact with them before Harold could return, he also issued a specific order: "Probe the opponent’s strength without killing them." That should at least lower the chances of Rainer being murdered.

After seeing them off as they left town at sunset, Harold immediately set out for Brosche Village.

There was no time. In the game, Rainer and his party set out the day after the incident. That meant they would leave sometime today, while the sun was high. Either way, they should have already started moving.

Rainer was actually on a hell of a schedule, now that Harold thought about it. The morning after a nightmare where his parents were brutalized and the family sword was stolen, he was already hunting the culprits. The kid had an incredible amount of vitality.

Then again, Harold had committed a robbery last night, returned to his inn just before dawn, and was now attempting a ten-hour round-trip midnight sprint after only a few hours of sleep. He wasn't really one to talk.

Too little time had passed between El’s report and Harold revising his plan. If he’d had a little more notice, he might have been able to rent a horse, but since that wasn't an option, he had to rely on his own feet.

After pushing forward at a near-run for several dozen minutes, Harold’s ears caught a sound.

The dull ring of metal and the low growl of a beast. It was nothing unusual—just someone fighting a monster.

Even though he was in a hurry, the monsters around here were weak enough that he could kill them in passing without slowing down. It looked like the fight was happening right on his path; thinking he might lend a hand if the person was in a pinch, Harold drew closer. That was when he saw the person's identity.

Flaming red hair and a familiar voice. The one fighting the monster was the Protagonist of this world, Rainer.

Harold narrowly suppressed the urge to shout, Are you kidding me?! Fortunately, between Rainer’s focus on the battle and the surrounding darkness, Harold hadn't been noticed.

Taking advantage of the situation, Harold observed the fight. Part of it was that the monster wasn't strong, but Rainer’s movements were solid. It didn't look like he would lose.

He had some minor injuries, but nothing fatal. They were likely just scratches from other fights on his way here.

After hesitating for a moment, Harold decided to bypass Rainer.

Rainer wouldn't lose to this monster on his own, and the next town was a stone's throw away; he wasn't likely to encounter anything stronger.

More importantly, Harold was already acquainted with Rainer. Rainer was an incredibly friendly kid, and meeting him here would inevitably lead to a friendly, time-consuming conversation. Harold couldn't afford to lose a single second, so he needed to avoid contact.

And so, as a small token of concern, Harold left a few recovery items on the path Rainer would take after finishing the fight and vanished into the night. It was his version of consideration.

Several hours later, as midnight approached and the date was about to change, Harold finally arrived at Brosche Village.

He spotted a figure standing by the gate at the village entrance. It was El, waiting in the darkness. Apparently, he had anticipated Harold’s arrival.

"You're quite fast," El remarked.

"Tell me the situation."

"Rainer left by himself. It seems your prediction was off, Harold."

"...What about Colette?"

"She seemed to be agonizing over it, but I didn't see any sign of her following him."

El provided the information Harold needed without hesitation. Then you should have persuaded her, Harold thought, though he knew he was being selfish.

Harold’s own lack of foresight had caused this mess, and it was cruel to expect that much of El, who didn't know the full story. Besides, El was already fulfilling his primary objective: making contact with Rainer and Colette.

He would have to fix his own mistake.

"Get two horses ready. The ones you people are using now will do."

"By when?"

"Within the hour."

"Understood."

El’s ready agreement to the sudden demand was reliable. It helped that he didn't pry. Furthermore, Harold asked him to send a specific instruction to the personnel back in the town where he had been staying.

When El agreed to that as well, Harold felt a surge of resolve to eventually repay El’s selfless cooperation with results.

After parting ways with El, Harold went to find Rainer’s house. He had heard that Colette’s new home was right next door. Previously, Zen—who had been checking on the village periodically out of concern for Colette—had reported that they were "getting along well with the neighbors." When Harold had casually probed for the neighbor’s identity and heard the phrase "a red-haired boy," he had been inwardly ecstatic.

Recalling that, Harold navigated the village—which was much larger than the game map—using the moonlight to follow familiar landmarks. If she hadn't followed Rainer, Colette would be at home.

Eventually, the house he was looking for came into view. It was a two-story home he had seen many times, with a wooden storehouse beside it. Diagonally across from it sat a single-story house. There were no other houses nearby that could be considered "neighbors." This had to be where Colette and Clara lived.

No light leaked from the windows; they were likely asleep. Feeling slightly guilty, Harold knocked forcefully on the door. A heavy thud-thud echoed through the night.

After a long silence, he sensed movement on the other side. But the door didn't open.

(Well, of course they're on guard if someone knocks at this hour. It’s just a mother and daughter, after all.)

Knowing Colette's strength in the game, he didn't think she would lose to a common thug, but that wasn't the point. Especially not when a robbery had happened next door just the night before.

Still, Harold couldn't back down, and he didn't want to keep scaring them.

"Is anyone there? I have questions regarding the robbery last night."

He tried to signal that he wasn't a thief, but his words weren't enough to earn their trust. The door remained shut.

Harold let out a sigh. It was time for his trump card.

Even if his reputation was terrible, surely they would welcome their savior. With that thought, he introduced himself in a deliberate, commanding tone loud enough for the person inside to hear.

"I know you're in there. If you intend to defy me, Harold Stokes, then you had better be prepared—"

He didn't finish the threat. The door was flung open with such force he nearly collided with it.

He could see the panic in her movements and the shock on her face. Colette’s mother, Clara, stared at Harold. Her eyes widened in astonishment, and then tears began to well in their corners.

As if desperately fighting back the emotions flooding her heart, Clara bowed her head deeply.

"It has been a long time, Lord Harold...!"
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Clara was weeping. Though she didn't let out a sob, tears spilled through the cracks of the fingers covering her face, streaming down her cheeks to dampen the ground drop by drop. She was utterly overcome.

Harold stood before her, completely taken aback.

Given that he had saved the lives of both Clara and her daughter, Colette, it was a perfectly logical reaction for her to be moved to tears of gratitude.

However, Harold felt a lingering sense of guilt over the whole ordeal. While it wasn't exactly a case of arson-and-extinguish, the entire incident had been sparked by his own carelessness and the baseless accusations of the Stokes couple. Clara had been entirely blameless, yet she and her daughter had been forced into exile. Because of that history, being thanked to the point of tears made Harold feel more apologetic than anything else.

Furthermore, it had been nearly eight years since he had taken over Harold’s life. In that time, the emotions people directed at him were almost exclusively fear or disgust. He had long since grown accustomed to those two options.

That was precisely why he was at a loss for how to handle someone thrusting their gratitude so openly at him. Objectively speaking, however, he knew the situation looked terrible. A man making a widow cry on her doorstep in the middle of the night was practically an invitation for a police report.

For now, he had to calm her down and get her to take him inside.

"How long do you intend to stand there like that? I told you, I have questions."

"M-my apologies. I know I must look a fright, but please, come inside."

She led him into a modest, single-story wooden house. A lamp was lit, its glow illuminating an interior that was certainly humble compared to the luxury Harold usually lived in. Yet, the compact, tidy living space felt comfortable; Harold, who still hadn't shed his commoner sensibilities after all these years, found nothing about it unpleasant.

More importantly, the immediate issue was the girl peeking at him from the shadows—Colette, whose striking blonde hair was a perfect match for her mother’s.

"Colette, Lord Harold has arrived. Come greet him."

"I-it has been a long time, Lord Harold..."

Colette bowed her head timidly. It was their first reunion in five years, and as expected, she had grown into a strikingly beautiful girl. She looked exactly as she did in the game Harold remembered.

The last time they had met was at the Delphit fighting tournament. Because he had wanted her to grow stronger, he had lashed out at her with harsh words; it seemed those words still lingered, as she appeared quite frightened.

"Colette, was it? You sit down, too."

Without leaving room for protest, he saw to it that she took a seat. The Amarelle mother and daughter sat at the small table, with Harold facing them. He took a sip of the tea Clara served—accompanied by a nervous "I'm not sure if it will be to your taste"—and began to address the matter at hand.

"I heard a thief broke into the house next door last night. Is that true?"

"Yes."

"How many were there?"

"I heard there were two of them."

"Did anyone see what they looked like?"

"The Griffiths, the owners of the house, and their son, Rainer-kun. As far as I know, those are the only three. The rumor is they wore black robes to hide their faces."

"The house next door seemed empty just now."

"The couple was attacked and is currently in the clinic. Rainer-kun left the village after noon today to pursue the culprits..."

Harold cross-referenced his own information with the facts Clara knew. There were no major discrepancies. Naturally, it seemed they had no leads on the culprits yet.

Relieved by that, Harold turned his gaze toward Colette, who had remained silent.

"This Rainer who went after them—he’s that red-head, isn't he?"

"Y-yes."

The description clearly landed. Colette nodded, still looking terrified.

He felt a twinge of guilt, but he deliberately spoke words meant to stoke her anxiety.

"If my intuition is correct, he's going to die."

Colette and Clara both gasped. To have it stated so bluntly was clearly a shock.

But this wasn't a mere threat. If Rainer acted alone and engaged Ventus and the others, his current strength made defeat almost certain. And in this world, defeat wasn't a "Continue?" screen; it was practically synonymous with death.

Even though he had ordered Ventus and Lilium not to kill, accidents were a constant in combat. Therefore, Harold wanted Colette to follow Rainer immediately—ideally, this very second.

To achieve that, Harold decided his best course of action was to light a fire under her.

"Based on the witness reports, the culprits are likely a group of thieves called 'Trinity' that has been terrorizing the Royal Capital lately. They’re a dangerous lot—every one of them is highly skilled in combat. Even when caught in the act, they’ve managed to cut their way out and escape."

This was, of course, a complete fabrication. No such group existed. It was just a plausible-sounding name and backstory Harold had improvised. Since the trio in the game didn't have a collective name, he’d had to invent one.

Colette and Clara, however, had no way of knowing that. Their faces turned pale. The lie was so effective that they didn't even stop to wonder why Harold was chasing such dangerous criminals. He hoped they’d keep overlooking that detail.

"No..."

The grief of potentially losing Rainer and the regret of not stopping him by force were palpable in Colette’s voice.

Harold ignored the pang in his chest and turned back to Clara.

"So, which way did they go?"

"Toward the neighboring town... to the west."

"Hmph. Then it would be more prudent to return to the Royal Capital and gather a proper force."

"A-aren't you going after them?"

Exactly as planned, Colette bit.

From her perspective, she wanted him to charge off and save Rainer. He understood that, but if he did, Colette would never leave the village to follow Rainer. Conversely, if he took her with him, the timing for her to officially join Rainer’s party would become incredibly complicated.

Worse, he might accidentally reveal that he was the mastermind behind the whole thing.

"Not immediately. Capturing Trinity requires preparation."

"But Rainer will—!"

"You want me to risk my life for that brat? Is that what you're saying?"

He deliberately chose cruel words to shut down the option of her relying on him.

"T-that’s not..."

"Oh? Then what do you mean?"

"..."

Colette bit her lip and looked down, unable to find a retort.

Harold pressed on, lecturing her.

"Those men will kill for a prize. Their strength is the real deal. Are you telling me to hunt them down just for your personal convenience?"

"But... because, Lord Harold, you’re strong..."

"Yes, I could certainly win."

"Then—!"

"I told you, there are multiple opponents. There is no point in catching one if the others escape. That means I need more men to corner them. Can you guarantee their lives? If you're willing to take full responsibility for what happens to them, I’ll leave this instant."

Being right wasn't always the same as being "correct." He felt like he'd heard that somewhere before, and this was the perfect example. Even if he was a hundred percent right logically, was crushing a young girl’s hope really the right choice?

Then again, he was being so unreasonable that "logical" was a stretch. Even while berating himself internally, Harold didn't let his mask slip.

"Don't be soft, Colette. 'Relying' on someone is not the same as 'depending' on them."

"Huh...?"

"『I thought you had learned firsthand how powerless it is to be weak. But if you still choose the path of living as a weakling, do as you please.』"

He repeated the words he had spat at her five years ago.

Relying on others was fine. Families, friends, and comrades were built on mutual support.

But Colette was being coddled, and she was leaning on that. Doing nothing herself and simply expecting others to solve her problems was fundamentally wrong. As Kazuki Hirasawa, a man who had spent eight years carrying a secret he couldn't share and a constant fear of death—yet still kept fighting—he wanted to tell her to try harder.

Of course, he knew that was a horribly selfish thing to demand.

"I don't know if you even remember that, but is this the result of your survival? How pathetic."

"っ!"

Her chair clattered as she stood. Breaking away from Clara’s attempt to stop her, Colette fled the house, unable to bear Harold’s verbal assault any longer. Was that a glint of tears he saw reflecting in the darkness?

Silence fell between Harold and Clara.

(...I might have gone too far.)

He had a reputation for his mouth running away with him. When even he, the one supposed to be keeping himself in check, got heated, this was the result.

While breaking out in a cold sweat internally, he finished the now-cooling tea. In any case, he was out of time.

Even with the horse he’d arranged through El, if he didn't leave Brosche Village soon, he wouldn't reach the neighboring town before daybreak. If that happened, Rainer would charge into Fog Valley entirely alone. Harold needed to leave now to act as a secret safety net.

"Clara."

"...Yes."

"If Colette says she’s going after Rainer, do not stop her."

"...Why? If things are as dangerous as you say, Lord Harold, as her mother, I have no choice but to stop her."

A perfectly valid point.

But he had to get her to agree. If this didn't work, he’d have to get El to stir things up, but Clara would still be the final hurdle.

He offered a justification that sounded like something "Harold" would say.

"Hmph. Like mother, like daughter. You haven't changed a bit, either."

"What do you mean...?"

"Your foolishness in being paralyzed by meaningless anxieties."

"Could it be... Lord Harold, do you intend to protect her from the shadows?"

He didn't mean to go that far, but he did intend to spare no effort in supporting her to ensure the story stayed on track. For Colette, that was likely her best chance at survival.

If Justus's plan succeeded, almost everyone would die. Colette, as a member of the protagonist's party working to stop that plan, would only find a path to life by walking through the valley of the shadow of death.

"I’m finished here. Consider my presence here a secret."

With that, Harold left the house.

Three hours remained until dawn.



The spring air had warmed, but the night breeze still had a bite to it—especially for someone who had run out of the house in thin clothes.

Yet Colette felt no desire to go back.

“‘Relying’ on someone is not the same as ‘depending’ on them.”

“I thought you had learned firsthand how powerless it is to be weak. But if you still choose the path of living as a weakling, do as you please.”

Harold's biting words echoed in her mind.

She was angry at the way he spoke. She was frustrated that she couldn't argue back. But most of all, she felt miserable that she had been so satisfied with her life that she’d ignored his warning and failed to grow. She regretted every day she had spent doing nothing.

Colette looked up at the stars and fought back tears, wondering how it had all gone so wrong.

Until yesterday, her life had been modest, but happy. She had her mother, her best friend, and not a single worry in the world.

That normalcy had shattered in an instant. All she had left was a mountain of regret and her own powerlessness. Was this what Harold had feared five years ago?

Powerless and aimless, Colette wandered. Every corner of the village was filled with memories of Rainer. She hadn't realized how precious those mundane moments were until they were gone.

"Oh, is that you, Colette?"

Suddenly, a voice drifted on the wind. She turned to see El, wearing the same easy smile he’d had all day.

Without realizing it, she had walked all the way to the West Gate. She couldn't even remember the route she’d taken.

"What are you doing out here so late? You're barely dressed for the cold."

She couldn't bring herself to say she’d been lashed for her own stupidity and had run away.

She dodged the question and asked one of her own.

"A lot happened. What about you, El? Why do you have a horse?"

"Oh, this? Some scary guy woke me up earlier. Said he’d ridden his horse to death and needed a new one immediately."

"A scary guy?"

"Yeah. Red eyes, about your age. His stare was so intense I ended up selling it to him on the spot."

Colette knew exactly who that "scary guy" was. It was Harold. Based on the timing, he must have rushed to the village at an incredible speed.

And now, he was heading for the Royal Capital...

"Wait..."

Colette noticed something strange. If El had sold a horse to Harold, why was El coming from the West Gate—the way to the neighboring town—instead of the East Gate, which led to the Capital?

"Is something wrong?"

She had to ask.

"El, which way did that man go?"

"West. He seemed to be in a real hurry to reach the next town. Must have been something urgent."

Why? The question swirled in her mind.

Harold had said he was going back to the Royal Capital. He had said chasing Trinity alone was dangerous and pointless.

So why was he heading west—the opposite direction—in the middle of the night, going so far as to rouse a merchant for a fresh horse?

(Is he... going to save Rainer?)

The hopeful thought bubbled up. But Harold had explicitly said he wouldn't. There was no reason to believe he would.

And yet, she couldn't dismiss it.

She remembered the story Clara had told her a dozen times—the truth of how Harold had saved them.

How he had lied to his parents to hide Clara in a dungeon while he prepared a plan.

How he had pestered his father for money for a sword, only to give that massive sum to them for free.

How, when a knight asked if he’d be able to buy a sword without the money, he’d snapped, "Are you an idiot? I'll just pick up some cheap piece of junk."

How he had accepted being branded a murderer, putting his own life on the line to ensure their survival remained a secret.

"...I really am an idiot."

She knew his kindness was never straightforward.

She knew his harshness was just the mask he wore for his compassion.

She knew, deep in her soul, that he was an incredibly kind person.

She knew that when he lied, it was always to save someone else at the cost of his own heart.

He’d said he wouldn't chase Rainer. Then why was he galloping west right now?

Even his reputation... maybe he’d taken that on himself, too. He was the kind of person who would stain his own name if it meant saving another.

She remembered the rest of his words from five years ago.

“I thought you had learned firsthand how powerless it is to be weak. But if you still choose the path of living as a weakling, do as you please.”

There had been more. He had followed it with, "It's none of my concern." She remembered every syllable.

Now, she realized that was the biggest lie of all.

(It was never 'none of his concern.' Lord Harold has been watching over us this whole time...)

He had never visited, but Colette knew that the knight who had brought them here sometimes watched them from a distance. Not once or twice, but regularly.

He must have been reporting back to Harold.

Perhaps Harold had seen how stagnant they had become and felt a sense of crisis. That was why he had been so cruel when they finally met again.

She hadn't seen it. Worse, she had felt a flash of anger toward him for "abandoning" Rainer.

Regret, shame, and a sense of her own pathetic behavior crashed over her.

Harold was doing so much, and what was she doing? Crouching in the dark and feeling sorry for herself helped no one.

It wouldn't save Rainer, and it wouldn't answer Harold's faith in her.

"—I have to go."

She turned back to the village to gather her gear.

El called out to her.

"Going after the scary guy?"

"Yes."

"I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but catching a galloping horse on foot is a bit of a stretch."

It was a cold, hard, realistic truth.

But it didn't matter. It was no longer a reason to stop. She felt that if she gave up here, something—something important—would truly end.

"I’m going anyway."

"I see. Well, just as a little monologue to myself... that scary guy was in such a hurry he paid way too much. Enough for two horses, actually. Now I’ve got this extra horse I brought out for him to choose from, and it’s just going to go to waste."

"Eh?"

"But if I take this extra money home, my boss might think I swindled a customer. I guess I’ll just tie the spare horse up here and leave it. It’d be a shame if someone just happened to take it, but what can I do? I’ve already got the money for two horses in my pocket, fair and square."

"Yes, yes. Such a shame. A real tragedy."

Repeating his deadpan monologue, El disappeared toward his inn. Left behind was Colette in her nightgown and a swift horse tied to the gatepost.

Colette bowed deeply to El’s retreating figure.

"Thank you, El."

"I have no idea what you're talking about, but I’ll take the thanks anyway!"

His shrug was so exaggerated it made her let out a small laugh. The horse snorted as if it, too, understood the game they were playing.

There were less than two hours left until dawn.
Chapter 82

The carriage rattled as it rolled along. To an outside observer, El seemed to be staring blankly into space, but in reality, he was sifting through the massive amount of information he had gathered, trying to divine the intentions behind Harold’s recent actions.

His primary objective was likely to ensure that Rainer and Colette were the ones to recover the Sacred Sword stolen on Harrison’s orders. Judging by Harold’s behavior, there was a very high probability that the two of them had to be a pair. Otherwise, it was hard to imagine why he would have taken such a circuitous route.

If necessary, Harold could have simply abandoned the hesitating Colette, staged a convincing performance, and sent a member of Frieri to accompany Rainer instead. However, Harold had seemingly refused to even consider that option from the start.

Did it have to be those two specifically, or was Colette the indispensable factor? While El couldn't be certain which it was, he suspected the truth lay somewhere between those two choices.

This theory was supported by the things Harold had said beforehand. He knew Rainer and Colette were in Brosche Village. Furthermore, based on the reactions of everyone involved, it was now certain that Harold and Colette were old acquaintances.

He might even be acquainted with Rainer as well.

This realization naturally led to a pressing question: Was their past connection simply a convenient reason to make them pursue him, or...

Did he establish contact with them years ago specifically so they would pursue him now?

As long as the circumstances of Rainer and Colette—and the true nature of the relationship between the three of them—remained a mystery, this was nothing more than speculation.

Speaking from his own subjective perspective, El hadn’t sensed anything particularly special about Rainer or Colette at first. They seemed like a simple, naive boy and girl from the countryside, the kind one could find anywhere. That had been his initial impression.

However, that impression had been shattered at the very end.

He didn't know what Harold had whispered to her, but the moment Colette resolved to follow Rainer, her eyes burned with a fierce will. Facing her in that moment, El had been momentarily overwhelmed by the undeniable presence she exuded.

It was precisely because El had encountered so many legends and masters that he recognized it. That was the quality of a hero—a spark possessed only by those with a special Natural Talent. A mere village girl should not have been capable of projecting such an aura.

Therefore, El was convinced: there was something about Colette. And Harold clearly understood this. He had likely known it for a very long time.

As for the mystery of Harold and Colette’s past, it had unraveled much more easily than El had expected.

The reason was simple: though they were in different territories, Brosche Village sat directly adjacent to the Stokes Territory ruled by Harold’s family. As soon as El had directed the available Frieri personnel and his own Giffelt information network to investigate, the answer had surfaced almost immediately.

The ease with which he found the information made El wonder if Harold had even bothered to hide it, but regardless, the truth of their relationship was clear: Harold was the benefactor who had saved her life.

Among the residents of the Stokes Territory, it was common knowledge that eight years ago, Harold had personally murdered his servant, Clara, and her daughter, Colette. But that was a fabrication.

The proof, quite obviously, was that the two of them were still alive.

The moment El had suggested that the thief who robbed Rainer’s house looked like the notorious Harold Stokes, Colette had vehemently denied it. She insisted he wasn't that kind of person—this, coming from the same girl who had claimed just moments prior that she "didn't know any such person."

The look of "I've said too much" that immediately crossed her face confirmed it. Colette was in a position where she had to keep the fact that Harold had saved them a secret.

Given the circumstances, Harold must have been the one to issue those strict orders. Because of that incident, he had been branded a murderer. It was likely the origin point of the countless foul rumors that trailed him.

Yet, there was no record of Harold ever denying the accusations. That man, a literal personification of pride, had willingly accepted the stigma of a groundless crime, likely to ensure their survival remained hidden at any cost. He had even gone out of his way to smuggle them out of the Stokes Territory to a place where no one would recognize them.

While several motives for this could be imagined, El focused on what happened next.

A household consisting of only a mother and daughter. At the time, Clara had been saved, but she had lost her livelihood, and Colette was only nine years old—too young to work. They should have been in dire financial straits.

And yet, while they lived modestly, they showed no signs of poverty. The clincher was the fact that they "bought" their small, sturdy, single-story house. They weren't renting; they owned it. Furthermore, they had paid for it in a single lump sum immediately upon arriving in the village.

Unless one was a high-ranking butler serving a direct master, the wages of a common servant like Clara were a pittance. It was nearly impossible for someone in her position to save enough for a lump-sum house purchase.

So, where did the money come from? Based on the behavior of those two, it was obvious that Harold was the source.

In essence, Harold had saved their lives, accepted the brand of a murderer, and then provided them with the funds to live comfortably. It was an act of salvation through self-sacrifice that was diametrically opposed to his usual arrogant persona.

Regardless of Harold's true personality, it meant that, to him, saving Clara and Colette was worth that much effort.

And if that "value" came from the fact that he had already recognized the Natural Talent El had glimpsed in Colette...

The thought sent a chill down El’s spine.

Was it possible that saving Clara and Colette was a move the ten-year-old Harold had made to set the stage for this moment eight years later? It was a ridiculous hypothesis.

Events and people shouldn't move so perfectly according to plan. Yet, when El considered Harold’s history, he couldn't dismiss it. He felt this way because this wasn't the first time Harold had taken actions that seemed impossibly far-sighted.

In retrospect, there were other anomalies. The most prominent was the battle in the Bertis Forest.

A tragedy where the Sarian Empire crossed the mountains to invade the Liber Kingdom, resulting in over a hundred casualties among the Knight Order and the local Stella Clan. During that conflict, Harold had been imprisoned on suspicion of being a spy.

The suspicion arose because Harold had been caught wearing a Sarian Imperial uniform.

However—though this information was not public—Harold had actually defeated the Imperial Army’s Major General, the mage Ritzelt, during that battle. A true spy would never have done such a thing.

But what if Harold wasn't a spy? What if he had intentionally dressed as the enemy to clarify the threat to the Knight Order? Indeed, Cody, Harold’s superior at the time, had argued that Harold's actions were the primary reason the casualties had been kept so low.

If Harold had disguised himself to sow chaos among the Imperial forces with the sole objective of assassinating Ritzelt from the start...

That would mean Harold had known about the invasion before it happened. Normally, one would simply assume he had an incredible information network. But Harold wasn't normal, and to achieve those results, he needed to meet a specific prerequisite: he had to be a member of the Knight Order.

And it was vital to remember that Harold had knocked on the doors of the Knight Order at the age of thirteen—the youngest recruit in history, joining before he had even reached the minimum age. That wasn't an accident; it was a move made with clear, deliberate intent.

If the goal of joining the Order at thirteen was specifically to participate in the battle of the Bertis Forest, just how far back did Harold’s "from the start" actually go?

Even with immense talent, it took more than a year or two to build the strength necessary to enlist at thirteen.

That meant Harold might have known the battle was coming years in advance. He knew about a surprise invasion that had lacked any discernible omens until the moment it began.

"...Just kidding. I'm definitely overthinking this."

El muttered the words to himself, almost as a reflex. If his absurd hypothesis were true, it would transcend the realm of having a good information network or being a brilliant strategist.

But even as he spoke the denial, his own voice sounded hollow.

There was still one more mystery—the greatest one of all concerning Harold.

Why had Harold been so certain that El was a Giffelt when he had provided almost no evidence? If Harold had merely been suspicious or testing him, it might make sense. But arriving at that conclusion after only a couple of days and a handful of conversations should have been impossible.

Then there was his knowledge of the Stellar Memory. The Giffelt clan had spent centuries chasing that "something"—the truth of the world, containing all of creation. Its form and location were entirely unknown.

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say the Giffelt existed solely to find it. Yet Harold not only knew it existed, but he might very well know where it was.

Yes, Harold knew things. He knew far too much that should have been impossible to know.

He knew about the Giffelt, the Stellar Memory, and the unpredictable invasion. He knew about the secret treasures like the Sacred Sword and Harrison’s secret orders. And he likely knew what was coming next for this world.

Judging by how Colette’s unexpected hesitation had forced his hand, and his struggle to deal with Justus, his foresight clearly wasn't perfect. His power was likely limited.

But even if it was limited, Harold likely possessed it.

"The power to see the future... Future Prediction, is it?"

El finally whispered the words aloud in the privacy of the carriage.

If he said such a thing to anyone else, they would laugh at him. He had no proof; it was simply the only explanation that fit the facts.

Yet, the more he analyzed Harold’s behavior, the more impossible it became to deny.

El couldn't help but wonder: If his theory was correct, just how far into the future could Harold see? And what exactly was he trying to achieve with that power?



Author's Note: This scene covers El's deductions which didn't fit into the previous chapter. I decided to split it as it would have exceeded 10,000 characters otherwise.
Chapter 83

"Dammit, I can’t see a thing...!"

Rainer cursed the abysmal visibility. Between the dim light and the suffocating mist, he could barely see more than a few meters ahead.

He had sprinted out of Brosche Village around noon the previous day. Since then, he had pushed onward toward Fog Valley with almost no rest. He had chosen this destination because of a conversation he’d overheard at a diner. He’d only stopped there because his stomach had finally forced him to, and the men at the next table happened to be talking.

“Did you see those guys in black earlier? What was that all about?”

“Who knows? But heading into Fog Valley at this hour... that’s not normal.”

Suspicious people in black. At those keywords, Rainer had abandoned his meal and practically lunged at the men, demanding to know everything they had seen.

Taken aback by his intensity, the men had shared what little they knew: about an hour ago, just before sunset, they had spotted a pair in black robes entering Fog Valley.

True to its name, Fog Valley was a place where the mist hung so thick that visibility was poor even at high noon. Once the sun went down, the valley was swallowed by a total darkness that even the moonlight couldn't pierce. Between the jagged rocks and the treacherous footing, no sane person entered the valley at night.

As soon as he heard the story, Rainer had bolted from the shop. His destination, naturally, was Fog Valley.

He had no hard proof, but considering the timing and the circumstances, there was a high probability the duo were the culprits.

Driven by reckless determination, Rainer had charged into the lightless canyon, only to find his progress slowed to a crawl by the terrain and the blinding mist. By the time the sky finally began to pale, the fatigue of walking through the night had settled into his bones, and his pace had become sluggish.

Exhaustion finally took its toll. Rainer sat down on a nearby rock, taking long, deep breaths to steady himself. He wondered how much longer it would take to catch up.

According to the men at the diner, the culprits had entered the valley only an hour or two before him. He’d assumed that if he hurried without resting, he would catch them in no time, yet there had been no sign of them.

Rainer flopped onto his back on the rock. If he didn't take a short break now, he wouldn't have the strength left to fight.

In the heavy silence, the only sounds were his own ragged breathing and the thumping of his heart. As he inhaled the crisp morning air, his mind slowly began to clear. His racing pulse settled, and the irritation and anxiety that had frayed his nerves began to subside.

He hadn't forgiven the thieves, but the desperate impatience that had been clawing at him finally began to cool.

That’s right, don’t rush. I’m definitely closing in.

Rainer’s parents, who had trained him in the way of the sword, were constantly warning him about his temperament. He had a tendency to let his blood run too hot. When he focused on one thing, he developed a bad habit of losing sight of his surroundings. In a fair, one-on-one duel, that focus was a strength, but against trickery or multiple foes, it left him wide open.

That was why his parents constantly told him to maintain a wide field of vision. He’d heard it so often his ears were calloused: to see clearly, he had to keep his heart calm.

To be honest, it was his weakest area. But that was exactly why he knew he would become stronger if he could overcome it. Determined to master himself, Rainer had faced his mental training head-on, trying to learn how to force himself into a state of calm whenever he felt his emotions rising.

It was an admirable goal, but humans have their natural inclinations for a reason. Some weaknesses aren't easily mended.

Suddenly, Rainer’s consciousness snapped awake. He realized with a jolt that he must have drifted off.

The sun felt strangely high. Although the thick mist blocked his view of the sky, he could gauge the sun’s approximate position by the way the light filtered through the haze. The sun, which should have only just begun its ascent, was already well into the sky.

"...Wait, oh crap! I fell asleep!"

Fatigue had clearly played its part, but the clear, tranquil air had also acted as a lullaby, making him forget the discomfort of his jagged stone bed.

The biggest reason, however, was that Rainer’s mental control was so abysmal that every time he tried to "calm his heart," he ended up taking a nap instead. To be able to fall into a deep sleep in such a high-stakes situation suggested he had nerves of steel—or was just incredibly dense.

He scrambled to his feet. He had no way of knowing the exact time, but judging by the air, it was likely still early morning. Or so he hoped.

He’d been out for maybe thirty minutes, an hour at most? Either way, it was a longer break than he had intended. He had to resume the pursuit immediately.

Berating himself for the blunder, Rainer picked up the pace.

In hindsight, the unexpected rest wasn't all bad. His body was refreshed, and because he had been navigating the pre-dawn gloom, his eyes had adjusted. Now that the sun was up, even with the thick mist, Fog Valley felt much easier to navigate. The visibility was still poor, but the increased light made it far easier to see.

After tracking for a while longer, Rainer finally spotted a pair of figures.

Suppressing the urge to charge in immediately, he ducked behind a rock to observe. Through the dense fog, he could just barely make out two people. He couldn't tell if they were carrying the box for the Sacred Sword, however.

Watching his footing and moving silently, he closed the distance.

The pair showed no signs of moving. They weren't even talking. Perhaps they were resting as well.

This is it. If I catch them off guard, I can take it back.

He held his breath and steadied his nerves. The moment his body and mind aligned, Rainer lunged without a second of hesitation.

He crossed the distance in a blur, his speed ignoring the treacherous terrain. He was only a few meters away when they finally sensed him and moved.

The sight of a long spear confirmed it. Rainer accelerated even more.

He struck first.

When facing a long-reach weapon, get inside their guard and crush the distance!

Faithfully following his parents' teachings, he closed in before the spearman could effectively swing his weapon.

However, the opponent was no amateur. Even caught off guard, the man managed to bring the hard shaft of the spear up to block the strike.

If Rainer stopped now, he’d lose. From what he’d seen the night before, these people were more skilled than he was, and they had the advantage of numbers. His only path to victory was to end this before they could bring those advantages to bear. That was the whole point of the ambush.

Rainer threw his entire weight onto the sword biting into the spear’s shaft. Instead of parrying, the man planted his feet and braced for a contest of raw strength.

It was a logical choice. If he could hold Rainer for just a few seconds, his partner could strike Rainer down while he was occupied. Rainer had to neutralize the spearman before that happened.

Keeping the pressure on his sword, Rainer slammed his right foot upward into the spear’s shaft.

Rainer’s weight was pressing down from above, the spearman was pushing up from below, and then came the force of the kick. Caught between opposing forces, the spear snapped in half with a loud crack.

Stunned by the unexpected turn of events, the spearman stiffened. Rainer didn't waste the opening. Without breaking the momentum of his kick, he slid his leg through the air and struck the man across the face.

The force of the kick had been mostly spent on the spear, so it didn't do much damage. However, it sent the man stumbling to the left. At the same time, Rainer leaped to the right, putting distance between himself and the man, as well as the dual-wielder who was closing in from the other side. The spearman’s stumble blocked the dual-wielder’s path for a fraction of a second, forcing them to detour.

It was a delay of barely a second, but it was all the time Rainer needed.

"『Fire Dragon』!"

A crimson dragon manifested from Rainer’s blade. The high-temperature flames, shaped like a serpent, surged forward to swallow the dual-wielder... or so it seemed.

"Guess it won't be that easy..."

The dual-wielder simply leaped. With that single movement, they narrowly evaded the Fire Dragon.

The dual-wielder was faster than Rainer and could land more hits. If they closed the distance, Rainer wouldn't be able to keep up. That was why he couldn't let them get close; he had to fight outside their range. That was why he’d used his longest-reaching attack. To be honest, he’d hoped to end the fight right there.

Distance was everything in a fight. Being able to control the range—fighting at the distance where you were strongest—could bridge the gap in raw ability and decide the winner.

That was why he’d tried to pick them off one by one, neutralizing their individual strengths.

But reality rarely went according to plan. The Fire Dragon had been dodged, and his opponents were regaining their footing. Even with the spear broken, facing the dual-wielder head-on was a daunting task for Rainer. And the stolen sword was still in their possession.

He couldn't win.

Rainer shook off the weak thought, a smile spreading across his face that was entirely out of place for the situation.

He remembered that day five years ago. It was the first time he had been utterly defeated by someone other than his parents—and someone close to his own age, no less.

It had been humiliating. He had vowed to settle the score one day. Ever since then, that person had been his goal.

The back of his rival, Harold.

"Compared to Harold, a guy like you is practically standing still!"

The Harold he had fought five years ago was much faster. Harold was much stronger than this dual-wielder.

Rainer had kept that image in his mind, chasing after it every single day. All so he could eventually beat him. So he could stand as an equal to the boy who was both his rival and his friend.

"I’m not losing here. Harold would never let me hear the end of it!"

Harold was undoubtedly even stronger now than he was five years ago. If Rainer intended to surpass a man like that, how could he struggle against the enemies in front of him? He pumped himself up, feeling power surge from deep within his body.

He would win, and he would take back that sword.

With that resolve burning in his eyes, Rainer faced his superior opponents without a hint of fear. He let out a short, sharp breath and roared.

"Let’s go!"

His scream echoed through the mist-shrouded valley.
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Harold forced his feet to remain rooted to the spot, watching the fierce clash of blades unfold. Even as a fretful impatience gnawed at him, he offered a silent prayer for Rainer’s safety. Just hold on a little longer, he urged.

It had been five years since Harold last saw Rainer fight. As things stood, the boy was still a step behind Ventus and Lilium. The fact that he was holding his own against the two of them at once was, in truth, an impressive feat.

But Rainer still couldn't win. The gap in their raw stats was gradually beginning to manifest.

The only reason Rainer hadn't been overwhelmed yet was that both his opponents had limited reach: Lilium by her very nature, and Ventus because he was forced to wield a shattered spear.

Rainer seemed to have realized he couldn't win in close quarters; he was maneuvering skillfully, utilizing long-range attacks to keep them at bay. It was a surprisingly technical style of combat, one Harold wouldn't have expected from the boy’s reckless, headstrong behavior in the game. He was clearly squeezing every ounce of utility out of his current kit.

Even so, it wasn't enough. Rainer could put up a fight, but he couldn't seize victory. Even as the Original Protagonist, if he was too weak—if he lacked the necessary pieces—defeat was inevitable.

Conversely, however, if he were strong enough, if he had the piece he lacked, Rainer could win. And Harold knew exactly what that piece was.

That was why he had guided her here. To deliver the final element that would grant Rainer victory.

(She made it!)

Harold’s right hand clenched into a tight, hidden fist as he confirmed the silhouette of the girl—Colette—tearing through the dense fog to charge Lilium at the absolute last second.

◇

It’s over.

That was the thought crossing Rainer’s mind when a voice that shouldn't have been there reached his ears.

"Seeeeeei!"

A sharp cry, the whistle of displaced air, and the harsh ring of metal on metal. It took Rainer several heartbeats to process what had happened. When he finally grasped the situation, his face was the picture of shock.

"Colette!? Why are you here...?"

"I’ve come to help, Rainer!"

Gripping a tonfa in each hand, Colette stood before the two assailants without a hint of hesitation. A sheer intensity—a fighting spirit unlike anything he had ever seen from her—radiated from her back.

It seemed she had used those tonfas to deflect the dual blades that had been closing in on him. Though the strike hadn't dealt significant damage, the enemies were now clearly wary of this sudden intruder.

Rainer managed to find his voice in the brief opening. "You came to help? But you were so scared..."

"Yeah, I’m scared. I still am."

"Then—"

"But the thought of losing you is even worse! That’s why I decided to fight, no matter how scared I am!"

Her voice trembled slightly, yet Rainer felt no wavering in her resolve.

"Rainer... you’ll protect me, right?"

"……Yeah."

The words were a callback to a promise made when they first met. Back then, Colette had been painfully shy, unable to make friends and constantly terrified of the world. Rainer had made that promise to cheer her up, unable to bear seeing her so frightened.

Now, the roles were reversed. Rainer was the one being protected. The realization was as humiliating as it was grounding, making his reply come out awkward and strained.

"I was spoiled by that promise. I thought as long as you were there to protect me, I didn't have to do anything myself... I’m sorry, Rainer."

He couldn't tell if the tremor in her voice was lingering fear of the enemy or regret for her own past. Regardless, Colette made a loud, clear declaration, as if swearing an oath to the heavens.

"That’s why I’m going to protect you too, Rainer! Today, I’m saying goodbye to the girl who did nothing but lean on you!"

Rainer stared at her in bewilderment, wondering if this was truly the same Colette.

In their daily lives, she had recently become quite assertive, often scolding him for his recklessness. But that was simply the flip side of her cowardice—an aversion to the danger his impulsiveness caused. Colette’s nature was to shun change and peril.

He didn't know the exact cause, but it likely stemmed from her childhood, having fled to this village after nearly losing her life. She craved the maintenance of a peaceful status quo and avoided anything that cast a shadow of unrest. That was the Colette he knew.

And yet, here she was, standing tall against armed enemies to shield him.

When he looked closer, he saw that her frame was still vibrating with a faint shiver.

Of course it is, Rainer realized.

Colette had been trained by his parents alongside him as a means of self-defense. She had always been praised for her form; she had undeniable talent. Even now, she was probably the strongest person in the village after Rainer himself.

But that only mattered if she could actually perform in a real fight. While she was formidable in practice and sparring, she usually froze up against monsters, unable to land a proper blow. His mother, Leona, had said that the fear of pain and the looming possibility of death acted as a mental block on her movements.

There was no way a girl that sensitive wasn't terrified of enemies who were clearly stronger than her. And yet, she had strangled that fear to come here and save him.

Power surged through Rainer’s limbs. If he didn't stand up now, he didn't deserve to call himself a man.

"……Alright. My back is yours."

"Yeah!"

"In return, I’m making sure nothing touches yours!"

The tactical situation remained dire. Yet, strangely, simply having Colette by his side made the idea of losing seem impossible. An elation he hadn't felt since his duel with Harold at the tournament welled up within him.

They exchanged a silent nod, and with that signal, Rainer lunged forward.

"『Fire Dragon』!"

The dragon of flames roared forth again. But this time, it wasn't meant to hit.

Rainer aimed the blast directly between the two assailants. The dual-wielder was forced to dodge left, and the spearman right. He had successfully split them up.

Seizing the opening, Rainer and Colette ignored the spearman and charged the dual-wielder in tandem.

The spearman was wielding a broken weapon and carrying the heavy stolen crate; the dual-wielder was at full strength. Logic suggested targeting the weakened foe first, but Rainer’s gut told him otherwise: If we take out the dual-wielder, the fight is over.

On paper, it was now two-on-two. But since both enemies were individually superior, a fair clash would end in their defeat. Their only hope was to create a two-on-one window to eliminate the faster threat.

"Haa!"

Rainer unleashed a horizontal sweep. The dual-wielder hopped back to evade, but Colette had already overtaken Rainer. Using the centrifugal force of her spin to build momentum, she swung her twin tonfas in a blurring arc.

A sharp clang rang out. The dual-wielder crossed his blades to block the impact.

The force of the blow lifted the man off his feet. Realizing that taking the hit head-on would shatter his swords, the dual-wielder had intentionally jumped backward to dissipate the kinetic energy.

However, once he was airborne, he could no longer use his superior speed to maneuver. Seizing the moment the dual-wielder was robbed of his evasion, Rainer unleashed his most powerful technique.

"『Soaring Roar』!"

The sword swung with such velocity that it left a trail of afterimages. The impact shattered the dual-wielder's weapons instantly, but the true devastation followed. A shockwave generated by the high-speed swing struck with a physical roar, overwhelming the man’s resistance. He was sent flying into a rock face, collapsing in a heap as he slid to the ground.

From the look of it, he was either unconscious or too broken to rejoin the fray.

"Rainer, look out!"

Before he could even catch his breath, Colette’s warning pierced the air. The spearman was closing in from behind with a ferocious thrust from his broken shaft.

Rainer knew instantly he couldn't dodge in time. He barely had time to bring his sword up to guard when Colette intercepted. She slammed the side of the spear with her tonfa, knocking the weapon off-course. The thrust roared past Rainer’s ear, narrowly missing him. Without flinching, Rainer closed the distance and circled behind the spearman.

"I’m taking this back!"

Balance broken by the redirected thrust, the spearman couldn't stop Rainer from snatching the crate containing the Sacred Sword from his back.

Rainer felt the solid weight in his hands. This sword was the proof that his parents—who were notoriously strict regarding his training—had finally acknowledged his growth. To Rainer, it was worth more than the metal it was made of; it was his pride.

He had been desperate to reclaim it. But in the moment of his triumph, a fatal lapse in concentration occurred.

Suddenly, the weight vanished from his hands.

It happened so fast that Rainer’s mind blanked. He thought for a split second that he’d dropped it, but there had been no sound, no impact.

Then, a crushing pressure washed over his back—a presence that hadn't been there a second ago.

Rainer spun around. Standing there was another figure in a black robe, face hidden. This newcomer, clearly an ally of the thieves, now held the sword crate Rainer had just reclaimed.

"Wh-Who are you!? Give that back!"

"……"

The figure didn't even acknowledge Rainer’s threat. Instead, as if Rainer weren't even there, he handed the crate back to the spearman. The spearman dropped his broken weapon, shouldered the crate and his fallen comrade, and vanished into the thick fog.

"Wait!"

Rainer tried to give chase, but the third man stepped into his path.

With agonizing slowness, the man drew a sword from his waist. It was a plain longsword, the kind found in any common armory.

And yet, to the two teenagers, it looked like a weapon of pure malice. They realized instinctively that the terror didn't come from the blade, but from the man holding it.

Even without crossing swords, they knew they were outclassed. This man radiated a pressure that made the previous two seem like children.

(Can we even touch this guy?)

The sense of empowerment Rainer had felt earlier was still there, but even with Colette by his side, he couldn't visualize a single path to victory.

Cold sweat drenched his skin. In that moment of hesitation, the man moved.

In the blink of an eye, the longsword-user was standing behind them.

"Wha—!?"

Rainer and Colette scrambled to put distance between them.

The man didn't follow up, despite the opening. He simply stood where he was, his posture screaming that he could end their lives whenever he felt like it.

It was an insurmountable wall of strength. Rainer fought to keep his spirit from breaking, but in the face of a genuine threat to his life, his body refused to obey.

If they wanted to live, they had to run. But running meant losing the sword forever, and there was no guarantee they could even get away. Rainer gritted his teeth and made the only choice he could.

"Colette, run."

"What!? What about you!?"

"I’ll hold him off!"

It was the only way to ensure she survived, though he had no delusions about how long he could last.

"I’m not leaving you!"

"Just go!"

"No!"

As they argued, the longsword-user finally took action.

As if pulled by invisible wires, his body floated into the air. He leapt backward onto a high rock, then vanished again.

Is he behind us? They spun around, but the man was gone. Suddenly, the sound of crumbling stone echoed from the mist. It was a rhythmic, repeating sound that grew faster and faster.

The fog was thick, yes, but even so, the man’s speed was beyond the limit of human sight.

It was exactly like facing Harold.

For a heartbeat, a wild theory flashed through Rainer’s mind, but he buried it instantly. There was no logic to it—only the emotional certainty that Harold, his friend, would never do this.

As he struggled with his thoughts, the man’s presence vanished entirely. The rhythmic sounds stopped.

A silence so heavy it made his own heartbeat sound like a drum took its place. Rainer and Colette strained every sense to find him.

Seconds stretched into an eternity of silence.

Then, the click of a pebble hitting stone came from behind. Reflexively, they both turned.

The pebble rolled weakly to Rainer’s feet.

A distraction! The thought hit him at the same time as the killing intent from behind. Rainer closed his eyes, certain his life was over.

But instead of the cold bite of steel, there was a sharp, metallic ring, a muffled groan, and then—

"Know your place, you small fry."

The voice was lower than he remembered, but hauntingly familiar.

Dazed, Rainer could only stare at the back of the man who had stepped in to shield them.

He was tall—nearly 180 centimeters—with black hair that stood out sharply against the white mist. He gripped a sword in each hand.

"Do not presume to stand in my way."

Above all, it was the tone—haughty, biting, and looking down on the world from an unreachable height.

Rainer had spent years chasing this man. His friend, his rival, and the milestone he had spent his life trying to reach was standing right there.
Chapter 85

"H-Harold... is that you?"

Rainer, who had been standing there in a daze, finally managed to utter Harold’s name. Like Colette, he had grown taller, and his features had sharpened into the intrepid look of the protagonist Harold remembered from the original game.

However, the man himself had no room to respond to his name.

Harold was currently walking a razor-thin tightrope. He needed to get the black-robed man standing before them off the stage as quickly as possible.

The man who had just attacked Rainer was not a mindless puppet created by Justus like Ventus or Lilium. He was a member of Frieri.

Harold had given El two specific orders back in Brosche Village. The first was to station personnel to guide Rainer into Fog Valley once he entered the town. The second was to prepare a decoy in a black robe.

The reason for the first went without saying. The reason for the second was that Colette’s unplanned movements had forced Harold to appear before her. Even though he had provoked her by saying he wouldn't help, failing to actually show up to save her would have left a devastatingly bad impression.

To intervene and save them, he absolutely needed a scapegoat. That was why he had selected a man from Frieri. Of course, using his own people meant he had to force the real Ventus and Lilium to withdraw first.

Furthermore, while he doubted it would happen, it would be problematic if Rainer continued the pursuit all the way to Harrison. If they charged into an event from the middle of the original story’s scenario right at the beginning, they were bound to lose. Besides, if things proceeded according to the original script, the sword would eventually return to Rainer’s hands anyway.

Additionally, it would be a headache if the Frieri members were handed over to the Knight Order or the self-defense force as criminals, so he had to settle matters with extreme haste. However, since he couldn't exactly cut down an innocent subordinate, they had agreed beforehand that Harold would "defeat" him with his bare hands.

Even then, he wasn't actually punching the man; it was merely a performance. The way the man was currently staggering was part of the act. Since he couldn't move at a speed comparable to Harold's, he was faking his injuries to bridge the gap.

This way, it wouldn't seem suspicious when Harold "defeated" him with a single blow.

The opponent weakly readied his sword once more. Rainer and Colette tensed up, but Harold spoke with deliberate, cold composure.

"How pathetic. I don't even need to draw my blade for the likes of you."

The line was mostly for Rainer and Colette’s benefit. After confirming the two had heard him, Harold moved.

The execution was simple. He closed the distance in a flash and drove his right fist toward the man's abdomen—or rather, he pretended to.

Thanks to the loose, bulky robe that obscured the man's silhouette, no one could see that the fist had stopped a hair's breadth from his skin. All that was left was for the "victim" to double over as if from a massive impact, drop his sword, and collapse.

Watching the man crumple, Rainer’s face twitched.

"O-one hit...?"

It was a natural reaction, seeing an opponent he had struggled against defeated so effortlessly. Of course, the whole thing was a sham.

Ignoring Rainer for the moment, Harold snapped his fingers. Several men appeared from the mist. They, too, were Frieri personnel.

"Secure that man."

"Understood."

Following Harold’s lead, they began to restrain the fallen decoy. This ensured Rainer and the others wouldn't have a chance to interrogate or handle him.

Only after confirming the "capture" did Harold finally face Rainer and Colette.

"You certainly took a pathetic beating."

"Shut it... but you saved us. Thanks, man!"

"Hmph."

Rainer was as straightforward as ever. To Harold, who spent every waking moment moveing based on calculation and schemes, Rainer’s sincerity was so bright it made his eyes ache.

Harold reflexively averted his gaze, only to see Colette’s face. She was beaming. She wore a massive, joyful smile. It seemed he had succeeded in avoiding a bad impression, but her current attitude was troublesome in its own way, no matter what he might say. He decided to ignore her for now.

Right on cue, one of the men called out.

"Retrieval complete, boss."

Perhaps because they had survived the brutal life of mercenaries, their manner of speaking was rough. However, they didn't look down on Harold. As long as he provided pay commensurate with the work, they would perform these cheap plays or act as town handymen without a single word of complaint.

In short, they were professionals. It was a relationship of give-and-take bound by coin.

Conversely, one could say the relationship would end the moment the money ran out, but for now, Harold had more than enough funds to satisfy them.

"Carry him to town. I will interrogate him myself."

"Got it. You lot, move it!"

The three men shouldered the robed man—who had been bundled up like a carpet—and disappeared back toward the town. Rainer watched them go before asking a question.

"Hey Harold, who are those guys?"

"My pawns."

"Was that the 'necessary preparation' you mentioned, Lord Harold?"

"Yeah. Though it ended up being a wasted effort because of you."

"Uugh, I'm sorry..."

Colette apologized, looking genuinely dejected. Rainer merely tilted his head, not quite understanding the context.

Since there was nothing left to do at the scene, they retraced their steps back to the town. Though they hadn't coordinated it, Rainer and Colette naturally followed behind Harold. Along the way, Harold grew increasingly fed up with Rainer's endless questions about the secret of his strength. He warned them sternly not to tell anyone about his presence or his pawns before delivering the robed man to a ruin in a deserted area.

When Rainer tried to follow him even there, Harold brushed him off, promising to provide information later. Once the prying eyes of the duo were gone, Harold ordered the four men to regroup with El and dismissed them.

He took a long breath, feeling he had finally managed to correct the course of events. It was a miscalculation that he’d been forced to intervene, but the fact that he had left a positive impression on the two was a valuable investment for the future.

They were bound to chase after Ventus and the others to reclaim the stolen sword. This situation allowed him to naturally provide the guidance they would need on where to go next. Now, he could steer them smoothly toward the next plot point.

After killing some time, Harold headed to the inn where he had instructed them to wait. When he knocked on the door of the designated room, Rainer’s face popped out immediately.

"I've been waiting for you, Harold!"

Rainer practically tackled him like a loyal hound welcoming its master home, grabbing Harold's arm and dragging him inside. Rainer’s eyes were practically screaming for information.

"Calm down! Are you a child!?"

Harold shoved the boy's over-eager face away with his palm. Rainer let out a muffled "buheh" as Colette grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and peeled him off Harold.

"I-I'm so sorry, Lord Harold."

"Good grief..."

Sighing in exasperation, Harold dropped heavily into a chair.

"What do you want to know?"

"Do you know where the thieves ran off to?"

"According to my sources, they’re fleeing southwest. Their destination is likely Lorentz."

To be precise, they intended to rendezvous with Ventus and the rest in Solasphere further ahead and return to the Royal Capital by airship. However, Harold wanted them to follow the original story's path, so there was no need to tell them the whole truth.

Hearing the location, Rainer’s fighting spirit flared up once more. Harold was secretly impressed by his resilience, considering he had nearly died just a short while ago.

"Alright! Since we know that, let's—"

"You're not going to say 'let's chase them right now,' are you?"

That fire was instantly doused by Colette. She stepped in as the voice of reason to halt Rainer's impulsive rampage. It was a dynamic Harold recognized well from the game.

Colette seemed to be returning to her usual self. Though her combat style was that of a total meathead, her level-headed personality made her the perfect partner for Rainer.

Rainer was completely overwhelmed by his childhood friend's intensity.

"I mean, yeah, but..."

"No 'buts,' no 'ifs,' and no 'loofahs!'"

(Do loofahs even exist in this world?)

As Harold pondered that trivial thought, Rainer was successfully talked down. In the end, they agreed to rest and prepare before setting out.

Colette seemed to assume she was going along as a matter of course. Harold felt his personal intervention had been worth it just to secure that outcome.

"Um, Lord Harold? What happened to the man you caught earlier?"

Her tone shifted instantly when she turned to him, becoming timid and polite.

He couldn't exactly tell her he’d already let the man go, so he gave a plausible lie.

"He will be dealt with. Though he turned out to be a dud."

"A dud?"

"He isn't a member of the Trinity who stole the sword. He was a mere collaborator at best."

"What’s the difference?"

"He has no information on the thieves' identities. It’s impossible to reach Trinity’s stronghold through him."

While avoiding specifics, he made it clear the man was a dead end.

Rainer looked dissatisfied, but he eventually accepted Harold’s explanation. Harold wondered if it was his imagination, or if Rainer was slightly more reasonable than in the original story. Either way, having the protagonist actually listen to him wasn't a bad thing.

In truth, Harold was surprised by how friendly Rainer was being. Given Rainer’s personality, he hadn't expected to be hated as much as his game counterpart, but Harold had been quite harsh at the Fighting Tournament. He’d expected at least some lingering grudge.

Instead, five years later, Rainer was acting far more casual than expected. Harold didn't mind, but he was starting to wonder why his "favorability" seemed so high with the male characters, like Rainer and Itsuki.

It was a constant source of bewilderment.

"Our business is done."

Harold stood up to leave, but a question caught him at the door.

"What are you going to do now, Harold?"

"There is no need for you to know."

"Come on, don't be like that. If you're chasing those... Trinity guys too, let's go together!"

It was an unexpected invitation from the protagonist himself.

Harold had considered the idea, but he couldn't predict how his presence in the party would change future events. It could lead to a catastrophic divergence. It was safer to let the original story play out and provide support from the shadows to ensure Justus was stopped.

Above all, his relationship with Erika—an essential party member—was fatally hostile. He didn't want to inject that kind of discord into the group.

The answer was a firm "no."

"Don't make me laugh. I have my own path to walk."

"I see... It would’ve been real reassuring to have you with us."

Rainer looked genuinely disappointed, never dreaming that the man before him was the one behind the theft. Even without the risk of exposure, Harold simply couldn't justify joining them.

Still, since he had the chance to speak with them, he felt it would be a waste to just walk away.

There was no guarantee that another unpredictable event wouldn't happen. He decided to give them a warning.

However, if he was too direct, he would look suspicious. He needed to convey something important while staying in character. After a moment of thought, Harold spoke slowly.

"You are still weak. You aren't even close to my level."

"Hey!"

Rainer flared up at the sudden insult, then immediately slumped, pouting.

"I mean, sure, compared to you, I'm weak, but..."

"We are in different leagues. It is only natural."

Harold knew he was being arrogant, but "leagues" was just another word for game balance. There was a massive gap in stats and performance between Rainer, who was designed to fight in a four-person party, and Harold, who was designed to be a solo boss.

Of course, this world wasn't exactly like a game; effort and tactics could bridge that gap.

"Carve that fact into your heart. Do not be so arrogant as to think you are strong."

"What’s that supposed to mean?"

"It means it is foolish for the weak to fight alone. If you cannot win by yourself, then huddle together. That is the fate of the weak."

In other words: Make sure you find your allies. Having Rainer run off on his own like this was bad for Harold's blood pressure.

Colette would join him now, but Harold was worried about whether the other original party members would follow. He wanted Rainer to remember his own weakness so that he would seek out others to fill the gaps.

If they didn't work together, they wouldn't survive the hardships to come.

"The weak..."

Perhaps he had been too harsh; Rainer looked quite discouraged.

Harold had expected a more defiant reaction, but his words seemed to have cut deeper than intended. Perhaps Rainer was already acutely aware of his own shortcomings.

"...But never stop striving to be strong. Especially if you believe yourself to be weak."

At those words, Rainer’s head snapped up. Harold caught his gaze before turning to Colette. She didn't flinch; she gave him a firm, resolute nod. She, too, had clearly taken something away from the previous night's events.

With Colette by his side, she would be able to keep Rainer moving forward.

"Farewell."

No more words were needed.

With that, Harold finally stepped out of the room.
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After successfully stealing the Sacred Sword and evading Rainer’s pursuit, Harold’s group returned safely to the royal capital to deliver the blade to Harrison.

Since Harold was maintaining the facade of being unable to speak, the handover was a brief, mechanical affair. However, there was no time to rest; a new set of orders was issued the moment the task was complete.

Their next destination was a ruin—or, in RPG parlance, a dungeon.

In the setting of this world—or rather, the game—ruins were the remains of the civilizations left behind by the Ancients. Weapons and items that defied modern reproduction lay dormant in their depths. "Adventurer" was the profession of those who delved into these sites in hopes of striking it rich. In fact, Rainer’s parents had been adventurers themselves, having discovered Gramglan during one of their dives.

While several ruins appeared in the game, this world contained countless others that had never been mentioned in the original script.

Thinking about it, it was only logical. It would have been strange if the ancient civilizations that once spanned the entire continent had only left behind two measly sites. The fact that things existed here despite not being depicted in the game for the sake of convenience wasn't a phenomenon limited to ruins.

This mission would take them into one of those "non-canon" ruins.

On the way to the site, Harold felt a prickle of unease regarding the unknown, but it was easily outweighed by a sense of excitement. To put it simply, it was the call of adventure—pure romance.

He had cleared the game’s dungeons dozens of times, and since arriving in this world, he had supplemented that experience with knowledge gleaned from books. However, seeing a ruin with his own eyes was a first, and he was deeply curious to see what lay inside.

If I can’t go back to my old world after clearing the main scenario, maybe I’ll become an adventurer, Harold thought as he arrived at the Hybar Ruins. Ventus and Lilium, as always, were in tow.

The Hybar Ruins remained largely unexplored. No one knew how deep they truly went. Sending a team of three—none of whom were professional excavators—to retrieve a treasure from such a place was a massive, unreasonable demand. It was also suspicious that Harrison knew a "secret treasure" was hidden there in the first place, though Harold assumed Justus had likely provided the intel.

There was no sense in overthinking it. His only choice was to dive in and get the job done quickly.

The ruins were located halfway up a massive, craggy mountain, but the area at the base was surprisingly prosperous. While the site’s proximity to a nearby town played a role, large ruins naturally acted as magnets for adventurers. Where there were adventurers, there was a need for food and gear, and where there was a need, merchants followed.

Excavations were rarely short-term projects. Rather than trekking back to town every day, many made camp near the entrance. Living on-site required daily necessities, which merchants were happy to supply.

The adventurers sold the items they unearthed—along with monster fangs, pelts, and crystals—to fund their supplies. It was a self-sustaining cycle. As people and goods converged, trade flourished. Logistics and a local economy took root. When the scale grew large enough, shops and makeshift inns were established, drawing even more people. The result was a functional community that resembled a small town.

Monsters were a constant threat, but with so many capable adventurers around, there was always someone to fend them off. Harold had heard that this security was a major factor in convincing merchants to set up shop in such a dangerous location.

(Even so, this is a lot livelier than I expected. I was hoping to keep a low profile...)

Harold’s mission was to retrieve the secret treasure supposedly hidden in the deepest level of the ruins.

He also had to consider the time constraint. While he needed to keep Harrison satisfied, the primary concern was collecting all the treasures before Rainer’s party reached the man.

He wanted this mission finished within a month at the very latest. He was aiming to do in thirty days with three people what thousands of adventurers had failed to do over decades. If they succeeded, the feat would be legendary—and inevitably, it would draw unwanted attention.

For Harold—and for his "black-robed" subordinates whose infamy was likely to grow—being in the spotlight was a liability. His best bet was to reach the depths undetected and leave as if they had never been there at all.

To that end, jumping in without any prior knowledge would be reckless. It would have been helpful if a kind soul had been willing to teach him the basics of ruin exploration, but adventurers were competitors, not mentors. No one was going to hand over their trade secrets for free.

If he wanted information, he had to pay for it.

The problem was that Harold’s tongue was ill-suited for negotiation. If he flashed a pile of cash and demanded information from his typical high-and-mighty stance, he would only earn their resentment. Instead, he decided to try a different angle.

"Now... talk."

"Heh, certainly. With as much as you’ve bought from me, I’m all ears."

If adventurers were a dead end, he would go to the merchants. To those who valued profit over pride, information was just another commodity. As Harold had suspected, they understood the monetary value of a good tip.

Of course, since he was dealing with professionals, he couldn't just buy whatever they recommended. He had to cross-reference his questions with multiple merchants and use a bit of intimidation to ensure they didn't try to fleece him.

By the time he was done, he had spent a staggering amount of money. He wondered if Justus would let him file an expense report.

(Like hell he would...)

Harold mentally scolded himself for the idiotic thought. He wasn't exactly an "employee." On paper, he was a criminal performing "service" to atone for his sins. He was a pawn—though "slave" was a more accurate reading.

Thinking about his treatment was depressing, so he pushed the thought aside and focused on his first real dungeon crawl.

Following the "standard procedure" he’d purchased from the merchants, Harold led his group up the mountain. They carried enough food, recovery items, and necessities to last the trip. Thanks to the well-maintained artificial paths, they reached the entrance without issue.

The atmosphere changed the moment they arrived. Though there were still adventurers lingering about, the lively air of the base was replaced by a heavy, stifling tension.

Dungeons were home to monsters, and many who entered never returned. Those who made a living here never let their guard down. Harold took a deep breath to steady his nerves.

"We’re going."

Ventus and Lilium followed silently as he stepped inside.

The area near the entrance was well-lit by the sun. As they moved deeper, the natural light faded, replaced by lamps hanging along the walls. The "fuel" for these lamps was Light Stone—a mineral that glowed naturally. These stones were graded by intensity and color; a top-grade stone the size of a fist could buy a mansion. The stones in these lamps, however, were likely bottom-tier pebbles sold by the bushel.

They followed the lamps down a narrow, two-meter-wide passage. After a few minutes of gentle descent, the tunnel suddenly opened up.

"..."

For a moment, Harold stood entranced. They had entered a massive, roughly dome-shaped cavern. The sight was breathtaking: every inch of the exposed rock was composed of Light Stone. A soft, pale purple glow shimmered from all sides, creating an ethereal, otherworldly atmosphere.

The color and intensity suggested the stones were of low quality and had little market value, but in that moment, Harold didn't care. It was simply beautiful.

The ceiling rose more than ten meters above them. Its shape suggested it wasn't a natural formation, making Harold wonder how it had been excavated. Was it the work of generations of adventurers, or the architectural prowess of the Ancients?

Below them, the subterranean space plunged much deeper than the ceiling was high.

A path had been carved into the walls, spiraling downward into the abyss. At various points, horizontal tunnels branched off into the cliffside. Those likely led to side rooms or deeper into the ruin’s interior. Seeing the sheer scale of the place, it was easy to see why people got lost or spent decades exploring it.

The structure made combat extremely difficult. The merchants had warned him that if he encountered a monster in these narrow passages, his first instinct should be to run. In addition to the cramped quarters, ruin-dwelling monsters tended to swarm. If a fight dragged on, there was a high risk of being overwhelmed by reinforcements or driving the monsters into a frenzied, uncontrollable state.

It was yet another reason why exploration progress was so slow.

Keeping a sharp eye out for monsters, Harold’s group began their descent down the spiral. They ignored the side tunnels, heading straight for the bottom. Based on RPG logic, the most important items were always on the lowest floor. They could save the thorough search for later if the bottom proved to be a bust.

"...Stop."

Ventus and Lilium froze at his command. Harold had sensed a non-human presence coming from a tunnel about twenty meters ahead.

As the three held their breath, a Golem—a three-meter-tall mass of clay armored in jagged rocks—lumbered out of the hole. It was a classic monster he recognized from the game. It began to stomp down the path with slow, heavy movements, heading in the same direction as Harold.

Harold weighed his options. Waiting for it to move on was the "safe" bet. However, there was no guarantee this was the only monster nearby. If something appeared from a tunnel behind them, they would be trapped.

He wasn't worried about losing, but a loud commotion might attract a swarm, forcing them to retreat and waste time. That was a hassle he didn't need.

Harold sharpened his senses. Within his range, there were no other monsters. Just the one. It was slow, and it hadn't noticed them.

Harold set down his pack and silently drew his twin swords. The blades shimmered with a cold, spectral light in the dim violet glow of the cavern.

In an instant, two streaks of light flashed through the air. They weren't jagged like lightning, but refined and razor-sharp. They intersected with the Golem’s massive frame. A heartbeat later, the creature collapsed into a heap of rubble. Harold landed softly on the remains, looking down at the pile of dirt with indifferent eyes.

He realized then that he could handle a swarm of these things easily enough. His constant training in many-on-one combat was clearly paying off.

Just as he was appreciating his own growth, a roar shattered the silence.

"NUUUUOOOOOOHHHHHHH!"

It was a deep, guttural sound—less a scream and more a war cry echoing from the very bottom of the ruins. The ground beneath Harold’s feet trembled with the force of the impact.

He had a bad feeling. Almost immediately, a man came tumbling out of a tunnel on the lowest floor amidst a cloud of dust and a thunderous crash. Between the distance, the dust, and the dim lighting, Harold couldn't make out his face, but the voice was unmistakably male.

The man struggled to stand, seemingly injured. Then, a swarm of monsters poured out of the tunnel after him, surrounding him.

They were bipedal moles with thick, drill-like horns that spun with a mechanical whine. They threatened their prey by clashing the long, wicked talons on their hands. A swarm of Spiral Moles. If left alone, the man would be ground into unsightly mincemeat in seconds.

Harold sighed at the trouble unfolding before him. So that’s what happens when you rile up a swarm, he thought with detached curiosity as he leapt down into the thick of the Spiral Moles.
Chapter 87

Breathing was a struggle. His heart hammered like a frantic bell, threatening to burst at any moment, and his limbs felt as heavy as leaden weights.

Still, Hugo Grafton didn’t stop running. He couldn’t—not with the nightmare at his heels.

A pack of at least twenty Spiral Moles closed in, shaking the cavern floor and kicking up clouds of grit. Hugo was no superhuman; he wasn’t strong enough to handle more than a handful of monsters solo. Facing this many at once was a death sentence.

His only choice was to run with everything he had. If they caught him, he was toast.

He forced power into his buckling legs and pumped his arms desperately. In a straight line, he should have been able to outrun them easily, but the cave’s winding passages played to the monsters' strengths. They knew this terrain; he didn't.

He only had his own greed to blame for this mess.

He had found a treasure chest in one of the many small chambers deep within the ruins. There had been only a single Spiral Mole guarding it. He’d underestimated the creature, thinking he could take it down quickly, and this was his retribution. Just before he could deliver the finishing blow, the monster had let out a call for help.

Three more Spiral Moles had appeared. If he had fled then, he might have stood a chance.

In truth, Hugo had wanted to retreat. But luck wasn't on his side; the newcomers stood squarely in the room's only exit. They were already in a frenzy, leaving him no time to think.

He’d managed to slay two of them, but when only one remained, Hugo hesitated. If there was only one left, he could force his way out. He was wounded from several glancing blows, and his stamina was flagging. 

He wanted to run, but the monster was still in a blood-frenzy. If he left it alive, it would just call more reinforcements, making escape impossible. That split second of indecision was all it took.

The Spiral Mole let out a grating, ear-piercing screech—the signal for the rest of the pack.

"Dammit! I should’ve just run!"

Cursing didn't help; it was already too late. He bolted from the room, and suddenly, Spiral Moles were welling up from every crack and crevice in the walls. From that moment on, it became a life-or-death game of tag.

Fending off a relentless barrage of claws, he finally spotted an exit leading to a wider, open cavern.

"Nuuuuuoooooohhhhhhh!"

He dove through the opening, narrowly evading a reaching claw. He hit the ground hard, tumbling across the jagged stone floor and scraping his arms and legs. His momentum only stopped when his stomach slammed into a large rock.

"Guh...!"

The impact knocked the wind right out of his lungs. Pain flared, and the lack of oxygen made his vision swim. His strength failed him. He knew he had to get up, he knew he had to keep moving, but his body refused to obey his panicked mind.

Groaning, he forced himself upright, only to find the Spiral Moles already surrounding him. Their numbers had grown even larger.

"Shit... so this is it..."

Victory was impossible; escape was a fantasy. As an adventurer, he’d always known his life was at risk, but he hadn't expected the end to come today.

Death, it seemed, was an abrupt visitor. He was just about to give up when it happened.

A single streak of light flashed through the dim ruins. It wasn't flashy or grand; it was a sharp, white glint—there and gone in a heartbeat.

But in that heartbeat, everything changed. In the empty space between Hugo and the pack of monsters, a figure now stood.

The stranger had his back to Hugo, his face obscured by a deep hood, but his build suggested a man. Hugo didn't even have time to wonder who he was before the head of the nearest Spiral Mole simply slid from its shoulders. Blood sprayed everywhere as the carcass collapsed. The robed man didn’t move an inch, letting the red rain soak into his cloak without flinching.

"Stay face-down in the dirt if you don't want to be caught in the crossfire."

For Hugo, who was too injured to move anyway, the advice was redundant. But a second later, he saw exactly why the man had given it.

The frenzied Spiral Moles, seeing their comrade slaughtered, lunged at the man in a unified mass.

First, an arm flew through the air. A set of razor-sharp claws traced a bloody arc over Hugo’s head, spinning end-over-end.

The scene felt wrong—as if the middle steps of the process had been edited out. One moment the Spiral Mole was attacking; the next, its right arm was gone. Hugo assumed the robed man was responsible, but his eyes couldn't track the movement.

Then, the world turned into a blur of impossible violence.

Torsoes were severed from waists. Heads were split perfectly in two, drills and all. In the blink of an eye, the monsters were subjected to a storm of dozens—no, hundreds—of slashes.

The Spiral Moles were decimated, dying before they could even register a need to resist.

The robed man himself was invisible during the slaughter. He was moving and striking at a speed far beyond human perception. Even accounting for the poor visibility of the ruins, this wasn't just "fast"—this was something else entirely. 

This man existed on a level of power Hugo couldn't even fathom.

"Hey. Are you dead?"

Hugo had been staring, dazed by the sheer unreality of the massacre. The voice of the robed man—who had wiped out over twenty monsters in mere minutes—snapped him back to reality.

Why ask if I'm dead instead of checking if I'm okay? Hugo wondered.

"N-no... I'm alive. Thanks for the save."

He managed to stammer out a response. Up close, the man’s voice sounded remarkably young—likely younger than Hugo himself.

His face remained hidden beneath the hood, but the moment he turned toward Hugo, the stranger stiffened unnaturally. The hesitation lasted only a second before the young man spoke again, his voice laced with irritation.

"I see. Now, what the hell is this situation?"

"W-well, you see..."

Hugo choked on his words. He had ignored the most basic rules of ruin exploration and nearly gotten himself killed. It was a pathetic display of risk management. It was embarrassing as an adventurer, and he’d clearly inconvenienced this young man.

The stranger seemed to guess the truth. Seeing Hugo’s sheepish silence, his suspicion turned to certainty, and he let out a heavy, theatrical sigh.

"Avoid combat within the ruins whenever possible. Under no circumstances are you to incite a frenzy. I was told those were the ironclad rules of this place."

"I... I’m sorry..."

Hugo could do nothing but bow his head. Not only had he made a rookie mistake, but the carnage had likely riled up every other monster in the vicinity. The thick stench of blood now hanging in the air was practically an invitation for more predators to move in.

To fix this, they’d need to clear the corpses immediately and impose a cooling-off period of a week or more, restricting access to the ruins. It was standard safety procedure, but it meant every adventurer currently in the area would have to stop their work to help with the cleanup.

In short, Hugo was about to become the most hated man in the ruins.

"Hmph. Fine. Not my concern."

Dismissive to the last, the robed man began walking across the blood-soaked floor as if he were taking a casual stroll. He headed straight for the tunnel Hugo had just fled from.

Hugo scrambled to stop him. "Whoa, whoa, wait! Where do you think you're going?"

"I have business in the depths."

"Look, we all do, but it’s suicide to go in there right now!"

Hugo desperately tried to explain the dangers, his voice rising with the lingering heat of his own near-death experience.

The man’s response was a verbal blade that cut right through him: "You're the one telling me this?" 

Hugo winced but stood his ground. "I'm saying it because it was me! I don't want you getting caught in that mess!"

"You're tedious. How long would this cleanup and 'cooling-off' period take?"

"Probably about ten days."

"Out of the question."

"That's why you have to wait! It's too dangerous!"

"For someone like you, perhaps. To me, it is nothing."

It was a statement of staggering arrogance, but after watching him turn twenty Spiral Moles into mincemeat, Hugo found it hard to argue. Still, he couldn't just let him go. Being strong wasn't the only thing that kept an adventurer alive.

"The monsters aren't the only problem! There are traps, and puzzles you have to solve to move forward. Exploring ruins is a marathon, not a sprint. You have to wait for the right conditions so you don't waste your stamina and items."

"...Hmph. I suppose that makes some sense."

Surprisingly, the robed man relented.

Relieved, Hugo was about to suggest they return to the surface to report the situation, but a hand suddenly clamped onto his shoulder with a crushing grip.

"Then you’re coming with me. You can at least act as a guide for the upper floors."

"Wait... what? Why!?"

Despite being shorter than Hugo, the man possessed terrifying strength. He began dragging the 180-centimeter-tall, muscular adventurer along as if he weighed nothing at all.

"Quit your squawking. You're noisy."

"I'm squawking because we're going to die! This is a suicide mission!"

"You were effectively dead five minutes ago. Dying now shouldn't make much of a difference to you."

"That logic is insane! ...Wait, who are they!?"

Two more figures, also shrouded in robes, had appeared silently behind them. Hugo found himself surrounded by a trio of mysterious, hooded strangers.

"My luggage carriers."

"Oh... your friends? Hey there. I'm Hugo. Must be tough for you guys, being bossed around by a tyrant like this."

Hugo threw the word "tyrant" out with a bit of bite, hoping for some solidarity.

But the "luggage carriers" didn't react. They simply followed in eerie silence. The oppressive quiet of the tunnel was more than Hugo could take.

"...Man, they're really quiet."

"Of course they are. Those two don't possess the capacity for speech."

"What? That's creepy as hell!"

The more he learned, the more suspicious this group became. The tyrant's companions were clearly as abnormal as he was.

A man of overwhelming, terrifying strength who refused to listen to reason, and two unsettling, mute servants. Realizing he had been forcibly drafted into a party where communication was a lost cause, Hugo cursed the God he didn't even believe in. 

Without a doubt, this was the unluckiest day of his life.
Chapter 88

Hugo Grafton had been an adventurer since the age of fifteen. He had chosen this perilous path because he dreamed of striking it rich, uncovering treasures lost within ancient ruins. It was a common enough motivation for an adventurer, though one could just as easily call it a pursuit of romance.

In any case, he had been active in the field for eight years. Though still a young man at twenty-three, he was already a seasoned professional.

From Hugo’s perspective, however, the trio in robes—especially their leader, the young man he’d dubbed "The Tyrant"—was an anomaly. This was true both of his temperament as an adventurer and his sheer combat prowess.

As expected, the monsters inside the ruins had become more aggressive than usual. Narrow spaces like these were ill-suited for combat, and most adventurers would have called for a retreat the moment things turned sour. Naturally, Hugo had suggested exactly that.

The man’s only response had been a single word: "Coward." 

Worse, he had proceeded to force Hugo to continue acting as their guide. I might have come up with the nickname myself, Hugo sighed, but he really is a tyrant.

"But damn, he’s strong..." Hugo muttered, watching a scene that had already repeated itself several times. 

At the robed man's feet lay the carcass of a monster, sliced into three distinct pieces—head, torso, and lower body. Thick, fresh blood continued to pulse from the remains.

The creature had appeared only seconds ago. The moment it moved to attack, it was over. Whether Hugo’s eyes were finally adjusting or the man simply wasn't trying as hard as he had against the Spiral Moles, Hugo was starting to catch glimpses of his movements.

Just now, he had drawn the sword from the sheath at his waist with enough force to decapitate the beast. With a fluid return stroke, he’d bisected the remaining body before sheathing the blade in one continuous motion. Because he finished fights so effortlessly, there was no role for Hugo—a man with respectable combat experience—to play, let alone the two companions who claimed to be mere baggage carriers.

Before he knew it, they had reached the deepest part of the ruins currently known to man. Normally, exploring ruins meant a slow, cautious crawl where encountering a monster often forced a standoff or a retreat. Thanks to the robed man’s overwhelming strength, those considerations were non-existent.

To an adventurer like Hugo, it felt like cheating. This man didn't just ignore the common sense of ruin exploration; he rendered it entirely obsolete.

In the blink of an eye, they arrived at the deepest point of the explored zone. It had taken only a few hours.

"This is the limit of current exploration. No one’s ever made it past here," Hugo said, his voice echoing through the massive space.

They stood in a cylindrical chamber roughly fifty meters in diameter. Much like the dome-shaped area near the entrance, a spiral walkway wound along the walls.

What truly dominated the room, however, was a massive door engraved with an intricate pattern. This door remained stubbornly sealed, having never been opened in recorded history.

To unlock it, one had to solve a hidden mechanism within the cylindrical chamber. The difficulty was legendary; researchers had been attempting to decode the mural on the door and the scattered fragments of Ancient Script for years, but progress was agonizingly slow.

The Hybar Ruins were a relatively recent discovery, which was part of the problem, but the real bottleneck was the Ancient Script itself. With no surviving reference materials, deciphering it was a game of pure speculation—so much so that historians referred to it as the "Lost Script."

Strength alone couldn't conquer these ruins. This was why people said ruin exploration was never a straightforward affair.

Surely even the Tyrant is stumped by this, Hugo thought, stealing a glance at him. He couldn't read the man's expression, but the leader stood with his arms crossed, staring fixedly at a single point. Following his gaze, Hugo saw more of the Ancient Script.

After a moment of silence, the man let out a short breath. "I see."

"Wait, don't tell me you can actually read that!?"

"Naturally."

"Like hell you can!" Hugo barked.

Scholars and experts worldwide could barely read half of it with any certainty. For this man to claim he could decipher it so nonchalantly was staggering. If he was telling the truth, the knowledge he possessed was a key to the very history of the world. He would be the most sought-after man on the continent for any research institution. Actually, Hugo wondered, maybe he already is.

"So, what does it say?"

"『Summit's Flame』. 『Origin of the Stars』."

"...Doesn't mean a thing to me."

Hugo, who wasn't exactly a scholar, couldn't grasp the meaning behind the ancient words at all.

However, the man seemed to have reached a conclusion. He looked upward, scanning the heights, until his gaze locked onto something. Without a word, he started up the spiral path. Hugo and the two servants followed in his wake.

They climbed to a height equivalent to the fourth or fifth floor of a building. The path had no railings, and several sections were crumbling, yet the robed trio moved without a hint of hesitation. Hugo began to suspect they simply lacked the capacity for fear.

Breathless, Hugo finally caught up to them in one of the many small rooms along the path. These rooms had long since been picked clean of anything valuable.

The only thing inside was a stone candlestick about the size of a man, common to every room in the sector. The robed man approached it and lit it with magic. The room brightened, but nothing else happened. Just as Hugo thought it was a dud, the man peered at the base of the candlestick.

"Give me a torch," the leader commanded.

One of the servants immediately produced a meter-long wooden rod. The man took it, touched it to the candlestick’s flame, and moved out.

He left the room, descended a certain distance, and entered another small chamber to light its candlestick as well. He repeated this process, moving up and down the spiral path while pausing to read Ancient Script in various locations. In total, he lit five specific candlesticks.

Suddenly, a low, tectonic rumble shook the ground beneath their feet. No way, Hugo thought. He rushed out of the room to look down at the door below and found himself speechless.

The door was opening. The same door that had stymied countless adventurers and researchers was finally swinging wide.

The man who had solved the puzzle so effortlessly showed no sign of triumph. He simply began walking down the path toward the entrance. Hugo couldn't help but shout at his back.

"H-Hey! How did you know the combination?"

"The instructions were written in plain sight."

"That’s what that Ancient Script meant...?"

Apparently, if one could actually read the script, the puzzle was child's play. Of course, Hugo wasn't sure if there was another person in the world who could read it besides the man in front of him.

Who is this guy? His strength, his knowledge—everything about him was off the charts. Though he sounded like a young man, Hugo felt he could believe it if someone told him he was following a War God or a Sage.

The man paid no mind to Hugo’s inner turmoil. Beyond the door, the ruins grew wider and more artificial. The rough gravel gave way to smooth, white stone floors. The walls transitioned from jagged cave rock to meticulously carved surfaces decorated with thick pillars and exquisite sculptures.

Stranger still, it was incredibly bright for being deep underground. The floor, walls, and ceiling were all embedded with Light Stones. But these were different from the ones they’d seen before. Instead of a harsh glare, they emitted a soft, warm, white radiance that illuminated every corner without stinging the eyes. If one were to pry these stones from the walls, they would be worth a fortune.

Yet, Hugo didn't even consider it. The chalk-white chamber was filled with such a divine, sacred atmosphere that even a man as irreverent as Hugo felt it would be a sin to defile the place.

For a time, only the echoes of their footsteps filled the air. Then, as they reached the center, even that sound stopped.

"Incredible..." Hugo whispered. He didn't even realize he had spoken, his eyes locked on the ceiling in a daze.

They had reached an open plaza centered around an altar. Like the hallway, it felt otherworldly, but the ceiling was the true masterpiece. A massive cluster of crystals grew there, dominating the view. At the center was a thick crystal five meters long, surrounded by hundreds of smaller ones. 

Bathed in the white light of the room, they sparkled like the night sky had fallen and come to rest just out of reach.

While Hugo was mesmerized by the view, the robed man marched into the sacred space with zero regard for the atmosphere. His sheer audacity was almost impressive.

The man stopped before a treasure chest enshrined upon the altar. Then, to Hugo’s surprise, he gave a slow, deep bow. 

I didn't think he had a polite bone in his body, Hugo thought, having pegged him as nothing more than a selfish, arrogant brat.

The man straightened up and reached for the chest, but it wouldn't budge, only letting out a dry rattling sound. Hugo leaned in to look; it clearly required a key.

"Now what?" Hugo asked.

"...The idea that a chest won't open without a key is a rule that only applies to a world managed by a system."

"Huh?"

Hugo had no idea what that meant, but before he could ask, the man acted.

He drew his sword and, before anyone could blink, delivered a lightning-fast strike. There was a sharp metallic cling, followed by the sound of something hitting the floor.

The man had simply destroyed the lock. Hugo immediately retracted his earlier thought about the man being polite. I guess he’s still a tyrant after all.

"Alright, let's see what the big prize is," Hugo said, his adventurer’s curiosity flaring.

But just as he prepared to see the contents, a sound echoed through the chamber—a series of sharp cracks, like glass fracturing. Hugo looked around, confused, unable to find the source. The noise grew louder and more frequent.

A glint caught the corner of Hugo’s eye. He looked down and saw a small, transparent shard reflecting the light. Then another. And another.

A cold shiver ran down his spine. Following his intuition, Hugo looked up.

The hundreds of giant crystals on the ceiling were webbed with countless fractures. They looked as if they were about to explode.

"Hey, this is bad! We need to get out of—"

Hugo didn't finish the sentence. The crystals shattered. A rain of countless shards poured down, and in the midst of the chaos, something massive slammed into the floor with a deafening roar.

As the crystal dust settled, a spherical object about three meters tall emerged. It looked as if it were made of polished metal. Hugo had no idea what it was, but it had clearly been sleeping inside that crystal cluster.

"What the hell is that...?"

Hugo hesitated to even move. As he watched, the sphere began to change.

With a heavy mechanical thunk, a section of the metal plating peeled back to reveal a glowing red light. Two sharp, blade-like arms slid out from the sides, and eight insect-like legs deployed from the bottom, hoisting the main body into the air.

Moving with terrifying mechanical precision, the sphere turned to face them. In the glowing red point that served as its eye, there was a clear, unmistakable intent to kill.
Chapter 89

"It's coming."

Almost the moment the words left the man’s mouth, rope-like tentacles—flexible as whips—shot out from the interior of the sphere toward Hugo and the others.

Hugo reflexively drew the halberd from his back to retaliate. He parried the first strike and severed the second, but he couldn't keep up with the third. It coiled around his left ankle and yanked him off his feet, leaving him suspended upside down in mid-air.

"Whoa!?"

Falling and being hoisted into the air hadn't actually caused much damage, but the sudden loss of mobility sent a spike of panic through him. He tried to maneuver his halberd to break the restraint, but in such an unstable position, he risked accidentally hacking off his own leg. As he hesitated, his freefall suddenly resumed.

He slammed into the ground with a groan, but scrambled away to put distance between himself and the sphere. The robed man stepped into the gap to take his place. Moving with erratic, fluid motions, the man parried every incoming tentacle as he shouted his orders.

"You two! Take that and get to the surface!"

The instruction was directed at the two porters. Hugo looked over and saw a slender straight sword thrust into the wall right next to where they stood.

The sword had likely been the item inside the treasure chest. The man must have thrown it to sever the tentacles coiling around Hugo while simultaneously delivering it to the pair. He was keeping his companions out of the line of fire.

Following the man’s lead, the two pulled the sword from the wall and retreated back the way they had come. The man stood his ground, blocking the sphere as it attempted to pursue them. Hugo pulled himself up and stood beside him, his voice raised in a shout.

"Hey, let's get out of here too!"

"That thing is a watchdog. It will hunt us down to recover the stolen treasure."

"You call that thing a dog? That's too damn cute! I don't care what it is, let's just outrun it!"

"Yes, we could probably escape. The two of us, at least."

Hugo was left speechless by the man’s words. The "Tyrant" wasn't moving; his eyes remained fixed on the enemy. Hugo finally understood: he was staying here to hold back this mechanical monster so it wouldn't slaughter his comrades or any other adventurers who might still be trapped in the ruins.

Because Hugo had driven the Spiral Moles into a frenzy, most other adventurers would have sensed the danger and fled. But if anyone had stayed behind or failed to notice the anomaly, encountering this monster would be their death sentence.

There was no good outcome if they fled now. The best plan was to finish it here.

How many people could remain this calm in the face of such a bizarre, sudden threat and make a selfless judgment without a second thought? This alone proved that the man had survived countless life-or-death battlefields.

In fact, he could have easily sacrificed Hugo to secure his own escape. In that situation, Hugo would have fought desperately to save himself, making him the perfect pawn to buy time.

And yet, the man had protected him without hesitation. Now, he held his sword ready to ensure his comrades—and any other adventurers who might exist—remained safe.

The man was arrogant, fearless, selfish, and a tyrant. But maybe, just maybe, he was actually a man of deep compassion.

"...Fine, whatever. So we just have to kill this thing and everyone's happy, right?"

"What? You’re staying?"

"I'm not such a coward that I'd tuck tail and leave you here alone!"

"I won't save you a second time."

"I'm telling you, I could've dodged that if you’d shouted louder! What was with that bored-sounding 'It’s coming'? You sounded like a tiny bird chirping in the morning!"

"The only one chirping is you. You're effectively admitting you can't dodge anything without my help. It seems you haven't realized your own logic is falling apart, birdbrain."

"Shut up, you bastard!"

While they traded barbs, a fierce battle unfolded that was every bit as intense as their argument. Given its massive size, the monster’s arm attacks were heavy, but they lacked speed. The high-speed tentacles compensated for this, handling both offense and defense with fluid ease.

To make matters worse, no matter how many tentacles they cut off, new ones sprouted from the sphere's interior instantly. They landed a few strikes on the main body, but its outer shell was so hard that nothing proved decisive. Dozens of their coordinated attacks were repelled.

"Dammit! There's no end to this!"

"Whining already? After talking so big?"

"I'm not whining! You're hearing things!"

Hugo barked back, riled up by the man’s provocation.

They hadn't found a winning opening yet, but Hugo didn't feel any real panic. The reason was simple: it was surprisingly easy to fight alongside this man.

It wasn't that the enemy was weak. It was the robed man’s coordination.

Whenever Hugo’s reach fell short, a follow-up attack landed. His defensive openings were covered perfectly. It was as if the man had completely mastered Hugo’s combat style and range; he never once intruded into Hugo’s personal space.

In fact, he facilitated Hugo’s reckless charges by shattering the enemy’s guard or crushing their movements before they could start. Whenever Hugo followed the sharp instructions—"Duck!" or "Jump back!"—attacks he hadn't even noticed sliced through the air, missing him by a hair’s breadth.

The man was reading the enemy’s attacks and range perfectly. Hugo couldn't even fathom how much experience was required to reach such a level of mastery.

But having such a man as an ally was the ultimate reassurance.

"Alright, fine! I'll end this with my best shot!"

Hugo roared to fire himself up. By now, he had finally figured out the man’s game.

The man was testing him. He could likely have destroyed this monster alone if he truly wanted to, but he was choosing to focus entirely on supporting Hugo.

He didn't know why, but if the man wanted a show, he’d give him one.

"I'm leaving the cover to you!"

"You've got some nerve trying to order me around."

Despite the remark, the man stood his ground and guarded firmly, acting as a shield to ensure Hugo wasn't interrupted as he focused his strength.

'Reliable bastard,' Hugo thought, a smirk tugging at his lips. Even though they had met only hours ago, he didn't feel a shred of doubt about fighting at this man’s side. He found the feeling strange, but he didn't hate it.

Then, at the exact moment Hugo’s concentration peaked, the man’s sword swept through a bundle of tentacles, carving a straight path to the core of the enemy. Overtaking the man, Hugo’s muscles bulged with power as he swung his halberd down with every ounce of his strength.

"『Strong Slash - Rough Waves』!!"

A massive shockwave tore through the earth. Gouging the ground and amplifying its power as it raced forward, the strike looked like a violent surge in a stormy sea.

Unable to defend or evade, the spherical monster took the full force of the finishing move. Like a small boat swallowed by a gargantuan wave, it was dragged down into oblivion without the slightest hope of resistance.

◇

"Phew... is the exit still not here...?"

"If you have enough breath to complain, use it to walk faster."

It had been some time since they defeated the monster the man called a watchdog. With no reason to linger, they were trudging toward the surface in silence when Hugo’s grumbling earned him a sharp reprimand.

Well, he was only able to complain because he’d made it back alive. With that in mind, Hugo decided to ask the question that had been eating at him.

"Hey."

"What?"

"That monster earlier. Why did you leave it to me? I’m pretty sure you could've won way easier on your own."

"Is that all?"

The man dismissed the question with a scoff.

"Consider it a lesson. Let the experience discourage you from any more reckless explorations."

'So that's what it was,' Hugo thought, satisfied.

Hugo had nearly died because he ignored the basics of ruin exploration and sent the Spiral Moles into a frenzy. Worse, he’d endangered every other adventurer in the area. If he had died alone, it would have been one thing, but he would have never forgiven himself if he’d gotten others killed.

The man had been forcing him to take responsibility.

"Yeah. I'll take it to heart."

"See that you do."

"Can I ask one more thing?"

"...What?"

"You're not an adventurer, are you? Why are you diving into ruins like this?"

"...What makes you say that?"

"You clearly don't know the first thing about standard ruin procedures. Plus, you didn't care about the treasure or items at all, except for that sword at the end. Was that your goal all along?"

If so, this man had entered the ruins specifically knowing the sword was there. That was a fascinating thought in its own right.

After a long silence, the man spoke, his words measured.

"Are you familiar with the items known as Secret Treasures?"

"I mean, I've heard the legends... Wait, you don't mean..."

"The sword from earlier is one of them."

"No way! Secret Treasures are just fairy tales, right?"

"Believe what you like."

The man insisted it was real with such absolute certainty that Hugo found himself at a loss for words.

While it seemed unbelievable, it made sense if the man himself was an anomaly. His terrifying strength, his knowledge of ancient civilizations, and his bizarre companions—if they were a team assembled specifically to claim Secret Treasures sleeping in the depths of ruins, their strange composition and focus made sense.

"Currently, there are those digging up Secret Treasures across the continent. They will go as far as stealing them even if they already have owners."

"Excavating them is one thing, but theft? That sounds messy."

"The theft itself is irrelevant. The problem is what they intend to do once they've gathered the Secret Treasures."

"Probably sell them to some rich collector and retire?"

"...If only it were that simple."

"Don't give me that cryptic crap. So, you're hunting Secret Treasures just to keep them away from those guys?"

"Something like that. For your information, the ones stealing the treasures are a trio clad in black robes who never utter a single word."

"Huh... Wait, that's exactly how you guys look!"

Hugo jumped back, putting distance between them.

The man laughed at his reaction, a cold, mocking sound.

"Perfect. Whether we’re the real ones or not, the 'trio in black robes' will now become a household name."

"...So that was your play. Damn, you nearly gave me a heart attack."

Hugo calmed down, realizing he’d been played.

If this man were actually the thief, he wouldn't have bothered explaining his identity to a stranger. Based on his behavior, it was actually the opposite: he was dressing and acting that way to draw attention to the real culprits. If word spread about today’s events, a trio in black robes would become the focus of attention for adventurers and the public alike. That would make it much harder for the real thieves to move. In short, he was pinning his own activities on the thieves to smoke them out. It was a slow method, but effective.

Thinking further, Hugo realized the two companions who didn't speak were probably just imitating the silent thieves. It was hard to believe there were that many mute people running around in the same group.

He found himself wondering why this man was going to such lengths, but before he could ask, the man turned the tables.

"Why do you dive into ruins?"

"To find treasure and strike it rich, obviously!"

"A motive thoroughly steeped in greed."

"Of course it is! I'm an adventurer, aren't I?"

Hugo laughed heartily at the sarcasm.

In this day and age, choosing the life of an adventurer was proof that a person wasn't entirely sane. While finding a legendary treasure could set someone up for life, the number of people who actually achieved that was so small it was barely worth mentioning. It was a statistical impossibility that everyone chased anyway.

Plenty of people looked down on adventurers as fools for risking their lives for a dream, and most adventurers were self-aware enough to know they were being idiots.

In terms of danger, it was no different than joining the Knight Order or the national army, but unlike those who died for their country, an adventurer’s death wasn't noble. They died as monster fodder, or by tripping a trap, or getting lost, or in a rockslide. It was always their own fault for seeking out danger.

There were scholars who approached ancient ruins for historical research, but they made up less than a thousandth of the population and weren't really "adventurers" in the traditional sense.

That was why parents encouraged children who dreamed of being knights but beat the idea out of anyone who wanted to be an adventurer. Hugo still remembered the weight of his father’s fist.

"And yet, you’re wasting your time idling here?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"The Kadis Ruins. What you seek is there."

Go there, the man told him.

The Kadis Ruins weren't large, and they were supposed to have been fully explored. Hugo had been there once himself, but it had been an empty shell with nothing of note.

But if there were hidden layers there too, like in the Hybar Ruins... and if there were treasures waiting in those depths... This advice came from a man who seemed to know exactly where the Secret Treasures were. It was impossible to ignore.

But why was this man giving him this information? Hugo had done nothing but take from him; he hadn't earned a single favor.

"Hey, who are you—"

"Hey, you guys! Get out here, now!"

Just as he was about to ask, a panicked, booming voice cut him off. Hugo looked past the man’s shoulder toward the tunnel that led back to the dome where the Spiral Mole corpses were piled.

They had reached the entrance to the dome without even realizing it. As they stepped out, Hugo saw that while the blood remained, about half the monster corpses had already been cleared away.

News of the anomaly must have reached the adventurers at the base, and they had mobilized to clean up the mess. This was work Hugo should have been leading, and a heavy weight of guilt settled in his chest.

But first, there was something he had to confirm.

"Is anyone dead? How many injured?"

"Some injuries, but they’re all minor. According to the manifest, you guys were the last ones left inside."

Exploring ruins required signing a manifest. In an emergency, it was the only way to track who was still missing.

Hugo knew it was selfish to be happy, but the news brought him immense relief.

"What took you so long to get out? What the hell were you doing?"

"I... I have no excuse..."

Hugo withered under the other man’s scolding. He decided that mentioning the secret depths of the ruins would only cause more chaos, so he prioritized the cleanup for now.

But before that, he had to take responsibility for the disaster. He turned around, intending to tell the man to distance himself so he wouldn't be dragged into the trouble—but the man was gone.

He looked around frantically, but there was no sign of him. He had vanished like smoke. It couldn't have been an illusion—Hugo wouldn't be alive if it were—so the man must have simply had a reason to avoid being seen by a crowd.

"Hey, listen..."

"What? If you're healthy enough to talk, start hauling corpses."

"It's about that. I... I have to apologize."

Now, Hugo could confess his mistake honestly.

His only regret was that he never got to ask for the man’s name.

◇

"...I see. Harold has already claimed the Secret Treasure from the ruins."

At the report, a rare sound of surprise escaped Justus’s lips.

He had suspected that one of the Secret Treasures lay at the bottom of the Hybar Ruins where Harold had headed, but he hadn't expected the path to be so simple.

The ruins were notoriously difficult; professional adventurers had attempted them in groups for years and failed. There were legitimate reasons for that failure. Justus had predicted that even Harold would struggle, perhaps eventually forcing his way through with raw power.

And yet, according to the report, Harold had navigated the mechanisms without a moment’s hesitation, securing the treasure in a single day.

It was an exceptional performance, one worthy of praise.

However, the lingering doubts Justus had held toward Harold were now hardened into absolute conviction.

He had known Harold was an anomaly from the very beginning.

Initially, he had approached Harold thinking to use him as a strong pawn. But upon meeting him, Justus had realized intuitively: they were the same.

Harold’s eyes held a will that would stop at nothing to achieve its goal.

The result of that will had been the defense against the Sarian Empire’s invasion. But the more Justus investigated that incident, the more inexplicable it became.

First: how had Harold known the invasion was coming? The plan was supposed to be a catalyst to obtain Stella Clan guinea pigs while simultaneously discrediting the Knight Order and ruining or subverting Vincent van Westervoort, a potential obstacle to the plan.

Instead, a child who had entered the knights at a record-breaking age had stopped the invasion and killed the enemy general.

If he were merely a genius, it would have been acceptable. But Harold was an irregular.

He had appeared in the Bertis Forest wearing a Sarian Imperial Uniform to alert the knights to the true identity of the enemy. Such a move required advance knowledge of the invasion.

Furthermore, he had only been in a position to do so because he had joined the knights at thirteen—an age that should have been impossible. It meant Harold had been planning for this long before the event.

That theory was supported by the fact that Harold had led a private faction in that battle that belonged to neither the knights, the Empire, nor the Stella Clan. The reduced death toll was largely thanks to them.

It was only logical to conclude that Harold had detected the invasion far in advance.

Justus had never identified that private faction, but he assumed they were Harold’s personal followers or Sumeragi assets. Either way, the preparation was far too elaborate to be a coincidence.

Despite these suspicions, Justus had taken him as a pawn because he was curious about Harold’s ultimate destination. Would he walk the path of destruction like Justus, or would he make a different choice with those same eyes?

Even now, Justus didn't quite understand why he cared. Perhaps for the first time in years, something other than research had piqued his curiosity. It was likely an instinct rather than logic.

But he could no longer afford such curiosity.

In these ruins, Harold had deciphered the characters of a lost civilization. This was something even Justus could not do, as no legitimate historical records remained.

In this era, it should have been impossible for any human in this world.

So how had Harold done it?

If it were an isolated incident, he might have assumed Harold’s family possessed secret records. But combined with the Bertis Forest incident, that explanation failed.

One miracle could be a fluke. But repeating a miracle with such impossible odds meant it wasn't a fluke—it was a necessity.

And to create such an outcome, one "must know" in advance. They must know the future.

The Sarian invasion, the translation of the Ancient Script, and perhaps even Justus’s plan itself. Harold might "know" everything. At their first meeting, Harold had known his name. He had recognized Justus Freund before a single word was spoken.

And he had said: "What is a man like you doing here?" At the time, Justus thought he was being addressed as a famous scientist. But what if those words were spoken because Harold knew Justus’s true nature?

A sound—half-lament, half-sigh—echoed through Justus’s research room. He leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling.

"So it’s you... You will be my greatest obstacle, Harold Stokes. You destroyer with the same eyes as mine."

It was ironic. His curiosity—his greatest weapon—had turned its fangs on him at the very end.

"But that is as it should be," Justus laughed. The realization felt like a divine revelation; for a moment, even the atheist Justus offered a prayer of thanks.

Why had he kept Harold close despite his suspicion? It must have been so that he could kill the man who would be his greatest obstacle with his own hands.

"I thank you as well, Harold, for giving your life to prove my love. You, and you alone, I will surely kill."

There was no anger on his face. As he spoke to the empty room, his expression was filled with nothing but deep, twisted affection.
Chapter 90

Hugo Grafton was a core member of the protagonist’s party in Brave Hearts. As a so-called "tank" character, he held the front lines with his high attack power and formidable defense.

In the story, he was portrayed as a reliable big brother figure for the protagonist and the rest of the group, being the eldest at twenty-three. While he often served as the butt of the party’s jokes, he was a man everyone could count on when it truly mattered.

Meeting such a man in the Hybar Ruins had been a completely unforeseen event for Harold.

First and foremost, it was a major miscalculation that he had unintentionally appeared in his "Trinity" persona. From this point forward, he would likely be forced to stand before Rainer and the others in that same outfit. To make matters worse, there would also be times when he would have to interact with them as Harold.

If they realized the two were the same person, his plans would crumble. He had gone to great lengths to put on an elaborate performance for Rainer and Colette specifically to avoid that, but he hadn't been prepared to do anything of the sort for Hugo.

One might wonder if he should have simply parted ways and acted independently, but that wasn't an option.

The primary reason was that, in the Original Story, Hugo was scheduled to join Rainer’s party in the Cadis Ruins. Those ruins appeared quite early in the game; Hugo was the first to join the party after the initial members, Rainer and Colette.

At this point, Rainer and his companions had already set out on their journey to reclaim the Sacred Sword. Traveling from the Hybar Ruins to the Cadis Ruins would take about three weeks on foot. Depending on Rainer's progress, Harold needed to get Hugo out of the Hybar Ruins as quickly as possible.

As a result, Harold had been forced to keep his face hidden while clearing the ruins at a breakneck pace. He had considered establishing a connection as Harold, but he ultimately decided against it, judging that revealing his identity without proper groundwork or a clear plan would only cause trouble later.

Despite the forced march through the ruins, Harold's efforts paid off. According to a regular report from El a few days later, a large man with short blue hair had begun traveling with Rainer’s group. Judging by the physical description, there was no doubt it was Hugo. It seemed he had made it just in time.

A little over two months had passed since that encounter. During that time, Harold had continued to collect the secret treasures scattered across the Continent as ordered by Harrison. He had already secured six of them; only one remained.

Though Harold occasionally worried that things were going too smoothly, El’s reports suggested that Rainer and the others were also clearing the Original Story at a steady pace.

In truth, the timeline had been a persistent headache for Harold. Even though he had played the original game, it was impossible to tell exactly how much time passed within the narrative. There were no seasons, no specific dates, and no years mentioned. Was the journey six months? A year? Longer? His inability to read the timeline was exactly why he had panicked regarding Hugo.

However, on further reflection, this was a battle to save the world from total destruction. Naturally, it would escalate into a large-scale conflict involving the entire Continent—it was, for all intents and purposes, a war.

It was hard to imagine the protagonist's party, which consisted of only six people, being able to fight such a war over a long period. Unless they settled things in a decisive, short-term struggle, Rainer and his friends would be at a severe disadvantage against the enemy’s superior numbers.

Therefore, the events of the Original Story were likely unfolding within a much shorter timeframe than Harold had initially assumed.

Then came a day that confirmed his suspicions.

He had just finished recovering the sixth treasure and was waiting for his next objective when he returned to the research institute for the first time in a while. Justus summoned him almost immediately. Feeling nothing but a sense of impending dread, Harold inwardly cursed the man’s habit of overworking him as he reluctantly headed toward the lab.

He entered the room with a perfunctory knock and cut straight to the chase.

"What do you want?"

"Ah, Harold. You see, a rather troublesome matter has come up."

"For you to call something 'troublesome' is rare."

"Well, it isn't particularly troublesome for me, personally."

"I don't follow. Stop talking in circles."

"You really are short-tempered. Fine, I’ll skip the roundabout explanation. You remember Lifa, don't you?"

"……What about her?"

Harold barely managed to keep his face from twitching at the mention of her name. It took a monumental effort to respond without letting his inner turmoil leak into his expression.

As if seeing right through him, Justus ruthlessly dropped a bombshell.

"It seems she's been sniffing around you lately. Shall I eliminate her?"

Harold’s head throbbed. First Colette, then Hugo, and now Lifa—why was everyone deviating so far from the Original Story? Because of her actions, Lifa had caught Justus’s attention in the worst possible way.

This was a problem. To Justus, "eliminate" meant one thing: death.

If Harold agreed, or even if he simply brushed it off as none of his business, Justus would either kill Lifa or find a way to use her for his twisted plans.

Neither outcome was acceptable. Harold had to take action himself.

"……Where is she now?"

"Oh? You’re going yourself?"

"Is there a problem?"

"Well, no, but……"

"You look like you have something to say."

"I just found it surprising. I had no idea your preferences leaned toward girls of such a tender age."

"Drop dead, you madman."

After hurling a blunt insult at Justus—who had accused him of being a lolicon with a perfectly straight face—Harold extracted Lifa’s location and stormed out of the lab.



According to what she had gathered from El, there were several suspicious gaps in the record between Harold’s death sentence and the moment he became a subject at the research institute. While the details were murky, Justus’s own account of how they met suggested that someone was pulling strings behind the scenes.

If Lifa could uncover the truth, she might understand the circumstances surrounding Harold. She might even discover the goal he was risking his life to achieve.

People would likely tell her there was no point. Even so, she couldn't sit idly by while knowing Harold’s life was being cut short.

There might still be a way to save him.

Of course, if she told that stubborn man, he’d probably scowl at her instead of saying thanks. That was why she was secretly investigating the period when Harold was sent to the Deliberation Chamber.

Roughly a month after she began her investigation, Lifa found herself staring at a clearly livid Harold.

They were inside a building. There were no windows, suggesting they might be underground.

It had happened so fast. While she was discreetly making inquiries in the Royal Capital, she had been jumped in a deserted alleyway. Her movements were pinned, her eyes were covered, and she was abducted before she could even scream. She hadn't been able to resist at all. When the blindfold was finally removed, Harold was standing over her, a vein throbbing in his temple.

She had no idea where they were or how she had been transported, but she had only sensed one person throughout the entire ordeal. Harold must have done this alone.

"Well? What the hell were you doing?"

His voice was the auditory embodiment of "pissed off."

"……It’s none of your business. More importantly, untie me."

Her arms and torso were lashed to a chair. She strained against the ropes, making the wood creak, but Harold didn't budge.

"Answer me. What were you doing?"

His voice and the intensity of his eyes grew sharper. She realized that lying her way out of this wouldn't work.

The very fact that Harold had intervened personally meant he already knew what she was up to. There was no other reason for him to be this angry.

She hadn't wanted him to find out, but resistance was futile now. Lifa sighed and gave in.

"……I was looking into your past."

"For what?"

"……Because I don't want you to die. I thought I might find a way to save your life."

That was Lifa’s honest feeling, and her primary motivation for everything she was doing.

She didn't know how much time he had left, and even if he could be saved, it might only be for a little while. The odds of success were probably one in ten thousand.

But even if her actions were ultimately meaningless, that wasn't a reason to give up on him. To Lifa, Harold might be an unpleasant, cynical jerk, but he was also the first person to ever acknowledge the years of effort and the results that defined her life.

Only Lifa could truly understand how much that meant to her.

"Stop it. Now."

"No."

"Don't mess with me. Do you want to die?"

"I know it's dangerous."

Apparently, she had been poking a hornet's nest that could get her killed. It was a sobering reminder of just how thin the ice Harold walked on truly was.

But if he was pursuing a goal worth his own life, then it stood to reason that the secrets surrounding it would be just as lethal. Lifa found she couldn't back down now.

Perhaps sensing her resolve, Harold shifted his approach.

"Why go this far? Do you want me to owe you?"

"It’s not that. It’s the opposite, actually."

"What?"

"I’m grateful to you. Enough to risk my life for you."

Finally voicing her feelings in a situation like this made her realize she might be just as twisted as Harold, even if she wasn't quite on his level yet.

Harold looked at her with a bewildered expression. He genuinely didn't seem to understand why she would be thankful.

"I’ve done nothing to earn your gratitude."

"I figured you’d say that. You probably wouldn't understand even if I explained it."

It was a waste of time to worry about it, and no amount of persuasion would change the facts.

"……If you’re truly grateful, then do as I say."

"That’s a separate issue! I want to save you!"

"I didn't ask for help, and I don't need it!"

"I’m doing this because I want to! I don't care if you want me to or not!"

Harold, who refused any interference, and Lifa, who was determined to save him.

The two were on parallel lines that would never meet. They continued their shouting match for over an hour, exhaustion eventually creeping into both of them.

There were only two ways to settle this: one of them had to break, or someone had to use force.

"You stubborn……!"

"Pot calling the kettle black, you blockhead……!"

"……This is my final warning. Stop digging into my past."

Harold spoke as he gripped the hilt of the sword at his waist.

Lifa didn't flinch. "……I refuse."

"……I see."

With a sharp shing, the sword was drawn. It was the black straight sword she had seen many times before.

Lifa saw her own reflection in the cold steel.

"Then negotiations have failed."

"So it seems."

Without hesitation, the sword swung down. The blade sliced through the air and struck Lifa—or rather, the ropes binding her.

The restraints fell away, and Lifa was free. Harold looked as if he had just swallowed a mouthful of needles. He clicked his tongue and sheathed his sword.

This meant Harold had "lost" the argument.

Lifa wasn't surprised. She knew that beneath the cynicism, this man was unexpectedly kind. The only problem was that his kindness was incredibly difficult to detect.

"……Lifa. Are you truly sincere about wanting to save me?"

"Yes."

She looked him in the eye and nodded firmly. She wanted her feelings to reach this stubborn, clumsy man, even if only a little.

"Then if you value your life, follow my orders. If you act on your own again, you'll be erased."

"By who?"

"By Justus, or one of his subordinates."

"……I see."

She had suspected as much. Images of the weary, white-haired man came to mind, and while she had plenty she wanted to say about him, she held her tongue.

"So, what should I do?"

"For starters, leave the Royal Capital."

"This isn't just a convenient way to get rid of me, is it?"

"I wish it were, but I'm coming with you."

The situation was apparently so dire that Harold, who shouldn't have been able to move freely, felt the need to escort her. Lifa realized she must have been in significant danger.

That would also explain why Harold had been so frantic to intercept her.

"Fine, I understand. Where are we going?"

At that question, Harold’s expression darkened even further. He let out a long, weary sigh before naming their destination.

"To the land of Sumeragi, to the east. I have work for you there."
Chapter 91

Harold had made a bitter decision. While Sumeragi Territory held no direct threat to his life, for Harold, it was a place where "death flags" were just as rampant as they were under Justus’s watchful eye. After all, this was the home of Erika—the ultimate emotional landmine.

Furthermore, given that Justus had been fully aware of Lifa’s movements, it was safe to assume he was tracking Harold as well. In other words, his connection to House Sumeragi was almost certainly about to be exposed.

The reason he had ventured into Sumeragi Territory despite the risks was simple: if left to her own devices, Lifa would likely be killed. If that happened, worrying about preserving the original story would become a moot point.

Judging by Rainer’s progress, there were probably only a few months left until the game’s final battle. From here on out, Rainer and his party would keep Justus occupied. Harold calculated that he could make his escape before Justus gathered enough evidence to prove that Harold’s secret schemes had actually been designed to sabotage him. It was a gamble, but it was one he was willing to take.

Truthfully, Harold had sensed he was under suspicion for some time. It wasn't that he had picked up on any specific change in Justus’s behavior; rather, it was glaringly obvious that his actions were suspicious when viewed objectively. There was no way a man like Justus would overlook that.

The fact that Justus was monitoring Lifa was also Harold's fault for carelessly bringing her along. Once again, for what felt like the hundredth time, he was reaping exactly what he had sown.

However, the reason he was still being kept alive was likely because Justus lacked decisive evidence—or perhaps he still saw some utility in Harold. Regardless, Harold had steeled himself to do as much as possible while Justus was still giving him this much leeway.

Currently, Lifa was the final piece necessary to defeat Justus. Once he successfully merged her with the protagonist’s party, Harold’s primary duties would be complete. After that, he could recover the one remaining secret treasure and direct Frieri from the shadows to ensure the rest of the "conquest" proceeded smoothly.

If they wanted to suspect him, let them. They were running out of time to act on those suspicions anyway.

If he could just fulfill his necessary roles and survive until the final battle, Justus’s misdeeds would finally be dragged into the light of day. Even if Harold became a wanted man, disappearing for a few months was a trivial task.

At this point, it was a matter of grim resignation. As long as Lifa refused to back down, her life was in danger unless Harold or Rainer stayed by her side. Harold had realized that no matter how much he tried to reason with her, it was useless.

Therefore, the only way to ensure she joined the party as the original story intended was to guide her through his actions.

And so, he had brought Lifa all the way to Sumeragi Territory. As a pathetic form of resistance, he had scribbled a half-baked excuse to Justus on a single sheet of stationery: "Killing her is a hassle, so I'm kicking Lifa back to her village." It was a lie so transparent it was almost insulting.

He would surely be interrogated and showered with sarcasm later, but if he simply insisted he had no interest in killing a brat who had poked her nose in out of curiosity, it would limit Justus’s grounds for a rebuttal. If asked why he had brought her to Sumeragi Territory specifically, he could just say he happened to run into an acquaintance and dumped her on them. Since Sumeragi Territory sat directly between the Royal Capital and Weiss Village, the logic held up—barely.

"Heh, so this is Sumeragi Territory. It’s a unique-looking town, isn't it?"

They had been in the territory for a while. As they entered the residential district, Lifa looked around with wide-eyed curiosity. Her behavior reminded him of her first visit to the Royal Capital’s main street.

"Is this your first time? It’s relatively close to your village."

"I never had a reason to come here. Besides, I spent all my time cooped up at home doing research."

Lifa gave a light shrug. In this world, traveling to neighboring regions involved the risk of monster attacks, even for short distances. Unless someone had a clear purpose, they wouldn't travel for fun. Though in Lifa’s case, her shut-in personality was likely the bigger factor.

"So, you said you had work. What are we doing here?"

"First, we're looking for someone."

"Looking for someone?"

Indeed. The mission was to find the trio of Rainer, Colette, and Hugo and integrate Lifa into their group.

His pretext would be that she wanted to help them. While Rainer and his party were currently trying to recover the Sacred Swords, they were also using their meddlesome kindness to solve various anomalies popping up across the land.

Rainer was a man destined to be the future Knight Order Commander. He would surely hear rumors of the mysterious miasma in Sumeragi Territory and come running. This was the exact reason why Harold hadn't fully solved the miasma problem earlier—because, in the original story, this was where Erika joined the protagonist's party.

The ideal scenario was to tell Lifa to join Rainer’s group while Harold remained out of sight. To avoid unnecessary complications, meeting Rainer face-to-face was a last resort.

"We're looking for a trio: one red-haired, one blonde, and one blue-haired. Start by investigating if a group like that has entered Sumeragi Town."

A group of teenagers with such colorful hair carrying weapons would be impossible to miss. If they had arrived, someone would remember them.

Based on El’s latest report, they were due to arrive any time now. However, Harold couldn't help but feel that communication in this world was agonizingly slow. Without phones or email, the lag in information was a constant headache. That delay was the reason he hadn't realized Lifa had left Weiss Village in the first place.

"Hey, Harold."

As he was lost in thought, Lifa called out to him.

"What?"

"By the way, do we not have to look for a duo of a black-haired guy and a blonde guy?"

"...What are you talking about?"

He sounded suspicious, unable to grasp her meaning. Ignoring his confusion, Lifa simply raised her right arm and pointed behind him.

"Because—"

Before she could finish the sentence, two hands clapped down on Harold’s shoulders simultaneously. Then, from both sides, he heard voices he had hoped to avoid.

"That duo refers to..."

"...The two of us."

Both voices were annoyingly cheerful.

Harold’s heart plummeted. He broke into a cold sweat as his mind raced. Even though he knew exactly what sight was waiting for him, he slowly turned around.

"It's been a long time, Harold."

"Though I must say, accompanying a woman other than Erika is quite poor form."

"And right in the middle of Sumeragi Territory, no less."

Itsuki wore that intimidating smile the Sumeragi siblings were so famous for. Beside him, Francis shook his head with an exaggerated, theatrical sigh.

The "Bad Friend" duo had arrived. They were acting like they’d caught a husband cheating on his wife, but Harold had more pressing concerns.

"...Why are you here, Francis?"

"Just visiting a friend’s house."

"I already told him about Erika, and since he doesn't seem to intend any mischief, I let him stay," Itsuki added.

"That’s only because I know that if I did anything, a terrifying guard dog would come flying out of nowhere to bite me," Francis joked.

"Would you like me to tear your throat out right now?" Harold growled.

"Easy with the bloodlust! Honestly, you’re still as humorless as ever."

Who’s the one who isn't joking? Harold thought.

Colette wasn't with Rainer, Hugo wasn't at the Cadis Ruins, and Lifa was digging into Harold’s past. Now Francis, who wasn't supposed to join the story until much later, was making an early appearance.

Why was everyone diverging so much from the original plot? So far, Rainer was the only one following the script. He’s not the protagonist for nothing, Harold thought with a strange sense of respect. Still, he couldn't help but worry that Erika would cause some new disaster at this rate.

(No, wait... depending on how I look at it, maybe this is better?)

He tried to look at the situation calmly. Francis's early arrival meant he could be integrated into the party sooner. If Harold sent him home now, it might create even more unpredictable variables. It was better to push him toward the protagonist's party right here and now.

Adding a member early would speed up the game’s "conquest" and allow the party to build combat synergy much faster than in the game. Even if it was a departure from the original story, Harold’s current priority was clearing the game as fast as possible. The choice was clear.

"Hey."

Lifa tugged on his sleeve.

"Who are these people?"

"A man with a disturbing obsession with his younger sister, and a womanizer who deserves to be stabbed at a moment’s notice."

"Uwah..."

"I'll thank you to stop those malicious introductions!" Francis protested.

As they bickered, the gazes of the townspeople began to linger. In Sumeragi Territory, where traditional Japanese-style clothing was the norm, the outfits of Harold, Lifa, and Francis were incredibly conspicuous. Furthermore, Itsuki was the next head of the household and highly recognizable. A group like this making a scene was bound to draw attention.

"We’re standing out a bit too much. Why don't we move to my mansion?" Itsuki suggested.

"I refuse. I have no time for you fools."

"Do you have other business?"

"We're looking for someone," Lifa chimed in. "A trio with red, blonde, and blue hair."

"Are you in a hurry? If so, I can have my servants find them for you. It would be much more efficient, wouldn't it?"

Itsuki’s proposal was tempting. Searching the massive Sumeragi Town with just Lifa would be an ordeal, and they were short on time. The only problem was that Erika was waiting at the mansion.

However, Lifa knew almost nothing that would be dangerous to reveal to Erika. In Lifa’s mind, Harold was dying because he was overusing his power—as long as he warned her not to mention that specific detail, it should be fine. He could just tell Lifa the "remaining lifespan" thing was a lie, but given his own abrasive personality and Lifa’s temperament, that would turn into another headache.

If not for the circumstances, he would have loved to tell everyone the truth, but at this point, he was prepared to simply apologize profusely after everything was over—even if it meant getting slapped by both Erika and Lifa. Given what he was putting them through, a slap was a bargain.

"What are we doing, Harold?"

"...Fine. I’ll make use of you."

"Then, allow me to lead the way."

They followed Itsuki and Francis to the mansion. After walking for a while, they boarded a carriage and traveled along the main road for another hour. Finally, the Sumeragi mansion came into view, beautifully framed by pink cherry blossoms.

"It’s amazing..."

Lifa stepped off the carriage, overwhelmed by the exotic atmosphere. Even to Harold, whose soul was Japanese, the scenery of Sumeragi Territory always stirred a sense of nostalgia. It clearly had a similar impact on Lifa.

He gave her a light poke on the head to snap her out of her daze.

"Ow!"

"Let’s go."

"Ah, wait for me!"

Itsuki and Francis led the way, with Harold and Lifa following behind. As they neared the front gate, they heard a commotion.

"What’s all that noise?" Itsuki asked, tilting his head.

They walked toward the voices gathered at the gate. Lifa blinked and whispered under her breath.

"Red, gold, blue..."

"..."

Harold lowered his gaze and pressed his fingers to his temples in silence.

Standing right there, in front of the gate of House Sumeragi, were Rainer, Colette, and Hugo.
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“Hey, Harold, is that...?”

“They certainly match the description of the people you two were looking for.”

“Well, that was solved quickly.”

“……”

Harold remained silent. He felt like cursing fate for its impeccable, wretched timing.

Appearing before Rainer and his party in a place like this was the absolute worst possible development. He desperately searched for a way to vanish on the spot.

The thought crossed his mind, but had he actually had the presence of mind for it, he probably should have just turned tail and fled regardless of how it looked. In the end, however, the other group noticed them before he could take a single step.

“Ah, Brother. You’re just in time—”

The one who started to speak, only to freeze the moment she laid eyes on Harold, was none other than Erika. It appeared she had been the one attending to Rainer’s group at the front gate. Harold began to wonder if some god or supernatural entity was actively trying to kill him. Then again, considering he had possessed Harold Stokes—a man practically married to his death flags—it was a bit late to be complaining about that.

Drawn by Erika’s reaction, Rainer and the others turned around. After a brief, stunned silence, they called out Harold’s name with faces full of joy.

“Harolllld!”

Rainer, the source of the shout, came running over while waving his hand enthusiastically.

Ignoring the approach, Harold leaned in to give Lifa a quiet instruction that only she could hear.

“Lifa.”

“What is it?”

“Don’t you dare tell those idiots a single word about my life expectancy.”

“……Fine.”

Though she looked dissatisfied, Lifa agreed. As long as she kept her word, he could prevent any unnecessary information from leaking through her.

The real problem was the current lineup: Erika, Colette, and himself were all in the same place. He had to operate on the assumption that Rainer knew about the past connection between him and Colette. It would be catastrophic if either of them told Erika that Harold was the one who had saved the Amageer family. While he had sworn them to secrecy, that was eight years ago, and there was always the risk that Rainer might let it slip.

Furthermore, while Hugo hadn't seen his face, he had certainly heard Harold's voice. Above all, Harold's signature foul-mouthed arrogance was not something people easily forgot. There was a genuine danger that Hugo might realize the robed man from the Hybar Ruins and Harold were the same person. If Rainer found out Harold had been masquerading as a robed thief, things would get needlessly complicated.

A positive misunderstanding would be one thing, but there was a chance they might see through his little farce. If that happened, they would be on a fast track to a hostile relationship.

In an instant, the Sumeragi Mansion had transformed into a demon's den—a hellish web of interpersonal relationships for Harold to navigate. His spirit felt like it was on the verge of breaking just contemplating how to survive this.

“You lot, what are you doing in a place like this?”

“We’ve been chasing those guys, but there’s a restriction on the area and we can’t get over the mountain. We came here to ask for direct permission, but…”

Hiding his inner turmoil behind a mask of indifference, Harold first confirmed Rainer’s movements. As expected, it followed the Original Story: they were pursuing the trio in robes but had hit a dead end because of the Miasma Restricted Area.

Since this wasn't a game where an invisible wall blocked the way, they could technically bypass the mountain, but that would mean a detour of a month or more. He could understand why Rainer was desperate to find a way through.

“It sounds like a rather troubling situation. Mind if I hear the details as well?”

“Um, and you are…?”

“My name is Itsuki. I’m Erika’s older brother and, effectively, the second-highest-ranking person in this house.”

“Th-then, will you let us through?!”

“I’ll need to hear the story before I can make that judgment. Come, let’s go inside.”

At Itsuki’s invitation, Rainer and his group were ushered into the mansion. It was a total of eight people—seven of whom, Harold included, were major characters from the Original Story. It was a dream scenario for a fan, but for Harold, it was an absolute nightmare. Still, the attention had shifted away from him slightly, and since this meeting was necessary for the future anyway, he didn't voice any complaints.

He felt a lingering, meaningful gaze from Erika, but he chose to ignore it for now.

They were led to a spacious Japanese-style room, roughly twenty mats in size—the very place where Harold had first met Erika eight years ago.

Itsuki took the seat of honor at the head of a wooden table. To his right sat Erika, Harold, Lifa, and Francis. Opposite them were Rainer, Colette, and Hugo. Once the tea brewed by Yuno had been served to everyone, Itsuki took a sip to moisten his throat and opened the floor.

“Now then, let's start with introductions. I am Itsuki Sumeragi. I am the next head of House Sumeragi and have been a friend of Harold’s for ten years.”

Rainer and Colette let out a soft "Ohh" of admiration. Beside Harold, Lifa let out a shocked murmur of, “No way...” Both reactions were directed at the claim that he was Harold’s friend.

How do you people view me? Harold wanted to snap, but objectively speaking, their shock was perfectly natural.

“……I am Erika, Itsuki’s younger sister.”

“And also Harold’s fiancée.”

Itsuki ruthlessly blurted out the information Erika had clearly intended to omit. Harold felt a literal chill radiating from Erika’s direction. He wanted to object as well, but the sheer weight of the pressure coming from the girl sitting to his left was so heavy that he lost the will to speak up.

The atmosphere had become incredibly tense. Desperate to move away from this topic, Harold attempted his own introduction, even though he felt it was redundant given the company.

“Harold Stokes.”

And that was it. Saying anything else would only lead to trouble, and since he was already acquainted with almost everyone there, the gesture was largely meaningless. They knew him well enough that no one complained about the perfunctory greeting.

Hugo, the only one who officially hadn't met him, wore a suspicious expression. He likely recognized the voice and tone. Harold decided it was best to keep his mouth shut as much as possible.

Sensing that Harold wouldn't say another word, Lifa immediately picked up the slack.

“I’m Lifa Goodridge. I’m here as Harold’s companion.”

“Companion?”

“I haven't heard the details myself, so I'm in the dark. Though I was apparently about to be put to work helping him find you guys.”

Lifa replied to Rainer’s question with a shrug. Harold appreciated her not saying anything unnecessary, but since they hadn't had time to coordinate, he had to rely entirely on her discretion.

The introductions continued with Francis.

“I am Francis J. Arclight! A true-blue prince with a legitimate claim to the throne!”

“Though you are thirty-seventh in the line of succession, aren't you?”

“You didn’t have to mention that part!”

Itsuki delivered the retort without mercy. Between this and the comment to Erika, it was clear he was a habitual offender. He wasn't failing to read the room; he was reading it perfectly and choosing to cause chaos anyway. Only he knew what his goal was.

“Thirty-seventh means that unless a literal cataclysm occurs, I’ll never see the throne.”

(The thing is, it’s about to happen…)

Harold sighed internally. The entire continent was at risk of sinking, after all.

Of course, if that happened, the line of succession wouldn't matter anymore, so Francis still wouldn't end up as king. Still, while the man took pride in his royal blood, he wasn't obsessed with power, so he likely didn't mind as much as he let on.

“Next, how about you?”

Itsuki brushed off Francis’s protests and turned his attention to Rainer.

“I’m Rainer Griffith! I’m Harold’s friend, but I guess he’s also my goal, in a way…”

“That is quite a high bar you’ve set for yourself.”

“Catching up to this man is no ordinary feat. It would take more than just hard work.”

Ignoring Harold entirely, Itsuki and Francis—both well aware of his absurd combat prowess—nodded in solemn agreement.

Harold actually wanted Rainer to become as strong as him, but he knew that was a tall order. Putting aside character base stats, Harold’s current strength was a combination of his refined techniques from his time as a player and his meta-knowledge. It wasn't a gap that could be bridged in a day.

The three of them seemed ready to geek out over Harold’s strength, but Erika stepped in to stop them, shifting the focus to Colette.

“I-I am Colette Amageer. I’m Rainer’s childhood friend, and, um…”

Colette’s eyes darted around. She looked toward Harold for a moment, then shifted her gaze to Erika.

Harold understood the look she gave him. She was silently signaling that she had no intention of revealing their past. She was a terrible liar, and it was painfully obvious she was hiding something, but Harold felt a sense of relief knowing she was trying to respect his wishes.

The problem was the meaningful look she gave Erika. Since this was supposed to be their first meeting, there shouldn't have been any history between them. Or so Harold thought, until he heard something he couldn't ignore.

“I am… a friend of Lady Erika’s.”

Colette spoke timidly. Harold’s eyes went wide.

Suppressing the urge to demand an explanation, Harold looked at Erika. She wore an expression that was a complicated mix of awkwardness and resignation.

It was rare to see her look like that, but more importantly, he could tell she hadn't wanted Colette to say that.

However, the "why" didn't matter as much as the "what." The fact that Erika and Colette were already acquainted was a massive problem.

When, where, and how? He had no idea, and the worst-case scenario flashed through his mind. Did Erika already know about his history with Colette? He suspected as much for a split second before forcing himself to stop.

(No… I don’t think so. Probably.)

He couldn't be certain, but if Erika knew about his past good deeds, the current status quo wouldn't exist. It was a bit of circular logic, but given her personality, he could assume his secret was safe as long as she still hated him.

Furthermore, based on Colette’s earlier glance, she wouldn't have given up the secret easily. Taking the bait and reacting now would only be counterproductive. Harold took a slow, deep breath to regain his cool.

“……It has been a long time, Miss Colette.”

“Oh, don’t call me 'Miss'! Just Colette is fine!”

“Then how about Colette-san?”

“Y-yes! That works!”

Erika’s previous expression vanished, replaced by a soft, captivating smile. Her ability to switch masks was truly impressive.

Still, for "friends," Colette seemed incredibly stiff. They clearly weren't meeting for the first time, but given that they were still hung up on honorifics, they likely hadn't spent much time together. How they had become friends remained a mystery.

“Guess I’m last. I’m Hugo Grafton, an adventurer. Being with Rainer and the others is… well, just a matter of circumstance.”

“As an adventurer, surely you understand the danger of entering a restricted area?”

“Of course I do… but honestly, I can’t exactly give you a straight answer on that one.”

Hugo scratched his head awkwardly, likely remembering his blunder at the Hybar Ruins. Harold didn't miss the way Hugo stole a quick glance at him.

Perhaps he had already figured out Harold was the robed man. The list of concerns was growing exponentially. Harold’s mental fatigue was peaking, and he could feel a dull ache starting in his stomach.

In this room, the tea Yuno had brewed was his only comfort.

“I see. It sounds like everyone has their reasons. By the way, Harold.”

“……What?”

“Why were you looking for Rainer’s group? Since you already know each other, do you happen to know the details of their situation?”

Itsuki’s intuition was often sharp, but this time, it was a logical conclusion for anyone to reach. The timing of their encounter was simply too perfect.

“Yeah, I know.”

At this point, Harold intended to disclose as much information as possible. This moment would be the turning point—solving the miasma crisis, forming the Original Party, and exposing the existence of the root of all evil, Justus Freund.

He had to prepare them for the desperate, all-out war that would arrive in a few months.

He felt a pang of fear knowing that this choice, which would drastically deviate from the Original Story, might change the fate of the entire world.

Even so, Harold believed this was a necessary step for his own survival, and he took it.

“And beyond that, I’ll show you the most efficient way to settle this. Itsuki.”

“What is it?”

“The miasma plaguing the Sumeragi territory. If I told you I could stop it permanently, what would you do?”
Chapter 93

Itsuki’s expression stiffened ever so slightly at those words. Erika’s sharp intake of breath was audible as well. Although the antibody medicine Harold had supposedly created was keeping human casualties to a minimum, and the LP farming method provided a new source of revenue, the decline of the once-thriving forestry industry remained a persistent headache for the Sumeragi territory.

Even if the financial impact was mitigated, the mere existence of such a destabilizing factor was a net negative for the region. There was no way Itsuki would fail to bite at the bait.

"Is such a thing even possible? ...No, that’s a foolish question. But how, exactly?"

It was a reasonable question. Providing the answer was synonymous with unmasking the mastermind behind the entire affair.

In doing so, the ultimate goal for Rainer and the others—defeating Justus—would be made clear. If Harold revealed the existence of the last boss now, a figure they weren't supposed to encounter until the end of the original story, what would happen?

Harold had frequently agonized over and feared the consequences of altering the original plot. But as he continued to do so, time and again, a new realization began to take root.

He had already reached the point of no return.

Clara was alive, and Colette no longer had a reason to despise him. Consequently, Rainer no longer viewed him with the burning hostility of a man seeking revenge for his childhood friend's mother.

Thanks to the LP farming method and the antibody medicine, the Sumeragi territory had avoided a catastrophic economic collapse, meaning there was no longer any need to marry off Erika to the "notorious" Harold Stokes.

Cody, who hadn't lost his subordinates, remained a member of the Knight Order instead of leaving in disillusionment. "Frieri," the organization he was originally destined to found, was instead being managed by Harold with El’s assistance.

Furthermore, he had forged relationships in the most unexpected ways with members of the protagonist's party—Lifa, Francis, and Hugo—characters he shouldn't have had any significant ties with until much later in the game's timeline.

The Harold Stokes standing here was an entirely different entity from the Harold Stokes of the original story. With the climax fast approaching, the best course of action was to act according to the reality he had created.

Thus, Harold spoke without a trace of hesitation.

"This is the source of the miasma. Deactivate this, and the miasma stops."

He produced a hexagonal device, roughly ten centimeters in diameter. With its tangled wires and blinking lights, it looked undeniably suspicious. It hit the table with a heavy, metallic thud.

He had pocketed it while on a mission to install several of them, thinking it might eventually prove useful. Justus likely suspected him, but Harold had insisted he’d lost it during transit, and eventually, the questioning had ceased. He was continuing to play dumb, despite being a total thief.

"What kind of machine is this?"

"Are you familiar with Dragon Veins?"

"I recall them being described as paths for the energy that flows through the earth..."

Itsuki answered with the vague knowledge he possessed. That level of understanding was sufficient; they were essentially the world's spiritual arteries.

Across from them, Rainer and Colette exchanged confused glances, clearly unfamiliar with the term.

"Exactly. This device is designed to be installed at a Dragon Hole—an outlet for those veins—to absorb the earth's energy, its ki."

How it functioned was a mystery, but it was impossible for an ordinary person to comprehend something built by a man like Justus. They simply had to accept it as fact.

Besides, in this world, mystical energies like ki were far more tangible than in the world Harold had originally come from. No one was going to dismiss his explanation as a delusion.

"I don't really get it, but what happens then?"

"The ki flowing through the earth is like blood in a human body. Rainer, if you tied a rope tightly around your arm, what would happen?"

"The blood would stop!"

"Correct. And an arm deprived of blood will eventually necrose and rot away."

The room fell into a grim silence. Most of them had grasped the implication.

To drive home the severity of the situation, Harold continued.

"By damming up a Dragon Hole, the same phenomenon occurs within the earth. The miasma is, in essence, rotten blood—stagnant ki."

"Stagnant ki..."

"Ingesting it in large quantities causes this stagnation to mix with the body's internal ki, resulting in physical abnormalities."

That was the lore from the original story. Given that the antibody medicine worked, the principle likely held true here as well.

One might have expected Itsuki to be overjoyed at finally having an answer to the long-standing crisis, but instead, his face darkened further.

"...Harold, is there a way to treat those whose ki has already been corrupted by this stagnation?"

"It’s simple. Deactivate the device, and the dammed-up ki will surge forth. If they absorb that pure energy, they should recover."

"Is that true!?"

Itsuki’s grimace vanished, replaced by an expression of radiant hope. His concern for his people above all else proved he was a true Sumeragi. Beside him, Erika was taking deep, steadying breaths.

In the original story, deactivating the device caused the pent-up energy to erupt in a shower of pale green particles across the Sumeragi territory. Patients afflicted by the miasma would recover almost instantly upon inhaling them.

Justus intended to harvest that accumulated energy, but in the original game, several devices—including the one in the Sumeragi lands—were destroyed. This forced him to launch his final plan with insufficient energy, leading to an imperfect result. Therefore, resolving the miasma issue properly now would directly impact the final boss battle.

"The device is installed at a Dragon Hole somewhere in the mountains. Deactivate it, and the flow of the Dragon Vein will return to normal, causing the miasma to vanish and the people to be saved. Understood? I said deactivate, not destroy."

"You're very insistent on that. What happens if we destroy it?"

"The massive amount of dammed-up ki will go berserk and vaporize everything in the vicinity."

"That’s a rather important detail!"

Francis reacted with his usual theatricality, but the others looked equally horrified.

It was a natural response to being told that failure meant being blown to bits.

"Stop caterwauling. It's a simple matter as long as you follow the correct procedure."

"Wh-What a relief. Don't scare us like that..."

"Lord Harold, you know the procedure, don't you?"

"I don't."

Rainer, who had just breathed a sigh of relief, and Colette, who had been looking at Harold with expectant eyes, both froze. The air in the room grew heavy once more.

"You don't know...? Then what are we supposed to do? Call the manufacturer?"

"The man who caused this mess isn't going to come just because we ask him to. Are you a complete moron?"

"Y-You have a point..."

Harold reflexively insulted Hugo, who shrunk back in his seat.

He had intended to keep his mouth shut, but his persona kept overriding his intentions. Besides, given how much he had already revealed, he felt the chances of keeping his secrets were rapidly dwindling anyway.

"Then we have no choice but to figure it out ourselves. We’ll have to start by analyzing the device's internal structure—"

"There is no need for that."

"...What do you mean?"

Harold grabbed the device from the table and tossed it to Lifa, who was sitting to his right. She caught it deftly with both hands.

"She will handle the deactivation."

"Her?"

"That’s right. Got a problem with that?"

Lifa turned a provocative smile toward Itsuki, her tone dripping with "don't underestimate me just because I'm small."

In the original story, Lifa was a prodigy of mechanical and electronic engineering, capable of hacking into unknown systems or building complex machinery on the fly. She was only overshadowed because Justus was a literal monster of intellect; in any other context, she was a genius.

Harold had already given her a device to study before they arrived, and she had mastered its structure and deactivation sequence. Since she’d confidently told him "I've got this," it would be fine.

"So that’s the plan. We move to deactivate the device as soon as Lifa is ready."

"I'm going too!"

"I-I will as well!"

"If those two are going, I guess I'm tagging along."

The trio immediately voiced their intent to join. Francis followed suit.

"Well, after hearing all that, I can hardly sit this one out."

"Fran..."

"The royal blood in my veins would weep if I abandoned a friend in his hour of need."

"...Thank you. Alright, I’ll also—"

"No." "You cannot."

Harold and Erika spoke in perfect unison, cutting Itsuki off before he could volunteer.

It was the only logical choice. Aside from the fact that Itsuki didn't participate in this event in the original story, he was the next head of the Sumeragi family. They couldn't risk him in an operation where a single mistake could result in total annihilation.

Erika was undoubtedly thinking along the same lines.

"But—"

"Think about your position."

"Brother, you should be coordinating the evacuation in case of an emergency."

"I cannot remain an idle bystander while the fate of the Sumeragi hangs in the balance!"

"Then I shall go in your stead. You have no objections, Lord Harold?"

"Don't look at me. Use your own head for once."

"There you have it. You will remain here, Brother."

The two of them tag-teamed him so relentlessly that Itsuki couldn't even find a gap to counter. Despite their supposed mutual dislike, their synergy was terrifying whenever their interests aligned.

Objectively, Erika shouldn't be going either, but having her there would be convenient.

The three of them argued back and forth for a while, but eventually, the two-on-one pressure broke Itsuki's resolve.

With the strike team decided, Francis suddenly spoke up.

"By the way, Harold. Where exactly did you get this device and all this information?"

As expected, he wasn't going to let that slide. All eyes turned to Harold.

He decided that if he was going to come clean, now was the time.

"Because the culprit is someone I know quite well."

"What?"

"Justus Freund. He is the mastermind who created the miasma."

"That’s impossible! Dr. Freund is the man who took you under his protection!"

"On the surface, perhaps. In reality, he only brought me in so he could use me as a convenient pawn."

"...Will you explain the circumstances?"

"Hmph. If you're so desperate to hear it, I’ll tell you."

Harold took a moment to organize his thoughts. If he was going back to the beginning, it had to start there.

◇

Erika was breaking out in a cold sweat. The source of her anxiety was the fact that Harold and Colette were currently in the same room.

Either one individually would have been fine. Her reunion with Colette—though unexpected in its timing—was a source of joy. Harold's sudden appearance, though she kept her face neutral, made her heart race.

But when both were present simultaneously, she couldn't afford to be sentimental.

Their relationships were a tangled web of lies and misunderstandings spanning eight years.

There was Harold, who had lied to Erika about killing Colette and her mother, and who mistakenly believed Erika still bought into that lie.

There was Erika, who knew Harold was lying but respected his wishes by continuing to play the part of the deceived.

And then there was Colette, the target of the original lie that kept Harold and Erika’s relationship outwardly hostile, yet who remained blissfully unaware of the complex friction between them.

Erika realized she was likely the only one who fully understood the gravity of the situation. This made her hesitant to act. All three of them were holding secrets, creating a tense, three-way stalemate.

While she had been hesitating, Colette had blurted out the fact that she and Erika were friends.

Colette wasn't to blame. Erika was the one who had proposed they become friends five years ago, and she was genuinely touched that Colette still cherished that promise.

But why did it have to happen now?

She couldn't deny Colette's words, so she had officially acknowledged their friendship. Erika wasn't cold enough to ignore her friend to save face.

She felt a phantom pain in her stomach—the kind born of pure stress. She didn't think her heart or body could handle much more of this.

However, as the conversation shifted, she found she no longer had the luxury of worrying about social entanglements.

The revelation of the cure for the miasma and the method to end the crisis were both things she had desperately sought for years.

And then, there was the matter of Harold’s past. She didn't expect him to confess everything, but she hungered for even a glimpse into the motivations behind his actions.

"We start five years ago. You remember the conflict in the Bertis Forest?"

Harold began his tale in a flat, detached voice. He opened with the one incident Erika could never forget.

"The invasion by the Imperial Army that resulted in heavy casualties for the Knights and the Stella Clan? As I recall, Harold was suspected of being an Imperial spy," Francis replied.

The incident had been a massive scandal, so the general outline was public knowledge. However, that "knowledge" had been carefully curated for the masses.

"That isn't quite right. Harold discovered the Empire's plan to invade ahead of time and went to the forest specifically to stop them," Itsuki corrected.

"It’s irrelevant."

"It most certainly is not! You were nearly killed because of it."

"It was a scratch."

"A magical blast that blew a hole in your shoulder and left you comatose for a week is not a 'scratch'."

"W-Were you really hurt that badly...?" Colette asked, her voice trembling.

"I'm standing here now, aren't I? Shut up and listen."

Erika could see Harold’s irritation at having his vulnerabilities exposed.

Since that incident, Itsuki had been obsessed with preventing Harold from throwing his life away. Like Erika, Itsuki had stared into the abyss of losing Harold and never wanted to return there.

Since then, he had made a point of admonishing Harold, even knowing it would only draw his ire. Unfortunately, his words rarely seemed to stick.

"I neutralized an Imperial Major General and did the heavy lifting for his capture. My reward was being detained as a spy and being sentenced to death two weeks later."

"That’s insane! You’re the one who stopped the war!" Rainer shouted.

He was right. Harold’s actions that day were heroic, worthy of a medal. Had he not acted, the Empire's schemes might have sparked a bloody civil war between the Knights and the Stella Clan.

The fact that he had been wearing an Imperial uniform—the fastest way to reach the front lines and warn the Knights—should never have led to an execution.

And yet, it did. Harold finally revealed the truth behind that absurdity.

"The invasion was orchestrated by a man named Harrison. And the man holding his leash is Justus."

"...You mean, the one responsible for that war was..."

Erika’s voice shook with a mixture of shock and burgeoning rage.

In contrast, Harold remained chillingly indifferent.

"Correct. Furthermore, Justus manipulated the Deliberation Chamber to ensure I was sentenced to death. He waited until I was rotting in a dungeon before making his grand appearance. He gave me a choice: 'If you aren't content to sit here and wait for the executioner, come with me'."

It was the ultimate coercion. He had manufactured the crisis himself, only to offer himself as the only means of salvation. It was a level of malice that defied belief.

Itsuki and Rainer were vibrating with fury toward Justus. Colette and Hugo looked at Harold with profound pity for the injustice he had suffered.

"I had no desire to be his lackey, but it was the perfect opportunity to learn his ultimate goals. This device is one of the things I discovered during my time in his service."

"...But why? Why would Dr. Freund do all this?"

"He’s compromised the upper echelons of the government for some grand design. The Bertis Forest and the harvesting of Dragon Veins are merely steps in a larger process. I have no interest in trying to fathom the mind of a lunatic who experiments on the Stella Clan."

"Human experiments? You mean he started a war just to get test subjects!?"

"The chaos of a battlefield is an excellent cover for a kidnapping."

"Damn it! Harold, the people he took... are they okay?"

"...I managed to get two of them out. I wouldn't call either of them 'okay', though."

"Kh...!"

Francis slammed his fist onto the table, his face contorted with frustration. He had nowhere to vent the rage boiling within him.

Hugo muttered a soft "No way..." and fell silent. He looked as though he had realized something terrible.

A heavy, mournful silence descended upon the room. Even Yuno, standing in the corner, had her head bowed, her fists clenched white against her skirt. Through it all, only Harold remained unmoved.

"And another thing, Rainer."

"Y-Yeah?"

"That sword that was stolen from you? Harrison gave the order. Which means Justus is the one who wanted it."

"Are you serious...? So Harold almost dying, my parents getting hurt, all those innocent people suffering, the Sumeragi people dying from the miasma... it’s all that Justus guy’s fault!?"

"As far as I've determined, yes."

"I’ll never forgive him! I’m going to beat him into the dirt!"

Rainer’s declaration was a roar of pure defiance. Erika felt exactly the same—as did everyone else in the room.

While the specific reasons for their anger varied, they all shared one common, burning spark.

A shared indignation at the man who had dared to put Harold through such hell. Erika had never felt a hatred this cold or this sharp in her entire life.

"Do as you like. But you won't get the chance unless we fix the miasma first."

The chorus of "Yeah," "Of course," and "Yes" that followed was a chaotic mix of voices, but every single one of them was a vow of absolute commitment.

Naturally, Erika’s voice was the strongest among them.
Chapter 94

He had managed to weather the immediate crisis... or at least, it was a close call. At any rate, he’d managed to keep his secrets safe and conclude the meeting in the living room. Looking at Colette’s behavior, it didn’t seem like she would say anything to Erika, and as long as he kept a close eye on Rainer, he could probably avoid any truly disastrous situations.

On top of that, the fact that he’d successfully maneuvered the original protagonist’s party into solving the miasma issue was a major win.

While his future conduct remained a massive headache, at the very least, he should be able to proceed smoothly until "that scene."

By "that scene," he meant the hostile event against Rainer and his group.

Justus's personal project—a massive flying fortress. Just as the party boards it and finally closes in, none other than Harold Stokes appears out of nowhere to block their path. Having been led astray by Justus’s honeyed words and augmented by an Astral Potion, the "Berserk Harold" fight was one of the most difficult challenges in the entire game. Although the party defeats Harold there, Justus manages to slip away, shifting the stage to the site of the final battle. How to handle this transition was a constant source of anxiety.

Even if he tried to avoid the confrontation, there was no one else who could serve as Harold's double. There was no way he could scout someone capable of stalling a late-game protagonist’s party with only a few months left on the clock.

So, what would happen if he simply skipped the event without a stand-in? He couldn't predict that outcome at all.

It would be fine if it simply ended with them defeating Justus and living happily ever after, but it was hard to believe a man like that lacked means of self-defense. It was almost certain he had some kind of contingency prepared.

In fact, it would be even more troublesome if Justus were backed into a corner and unleashed his power in a scene that deviated from the Original Story. After all, Justus fought by wielding the planet’s energy itself. If they clashed head-on in an unknown scenario, the probability of defeat would skyrocket.

Regardless of the process, the win rate would be highest if the final showdown happened in a situation Harold was intimately familiar with. He didn't want to change the flow of events here if he could help it.

Which meant...

(I guess I really am the only one who can do it, huh...?)

He had considered joining the protagonist’s party to control their movements from the inside, but he’d ultimately judged it impossible to manage a group that never did what he wanted. The fact that his relationship with Erika was hostile wouldn't help matters, and even if he cleared up the misunderstanding, years of resentment wouldn't melt away so easily.

In the first place, it was unknown if Justus would even move exactly as he did in the Original Story. There was a fear that all this agonizing would turn out to be meaningless. If that happened, he would truly be at his wits' end.

Harold was lost in these thoughts when he was forced to abruptly snap back to reality.

"Awesome—!"

"I've never seen a bath this big before!"

"It's called an open-air bath. It's an unfamiliar culture to me, but quite magnificent."

It was no exaggeration to say that the large open-air bath was the feature Harold appraised most highly at the Sumeragi Mansion. Since the group had temporarily disbanded to rest, he had been enjoying a soak for the first time in a long while to refresh himself. That peaceful mood vanished the moment those voices intruded.

The trio that appeared was Rainer, Hugo, and Francis. They quickly spotted Harold already in the water.

"Ah, Harold!"

"You were here too?"

When they tried to hop into the water in a way that naturally flanked him, Harold struck the surface using the principles of his 『Goudashou』 technique. The resulting splash doused the two of them in the scalding water.

They jumped back with a chorus of "Hot!" and "What was that for?!" but Harold merely glared at them.

"Don't bring your filthy bodies into this water, you morons. Scrub yourselves from head to toe before you even think about coming back."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

"My apologies!"

Overwhelmed by his sheer intensity, Rainer and Francis fled toward the washing area. It wasn't as if washing before entry was a strictly enforced law, but it was a point of pride for Harold, who had effectively become an Onsen Magistrate.

As the two retreated, Hugo—who had already rinsed off his sweat and grime—approached and slid into the hot spring.

"...So, it’s Harold, right?"

They soaked in the tub side-by-side in silence for a while until Hugo finally broached the subject.

"Do you want something?"

"Actually, I met a guy recently who was a lot like you. I didn't see his face, but the voice and the way he talked..."

It seemed he had already caught on. It was only natural, really.

Regarding Hugo, Harold simply hadn't revealed his face or name; he hadn't taken any other measures to hide his identity. That was the result of encountering the man twice at completely unexpected moments.

"...And what of it?"

"No, it's not a big deal, and I don't plan on telling anyone. It's just that the guy was with two unusual companions. I just found myself wondering if those two were doing okay. Well, just ignore me."

"I don't care about your nonsense, and I don't give a damn about those two either. ...But I'll tell you this: it isn't something you need to worry about."

"Heh, is that so? Then there's no problem."

For reasons unknown, Hugo apparently intended to keep the incident at the Hybar Ruins to himself. Beyond that, he seemed genuinely concerned for Ventus and Lilium, whom Harold had accidentally mentioned "did not possess language functions."

Hugo must have connected the dots during the earlier discussion about the two members of the Stella Clan rescued from human experimentation. The mention of them being harmed and the detail about their lack of speech had likely clicked in his mind.

"Well then, now that my mind's at ease, let’s go peek at the women's bath!"

In a complete turnaround from the somber atmosphere, Hugo stood up with a grin. Harold responded by mercilessly kicking him in the back. Hugo pitched forward, plunging into the water with enough force to create a massive pillar of spray.

That was the spark that turned the open-air bath into a riot. Rainer and Hugo began splashing water at each other, eventually capturing Francis and pushing him toward the scorching hot water outlet while he yelped in protest. It was a scene typical of boys their age.

Harold felt they were becoming friends a bit too quickly, but considering what lay ahead, it was probably for the best. Nevertheless, the noise was unbearable. While the three of them were distracted by the novelty of their first hot spring, Harold quietly made his exit.

He changed into a yukata in the dressing room, intent on returning to his room as fast as possible. But as he stepped into the hallway, he ran right into Lifa.

Lifa gave him an exasperated look.

"Seriously, what are those guys doing? They're so loud I don't even want to go in anymore."

Apparently, the racket from the trio was loud enough to terrorize the adjacent women's bath. Harold found it a bit rich that she was complaining to him, though.

"What a coincidence. I suffered through the same thing."

In fact, he’d had a front-row seat to the yelling, the splashing, and the infantile frolicking.

"...Ah, I see."

Instantly grasping the situation, Lifa let out a heavy sigh.

Since she was also heading back to her room, they walked down the hallway together. After a moment, she spoke up with renewed irritation.

"That reminds me, Harold. You should have told me the whole story from the start."

"What are you talking about?"

"Until we got here, you just showed me that machine and told me to 'Find a way to deactivate this.' I didn't think it would turn into a crisis of this scale."

"Regardless of the scale, your task remains exactly the same. Therefore, the details are irrelevant."

"Like hell they are!"

She was fuming, but Harold had his reasons.

The entire plan hinged on Lifa being able to deactivate that device. In the Original Story, she had entered the mountains to investigate the miasma and, after a long search, found the device and deactivated it on the spot.

He couldn't tell if that was an easy task for the "genius" Lifa or if the game simply glossed over the difficulty. Therefore, Harold had prioritized having her analyze the device beforehand so she wouldn't have to waste mental resources on searching for the source or worrying about the political weight of the miasma problem. He was afraid the pressure might interfere with her performance.

Whether it was thanks to his meddling or not, Lifa’s confidence was high. She had given him a firm assurance that the deactivation would be no problem.

"Seriously, you really are the most self-centered person I've ever met."

"You're one to talk."

It wasn't a critique Lifa could fairly make, considering she had essentially forced her way into this journey despite his orders to stay behind.

"...And yet, as selfish as you are, you seem to care quite a lot about her."

Lifa suddenly muttered the words.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"I'm talking about Erika. You keep insisting you aren't her fiancé, but her brother clearly doesn't see it that way."

"That man is merely projecting his own delusions."

"What's your problem with her, anyway? She’s beautiful, she’s graceful, and she went out of her way to be hospitable to Colette and me, even though we aren't nobles. She has a great personality, too."

"..."

When pressed, Harold found himself struggling for an answer. It wasn't that he hated Erika; he simply kept her at a distance because she was the most likely person to trigger his death flags.

Stripped of that context, there was no way he could find fault with her as a woman. She was a girl of such a high caliber that one had to wonder how many men in the world could even find a reason to complain. It was no surprise she was the most popular character among players.

Thinking about it caused him to fall into a reflexive silence.

"It's probably not my place to pry, but... how do I put it? Your attitude toward Erika just isn't like you, Harold."

"Not like me?"

"Right. You’re always sarcastic and harsh, but you’re actually pretty tolerant of people who stick around you despite that. I'm the perfect example—you practically kidnapped me and told me to go home a dozen times, yet here I am."

"That is only because you are exceptionally persistent."

"Maybe. But then, why do you try so hard to push her away? Erika is the one person who doesn't try to get close to you."

He couldn't answer her. To explain his reasoning, he would have to sound like a lunatic, claiming the world was a game or that he possessed knowledge of the future.

"Erika also told me that the fiancé thing is just her brother's obsession and that neither of you feels that way. But if that’s the case, I don't see why you need to push only Erika away."

It was a contradiction so subtle that not even Harold had fully recognized it until now. Lifa, however, had seen right through it.

This terrifyingly sharp power of observation was likely the true source of her genius.

"In a way, you're usually equal. You're harsh to everyone, and you don't even bother to notice the people who leave because of it. You were the same with the people at the Research Institute."

As Harold remained silent, Lifa drove the point home.

"But it’s different with Erika. You aren't just harsh with her; you're cold. To be honest, it looks as if you're afraid of something."

She was almost entirely correct. Harold was afraid of the death flags Erika represented. That fear bled into his demeanor, which Lifa had interpreted as coldness.

"Me, afraid? Don't be ridiculous."

"...Well, consider it a groundless accusation. My bad. Just forget I said anything."

With a casual "See ya," Lifa turned the corner toward her room and vanished without looking back.

Lifa told him to forget it, but her words remained lodged in Harold’s chest like a splinter, refusing to be ignored.
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The following morning arrived. Though it was a rushed schedule, Harold set out at daybreak to search the mountains, bringing Rainer’s group along to resolve the miasma issue. Part of his haste was due to Lifa being fully prepared, but another part was his own anxiety; he knew that the longer he stayed at the Sumeragi Mansion, the higher the risk of some unforeseen "flag" exploding.

Itsuki stood at the entrance, excessively worried about Erika and Harold like an overprotective mother seeing her son off at a train station. Ignoring him with a cold gaze, Harold took the lead toward the restricted area. Before they crossed the threshold, however, there was something he had to address.

"Why are you here?"

"I am Lady Erika's attendant, after all~"

Yuno had joined the group. Given her position and skill, her presence wasn't exactly strange, but she was still wearing her usual kappogi apron. It was hardly suitable attire for trekking deep into the mountains.

Then again, the same could be said for the rest of the women: Erika in her student uniform, Colette in her revealing, tropical-style outfit, and Lifa in her miniskirt. Everyone was dressed exactly as they were in the game.

I won't nitpick it anymore, Harold told himself, forcing the realization down. That’s just how this world works.

Focusing on more practical matters, he decided to re-confirm their strategy for the restricted area.

"……Fine. You lot, take these."

"What are these?"

"Medicine to mitigate the effects of the miasma. Drink them before we enter."

He handed out the antibody medicine stockpiled by the Sumeragi. He had brought extra, so they would likely be safe even if the investigation took longer than anticipated.

However, having medicine didn't mean they could ignore the miasma entirely. No matter how effective the antibodies were, their efficacy dropped with repeated doses. While a few uses hadn't shown any confirmed health hazards, the risk naturally climbed the more one inhaled the toxins. Ultimately, the forests of the Sumeragi Territory would remain useless until the source of the miasma was eradicated.

This was data the House Sumeragi had gathered through grueling, repeated investigations. It was a layer of reality that the game—where one simply synthesized a potion, drank it, and cleared the event—had never bothered to depict.

"I warned you yesterday, but lingering in the miasma leads to nothing good. We’re finishing this quickly while the medicine is still effective."

"It’d be great if we could, but the forest is huge, isn't it?" Hugo asked.

"I already have a lead on the location."

"……You really do know everything, don't you?"

Hugo gave him a look reserved for something incomprehensible. To Harold, it was merely original story knowledge. He had cross-referenced the current terrain with the game’s dungeon maps; there were specific points that overlapped perfectly, and that was where they would start.

The scale of the actual world was vastly different from the game’s map, which would undoubtedly cause some delays, but it was still far more efficient than searching blindly. Of course, to Hugo and the others—who couldn't possibly imagine this world was a game Harold had played—his foresight must have seemed eerie. 

But Harold didn't have the luxury of holding back. He had to lean into his role.

"Naturally. Who do you think I am?"

"It’s terrifying how easily I can believe that," Hugo muttered.

"More importantly, Rainer."

"Hm?"

"You remember the plan from last night, don't you?"

"E-Err…… Miasma is bad, so don't breathe too much, and the monsters are extra grumpy so watch out…… right?"

"Thirty points."

Harold curtly dismissed the answer. What Rainer had just recited was merely the premise. Last night, Harold had explained the methods to avoid those dangers, but it clearly hadn't stuck in the boy’s head. His status as an "idiot protagonist" was in top form.

The plan Harold had laid out emphasized speed above all else. To minimize miasma exposure, they needed to find the device quickly, stay on the path, and avoid unnecessary combat.

Engaging in a fight would force them to breathe harder and more frequently, pulling more toxins into their lungs. Furthermore, the miasma drove monsters into a murderous frenzy. Combat was to be a last resort. To achieve this, Harold had instructed them to remain hyper-vigilant and keep their presence-detection sharp.

Rainer likely remembered the gist of it, but he was clearly poor at articulating the details.

"You’re a boar. The moment something happens, you lose sight of your surroundings. You’re a liability who will charge off alone and break the line."

"Ugh……"

Rainer winced, clearly aware that Harold had hit the mark. His reckless streak was born of a stubborn sense of justice—a classic protagonist trait. That straightforwardness was usually a strength that pulled his comrades forward, but here, it was a danger.

"Even if we encounter monsters, prioritize evasion," Harold hammered the point home. "Do not fight unless you have no choice. Understood?"

"Yeah!"

The reply was enthusiastic, but whether Rainer would actually follow the command was a different matter entirely. Colette let out a heavy sigh, clearly sharing Harold’s skepticism regarding the boy’s self-control.

Still, with a party more powerful than the original story's lineup, Harold figured they were safe enough, provided they remained cautious. After walking for a while, they reached the foot of the mountain that had been sealed off for years. Warning signs and makeshift fences stood as token deterrents, but they were easy enough to bypass. 

The miasma covered too much ground to be fully fenced in. Instead, the Sumeragi had focused their defenses on the residential districts to hold back the maddened monsters.

"Everyone, did you take the medicine?"

Nods all around.

With that confirmed, Harold stepped onto the mountain path. At the entrance, the forest looked normal, though it was unnervingly silent. While the original story only mentioned monsters going berserk, the truth was likely grimmer; since the miasma was toxic to humans, it was probably shaving away the life force of every living thing in the woods. The silence was the sound of a dying ecosystem.

He stared at his map and pressed on. Eventually, a thin, pale-purple haze began to drift through the trees.

"Is this the miasma……?"

"At this concentration, the impact is negligible. But if your limbs feel heavy or numb, report it immediately."

"What do we do if that happens?" Rainer asked.

"Healing magic works as a temporary measure."

I literally explained this last night, Harold thought. With Erika and Yuno present, they had enough magical support to manage. In hindsight, that was likely why Itsuki had sent Yuno along—she was a perfect backup for Erika.

Advancing through the gloom was unpleasant, but Harold didn't falter. He pushed through the thick undergrowth, heading straight for the heart of the mountains.



A black-clad back led the way through the trackless forest. Even as the miasma grew thick enough to obscure the path, Harold’s stride never wavered. He moved as if he knew exactly where the machine was hidden.

He always does this, Erika thought, watching him.

Harold carried the weight of the world alone. It was rare for him to ask for help like this—if he was even truly "asking." The miasma was a Sumeragi problem. Previously, he had traded the antibody recipe for a debt of gratitude, but now that he had severed ties with her family, that motivation was gone.

Lifa was necessary to deactivate the device, and Harold himself was more than capable of clearing the path. He could have prepared the medicine alone, and while he needed a healer, it didn't strictly have to be Erika or Yuno. Given his personality, Harold never did anything without a calculated reason.

That means it is somehow necessary for all of us to be here, she realized. She couldn't see the full picture, but Harold clearly had a reason for involving them.

The thought that her people were suffering while Harold risked his life to save them—all while she contributed almost nothing—made her chest ache. She had tried so hard to become someone who could support him, someone worthy of standing by his side.

Yet every time they met, the gap between them only seemed to widen. No matter how fast she ran, she felt she would never catch up. A dark, persistent weakness gnawed at her mind.

Will Lord Harold ever truly need me for anything…?

It was a question she had been too terrified to voice. Once the thought took root, it wrapped around her feet like leaden weights. If she stopped now, she knew she would lose sight of him forever.

I’ve worked so hard because I couldn't bear the thought of losing him, but now, even that effort feels so painful.

She hated how weak she was. She had told herself that as long as she could be useful to him, it didn't matter if he never looked at her. But that was a lie. As his back grew more distant in the haze, her heart screamed for him to turn around. She was terrified of him reaching a place where she could no longer follow.

The pretense was stripping away, leaving only a raw, uncontrollable longing. The more her love grew, the more her own perceived inadequacies cut into her heart. Someone as weak as her—someone who couldn't even conquer her own self-doubt—could never be his equal—

"Hey."

A sharp, displeased voice broke her spiral. She felt a hand shake her shoulder. Harold was standing right in front of her. 

Erika blinked, startled.

"Hey, can you hear me?"

"……Ah, no, my apologies. I was just lost in thought……"

She snapped back to reality, her voice trailing off. Without realizing it, she had lagged behind to the very rear of the group. Her thoughts had literally slowed her steps.

Harold didn't scold her immediately. He simply stared into her eyes. It had been so long since he had looked at her like this.

"You—"

Harold started to speak, but he didn't finish the sentence.

Suddenly, he lunged forward. His left arm hooked around Erika’s waist, pulling her flush against his chest with startling force. 

Erika froze, her mind a whirl of confusion and sudden tension. Her heart hammered against her ribs so loudly she thought he must be able to hear it. Amidst the chaos of her senses, his warmth was overwhelming. Her face was buried against his chest, and his grip was so firm she couldn't move—yet even that slight breathlessness felt right to her.

Wait, what am I thinking!? 

Her face turned scarlet as she felt a scandalous wish that time would simply stop. She didn't even understand why he was holding her.

"Tch. When the miasma gets this thick, presence detection is nearly useless," Harold growled near her ear. The visibility had indeed plummeted.

"My apologies, I missed it," Francis said, stepping closer.

"Lady Erika, are you alright~?" Yuno added.

Piecing it together from their reactions, Erika realized a monster must have lunged at her from the gloom, and Harold had killed it while pulling her out of harm's way. 

He was still holding her. Erika couldn't even turn to see the fallen beast. She didn't want to move; she couldn't bring herself to ask him to let go.

But the moment passed. Harold’s grip relaxed, and he stepped back. Erika barely managed to stifle a small sound of regret. Harold looked at her again, his gaze intense enough to make her feel like she was simmering.

"Erika."

"……Yes."

"Do you realize where we are? Save your daydreaming for later."

"I am terribly sorry……"

The rebuke was deserved. She felt a wave of misery; she couldn't even follow the simple instructions he had given them all. Tears threatened to spill over.

"……If you've learned your lesson, let's move."

Harold sounded exasperated, but then his hand reached out and grasped Erika’s wrist. He didn't let go. He simply started walking, leading her behind him.

"Eh? U-Um…… Lord Harold?"

"Shut up. Just follow me and don't say a word."

"Y-Yes."

He was so unfair. Or perhaps she was simply that easy to sway. 

A moment ago, she had felt so lost, so weighed down by agony. Yet with a single gesture, she felt as though she could follow him to the ends of the earth. Even if his actions held no special meaning, they gave her the strength to keep walking.

"……Truly an unfair person," she whispered to the ground. 

Erika kept her head down so no one could see the tears in her eyes—or the smile that had finally returned to her face.
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A while after we entered the mountains, I noticed Erika had sunk into a deep depression. A somber aura radiated from her, and her pace had slowed to a crawl. The cause was a mystery, but the shift was so abrupt that it bypassed concern and went straight to being creepy.

Thinking she might have been affected by the miasma, I finally spoke up. There was no real reason for Harold to call out to her, but after Yuno prompted me with a "What should we do, Lord Harold?" and the rest of the group looked at me expectantly, I couldn't exactly ignore the situation.

However, Erika's reaction was suspicious. She didn't seem to be in poor health, but she claimed she was simply "lost in thought."

What on earth could she be thinking about to emit such a funeral-like atmosphere? It was ominous.

To make matters worse, a monster caught us off guard. In the scramble to deal with the attack, I’d ended up essentially embracing Erika to pull her out of harm's way. In any other situation, it would have been a lucky break, and tactically it was the right move—but from Erika's perspective, it was equivalent to being suddenly felt up by a man she loathed from the bottom of her soul. I cursed my fate, fully expecting a slap to come at any second as her instincts overrode her reason.

Yet, her reaction was strangely nonchalant. Or rather, her eyes were unfocused; she was miles away. This actually made me more worried.

I tried to confirm if she was truly alright, but my "Harold-speak" only allowed me to snap, "Think later." In response, Erika looked like she was on the verge of tears. At this point, I didn't care about the notoriety of being a brute who made women cry, but my conscience took a significant hit.

Furthermore, if my meta-knowledge held true, a situation was coming where I’d need Erika at the top of her game. In this state, she might not be able to fulfill her role.

That said, turning back wasn't an option, and splitting the party by leaving Erika and Yuno behind was a strategic blunder I wasn't willing to make.

I suppressed the urge to let out a massive sigh and grabbed Erika's wrist, pulling her along forcefully toward our destination.

Considering the miasma's effects, we had to deactivate the device immediately. I couldn't just leave her wandering in a daze. Fortunately, the site was just a stone's throw away. I decided we’d just finish this quickly and go home.

Since this mouth of mine only produced poison, action was my only option. Surprisingly, Erika followed without a fight. She might have been so discouraged that she didn't even have the energy to resist.

Come to think of it, the roles were reversed about six months ago when I was forced to go to Kablan for Itsuki's wedding, I recalled as we finally arrived.

The site was a basin surrounded on all four sides by mountainous terrain. It was a distorted, roughly circular depression with a gentle slope leading to the center. It was several hundred meters across, and because the miasma choked the air, it looked like a massive, bottomless pit.

Standing at the edge, I felt the tension emanating from the group behind me. The cause lay at the bottom of the basin.

"W-what is this...?" Rainer muttered in a daze. He spoke for everyone.

Within the giant basin, a massive, swarming variety of monsters crowded every available inch. Since this was the source of the miasma, it went without saying that all of them were berserk. It would have been easier if they’d just started killing each other, but things weren't going quite that conveniently.

Still, this was well within my expectations.

In the original story, while Lifa deactivated the device in the center of this basin, a ten-minute gauntlet would begin. Two to five enemies would spawn at once, and as soon as you killed them, more would randomly appear from the edge of the screen. You had to keep fighting until the timer hit zero. That was why I’d predicted the area would be swarming.

In the game, Lifa leaves the party before this, and Francis hasn't joined yet, so the battle is restricted to Rainer, Colette, Hugo, and Erika. Erika is the only healer and long-range attacker available, so if she goes down, the encounter becomes a nightmare.

This time, with Francis, Yuno, and—above all—Harold present, I hoped we wouldn't struggle too much. However, the sheer volume of monsters was staggering. If we tried to clear them all, we’d be here for hours.

I didn't know exactly how long Lifa would need for the deactivation, but the plan was to extract the moment she finished.

"The real show starts now. Everyone, draw your weapons."

"Hey now, Harold. Are you seriously planning to jump into that?"

"I am. The destination is the center. That's where the device is."

A brute-force strategy: hold the center and keep killing until Lifa finishes. Normally, it would be a suicide mission, but the people gathered here were anything but normal.

"I will clear the path. Follow me."

I drew my twin blades and toggled the switches. I’d been preparing for the possibility of taking on an army alone for a long time. This was the perfect dress rehearsal for the worst-case scenarios to come.

"Do you perhaps intend to launch an assault all by yourself~?" Yuno asked.

"I wouldn't mind that, but... Rainer. Show me how much you've grown."

"Heh, fine by me! Let's see who can take down more!"

"Idiot. There is no competition between you and me."

Regardless of his stupidity, I was glad he was enthusiastic. His "headlong rush" personality, which was usually a source of anxiety, truly shined in a situation like this.

"Erika."

"—Yes."

Her reply was quiet but firm. I could feel a strong will behind it. In a complete reversal from her earlier gloom, her face was clear, and she met my gaze with powerful eyes.

The total transformation was a bit scary, but she seemed motivated, so I decided not to overthink it.

"Of the magic you can use, what's your most powerful spell?"

"Would it be 'Blast Meteor'?"

"..."

I barely managed to swallow the "Huh!?" that nearly escaped my throat. Her answer was a massive shock.

Blast Meteor was a high-level spell Erika shouldn't have learned until her fifties. It was a screen-clearing nuke that covered two-thirds of the battlefield. It had the explosive power to instantly turn the tide of a losing battle. It cost a fortune in MP and had a long cast time, but regardless, she shouldn't have known it yet.

As long as she had Mana Bottles to refill her tank, her presence in the protagonist's party would basically break the game's balance. It was just that powerful.

I had a thousand questions—how did she know it, and when had she become this strong?—but I kept my mouth shut and maintained my composure.

The 'how' didn't matter right now. I should just be glad the encounter was about to get a lot easier.

"Fire one shot of that in a straight line toward the center."

"As you wish."

Erika concentrated and began her incantation. A pale crimson light swirled around her in a beautiful but heavy aura of intimidation. It occurred to me that this was the first time Harold had ever seen Erika use offensive magic in this world. My realization was promptly blown to smithereens.

"Blast Meteor."

With that single whisper, a storm of meteors rained from the heavens. A thunderous roar and a massive shockwave rolled over us. Amidst the screams of surprise from the others, only Erika and I—who knew exactly what was coming—remained silent.

(That is just brutal...) I thought.

The power was insane. I could see monsters being torn to pieces and vaporized even from here. Where was the original Erika who agonized over taking the lives of monsters? There were literal craters in the ground now.

The thought that she might point that at me one day made a chill run down my spine.

However, she’d followed my orders perfectly. The path was wide open.

"Let's go, Rainer."

"Eh? ...Ah, right!"

"Is that enough? I can still fire more..."

"...Conserve your magic power."

If she kept nuking the map, I’d never get to see how much Rainer and the others had improved. Though, admittedly, letting Erika handle it would have been much more efficient.

The fight that followed doesn't require much description. Harold and Rainer carved through the stragglers, Lifa arrived safely at the device under the protection of the others, and we spent the next twenty minutes slaughtering everything that moved to keep her safe.

Erika undoubtedly had the highest kill count. Positioned as a fixed turret near Lifa, she demonstrated terrifying annihilation power by alternating between high-tier magic and her bow.

Thanks to her, I didn't even have to push myself. I hunted monsters stoically while observing the others.

Rainer and the rest were far from weak. They handled the surging waves without being overwhelmed. Their individual power and teamwork were both at a passing grade. If I gave them a few pointers later, they’d be even better.

They paled in comparison to Erika, but that couldn't be helped. Erika was simply an anomaly.

◇

Life returned to the town of Sumeragi. It was only natural; the miasma that had choked the territory for years was gone, and those who had been bedridden were beginning to recover.

Everything had happened exactly as Harold predicted. The debt House Sumeragi owed him was immeasurable. How could they ever repay it?

Harold wanted nothing. He showed no interest in rewards or fame. In fact, he acted as if he wanted to sever all ties with the family. Consequently, there was nothing the Sumeragis could do officially. It was a heavy burden for Erika to carry alone.

Rainer’s group also claimed they were satisfied just to have the mountain pass opened, leaving Erika unable to show proper gratitude. The Sumeragi family officially praised their exploits, but even that caused a stir.

The day after the device was deactivated, Rainer’s voice echoed through the Sumeragi Mansion, thick with indignation.

"I don't buy it! Why isn't Harold's name on the report!?"

"Because I said it wasn't necessary," Harold replied flatly.

The news of the miasma's resolution was being spread far and wide, but Harold’s name was conspicuously absent. This was, of course, because he had refused to be credited.

"But why!?"

"Is there actually anything inside that skull of yours? It’s a nuisance, but my current role is that of Justus’s pawn. What good would it do to announce to the world that I interfered with his plans?"

"Then just leave him! Why stay with a guy like that?"

"Idiot. I told you before: I have things to do."

The two were at a total impasse. Ultimately, however, they had to respect Harold's wishes. He wanted it this way, and considering his delicate position, there was no other choice. Out of concern for Harold, there were even suggestions within the family to keep the entire incident quiet to avoid drawing attention to him, but Harold himself had vetoed that.

Harold had asked Rainer about his future plans, and Rainer had declared he would reclaim his sword and defeat Justus.

Hearing that, Harold insisted that Rainer’s group be hailed as heroes. He argued that if they were famous, Justus would find it harder to move against them openly, which would give the party more freedom to act.

Fame was a double-edged sword, but if used correctly, it provided a powerful shield.

However, he strictly forbade his own name from being mentioned—which led to Rainer's current outburst.

"Being near that Justus guy is dangerous, right? You don't have to go that far..."

"This has nothing to do with you."

Rainer refused to back down, but Harold showed no sign of budging. Frustrated, Rainer’s temper flared.

"It’s not 'nothing'! You saved me the other day, and even Colette—Mmph!?"

Rainer let out a muffled grunt. Harold, who had been sitting across from him, had skillfully flicked a tea sweet into Rainer’s wide-open mouth, silencing him instantly.

Harold stood up quietly and grabbed the collar of the boy struggling to chew.

"Enough. It seems you're in need of some discipline."

"Mmmph!?"

Ignoring Rainer’s struggles, Harold dragged him out of the room.

He’d stopped Rainer right before he could mention how Harold had saved Colette in the past. Colette offered a wry smile. Everyone in the room who knew about Harold’s desire to keep his past hidden shared the same expression.

"Well, leaving those two to their own devices... Colette, you're all going to keep traveling, right?" Lifa asked.

"Yeah. Just like Rainer said."

"I see. In that case, do you mind if I tag along?"

"Eh? Lifa-chan, you're coming with us?"

"If you'll have me."

"I'd love to! I'm looking forward to it!" Colette beamed, taking Lifa’s hand and shaking it with enough vigor to make an audible sound.

Erika noted that while Colette was polite to her, she was quite frank with Lifa. It was likely due to Erika’s status as a noble rather than personal distance, but she felt a small pang of loneliness nonetheless.

"Hmm. In that case, I shall accompany you as well," Francis added.

"Huh? Is that okay? You're a prince, aren't you?"

"That is exactly why. The thief you pursue is one matter, but Justus's outrages are unforgivable. As a son of the royal house, I cannot overlook a man who brings such suffering to the people."

"...I’ve got to hand it to you. I thought you were just a 'play-pretend' prince, but I guess I was wrong."

"How rude!"

It seemed Francis had also decided to join the party.

Colette tilted her head curiously. "But... why are you following us, Lifa-chan?"

"I have a few theories. Besides, I've started to see what that guy is really after."

"His aim?"

Colette didn't seem to understand, but the "aim" Lifa spoke of was the same feeling Erika had been grappling with. Harold’s "unlike him" behavior. His true intent was likely to bring these specific people together.

Erika, Rainer, Colette, Lifa, and Francis. Harold had met all five of them previously. The statistical probability of these five specific individuals gathering in the Sumeragi territory was a miracle—or a calculation. Hugo was likely part of it, too.

There was no doubt Harold had guided them here. And given the complexity of the events, he must have been laying the groundwork for a long time. He wouldn't have gone to such lengths just to solve a miasma problem.

So, why gather them? The answer lay in another of Harold’s "unlike him" actions.

Revealing his past and the danger Justus posed. Usually, Harold would keep everything secret and fight alone, but he had gone out of his way to ensure Erika and the others understood exactly how cruel and dangerous Justus was.

Harold was trying to stop Justus. To do that, he had embedded himself in the enemy’s camp, biding his time for the moment to strike from within. If Erika and the others disrupted the plans from the outside, the Harold on the inside would have his opening.

Sabotage from within and without. That was Harold’s plan.

He was walking a razor's edge to make this happen. Justus’s ultimate goal must be something truly catastrophic.

If there was any way to repay the debt she owed him, it was to lend her strength to this cause. Erika didn't know how much she could accomplish, but if she could support Harold's will even a little, she wouldn't hesitate.

"Colette-san."

"Yes? Erika-san?"

"Would it be possible for me to join you as well?"

At Erika’s request, everyone except Lifa looked stunned. Erika realized then that Lifa was likely thinking the exact same thing she was.

Perhaps Lifa also wanted to be the wind beneath Harold’s wings.

"E-E-Erika-san too!? Oh my... what do I do!?"

"...Erika."

"Please do not stop me, Father, Brother. This is what House Sumeragi... no, it is what I must do."

Erika met the eyes of her father and brother without flinching. Eventually, defeated by her resolve, the two let out a synchronized sigh.

"It is a rare selfish request from Erika. Let her go, Father," Itsuki said.

"...Yeah. Even if I forbade it, she wouldn't stay. She has those eyes."

"Thank you very much." Erika bowed deeply.

For a daughter of the Sumeragi house, it was an outrageous proposal. Yet, the kindness and trust of her family in letting her go made her feel as though they had finally acknowledged her as an adult.

"Um... so, for real?"

"Yes. I look forward to our journey, Colette-san."

"W-what am I going to do, Rainer!? We have a huge responsibility now!" Colette cried out to the absent boy.

By now, he was likely being "disciplined" by Harold. Harold’s lessons, which were harsh on both himself and others, were taxing for the body and soul.

But that was his clumsy way of showing kindness.

Erika had fallen in love with that man. To honor those feelings, she had to act. She couldn't tell him how she felt in words—not yet—so she would show him through her deeds.

"I look forward to working with you as well, Lifa-san."

"Yeah. I'm counting on you, tomboy princess."

"Fufu. That's the first time anyone has called me that."

Erika giggled, and Lifa gave a wry smile.

Erika felt that they were the same. Both of them wanted to help Harold so badly they couldn't stand to be left behind.

To Erika, Lifa was a comrade... and perhaps a rival.

"...I think we both have a difficult road ahead of us."

"That’s for sure. That guy is as selfish as they come, after all."

"Yes. Truly."

The two shared a laugh.

There was no gloom in their smiles; they were as bright and clear as the spring sky.
Chapter 97

Zen walked the familiar path between the fields, gazing at the clusters of golden flowers lining the roadside. If he had taken the carriage he usually drove for work, the journey would have been over in minutes. After over an hour of walking, his destination finally came into view.

It was a nondescript town landscape dotted with houses. One of these homes, which blended perfectly into its surroundings, was a place Zen frequented. As a wagon driver for House Stokes, he often made the trip to visit the man who lived there.

The garden, while modest, was meticulously tended. In one corner sat a small vegetable patch where succulent Red Gult—a sight Zen had long grown accustomed to—were ripening beautifully. Both the garden and its owner seemed to be in high spirits.

With those thoughts in mind, Zen rapped the knocker on the front door. After a brief pause, the door opened with a click.

"Yes? Who is it?"

"Hello, ma’am."

"Oh, Zen-kun! Please, come in."

Zen was greeted by a woman in her sixties or seventies. She led him into the living room, where a white-haired elderly man sat deep in a chair, waiting. 

This was Norman, Zen’s former colleague who had retired several years ago.

"Hey there, Norman-san," Zen said with a smile, offering an intentionally casual greeting. Norman returned the smile warmly.

"Hello. You look well; that’s the most important thing."

"You too, Norman-san. Oh, I brought a little something."

Zen handed over a woven wooden basket filled with an assortment of bread baked at his home.

"Thank you, as always. Come, have a seat."

Prompted by Norman, Zen sat across from him.

Since his retirement, Norman had enjoyed a peaceful life free of major illness, yet there was one thing he could never stop worrying about. Zen understood that feeling perfectly; it was the very reason he made the time to visit, sharing the rare reports that reached him.

It had been five years since he—Harold—had left House Stokes to join the Order of the Holy King. Zen and Jake had taken turns sending regular letters to keep him informed of the family’s affairs. Even now, though Harold had left the Knight Order, he remained in the Royal Capital, and the correspondence continued. 

In response to the letters sent every few months, Harold would provide a reply roughly once for every three reports they sent.

"So," Norman asked, "what did he have to say this time?"

"No specific orders. But as usual, he seems concerned about the state of the family."

This was a refrain Harold had repeated for eight years. He had stated with absolute conviction that House Stokes would eventually fall. To delay that fate, he had devised the LP Farming Method and even brought his then-fiancée’s family into the fold to turn it into a massive business venture.

With the support of House Sumeragi, the Stokes Territory's finances had managed to stabilize, but popular support for the family remained abysmal. Walking through the town, one could practically feel the population thinning as people moved away. While tax revenue had seen a temporary spike thanks to the LP Farming Method, production limits on the land meant the growth had likely hit its ceiling.

Since Harold had always spoken of "delaying" rather than "stopping" the downfall of House Stokes, Zen figured the current situation was exactly what Harold had anticipated.

"I see," Norman said, his eyes casting downward sadly. "It seems there is still so little we can do to help Lord Harold."

Zen felt that sentiment like a physical ache. 

Harold had been brilliant since childhood. Though his tongue was sharp, he was kind-hearted, resourceful, and possessed a strength of both body and mind. Above all, he was diligent and never neglected his training.

He could handle almost anything on his own. Serving a man like that was a source of pride, yet it was equally frustrating to feel so useless in the face of his struggles.

"Oh, he also asked about Lord Huey. I suppose he has a soft spot for his younger half-brother, despite the age gap."

"He never cared for his own status or power, so I imagine he has no interest in a succession dispute," Norman noted.

"Right. It sounds like he just wants to dote on him. He even sent a shipment of clothes and toys for Lord Huey the other day."

Two wooden crates' worth, to be precise. Perhaps because his position made it difficult to visit in person, a mountain of gifts—doubling as birth celebrations—had arrived. 

To those who only saw his harsh, unapproachable exterior, such a gesture would be unimaginable. For Zen and Norman, however, it was hardly a surprise. When Norman retired, Harold had sent expensive pottery to commemorate the occasion; when Zen got married, Harold sent a monetary gift with two more zeros than the standard market rate.

The accompanying note had been characteristically blunt: “You’ll have plenty of expenses.”

Zen had been so intimidated by the amount that he hesitated to accept it, but knowing Harold’s personality, he knew the gift would have been forced on him regardless. He had tucked it away untouched, keeping it for a rainy day.

That was simply the kind of man Harold was. He wore the mask of a cold-blooded noble, but he was deep in human compassion. Unfortunately, because he hated showing that side of himself, the reality was that most people were still terrified of him.

Thinking about how to bridge that gap, Zen reached for the cup in front of him. Just as his finger hooked the handle and he began to lift, the weight suddenly vanished.

The cup fell with a sharp clatter, and coffee splashed across the table.

"Whoa! S-Sorry about that..."

"Are you all right?"

"Yeah. But the cup..."

It was the very cup Harold had sent Norman for his retirement. Knowing how much Norman cherished it, Zen felt a wave of guilt.

"Don't worry. All things with a shape must eventually break," Norman said. "...Though, that is quite the clean break."

"Huh?"

Zen looked down. He had thought the cup had slipped, but the handle was still gripped firmly in his hand. Looking closer, the connection between the cup and the handle hadn't shattered; it was severed, the cross-section perfectly smooth as if it had been sliced by a blade.

Norman was right that things eventually break. But no matter how much it had been used, would age really cause a break like this? Zen felt a chill, as if he were looking at an omen of disaster.

"...I wonder if Lord Harold is safe," Norman whispered, wiping the table with a cloth.

Zen had no answer to give him.



Harold had lost count of how many times he had asked himself how things had come to this. In truth, he had been asking that question ever since the day eight years ago when he had somehow ended up in the body of Harold Stokes.

It was a bit late for regrets now.

Even though his combat abilities were top-tier thanks to Harold's body, the soul driving it was Kazuki Hirasawa—a perfectly ordinary guy. He had survived this long by using the "cheat" of his Original Story knowledge, but at his core, he was mediocre. He wasn't a genius or a master strategist; without the game's script, he never could have outmaneuvered Justus or held his own in negotiations with Tasuku.

Because he knew his own limitations, Harold had obsessed over sticking to the Original Story's path. He believed that was the only way a common man like him could survive. 

But this world, while similar to a game, was a living, breathing thing. Things didn't always go according to script. Eventually, those deviations piled up until he was forced to make a choice: abandon the flow of the Original Story entirely. He had decided that, at this stage, going off-script offered the best chance of ending the story safely.

Whether that decision was right or wrong remained to be seen. However, at this very moment, his worst fears had been realized.

A gale-force wind brushed past his skin—a blast so violent he thought it might lacerate him just by proximity. 

Harold ducked at the last possible second, putting distance between himself and his opponent. To call the man "impressive" would have been an understatement, but the thought crossed his mind nonetheless.

"The title of Knight Order Commander isn't just for show, Vincent."

Vincent van Westervoort. The prodigy who had become Commander of the Order of the Holy King at a young age. In Brave Hearts, he was a boss character who blocked the protagonist's path in the final act.

And now, Harold was trading blows with him.

Harold hadn't expected to fight Vincent at this point in time. In fact, he hadn't expected to fight Vincent at all. The reason for this predicament was brutally simple.

"Harold Stokes... Hostile entity... Prioritize... elimination..."

Vincent’s eyes were vacant. His speech was a disjointed, mechanical repetition. He was clearly not himself.

Justus was finally trying to kill Harold in earnest.

After parting ways with Rainer’s group in the Sumeragi Territory, Harold had returned to Harrison, squeezed out the location of the final Secret Treasure, and headed straight there. Naturally, he had acted without Justus’s permission.

Six of the treasures were already in Harrison’s—and by extension, Justus’s—possession. But since Harold no longer intended to play by the script, he planned to spend the next few months in total resistance. He figured that if he stole the final treasure, he could stall Justus's endgame.

It was a mediocre plan, and Justus had seen right through it. Instead of the treasure, Harold had found a brainwashed Vincent waiting for him in the ruins.

"Hey! Pull yourself together! Why are you attacking me?"

"Prioritize... elimination of Harold..."

Vincent repeated the command, his eyes glowing with an eerie light. Harold had tried to get through to him several times, but it was useless. 

Vincent lunged, his greatsword carving a crater into the earth. Harold evaded the massive swing and blurred toward the man's exposed back. There was no winning a head-on clash against Vincent’s raw power; Harold had to rely on his signature high-speed combat.

However, his strike from the rear was caught by a single arm—Vincent blocked the blade with his gauntlet. Even a blow backed by Harold's speed and strength was stopped effortlessly. It felt like striking a fortress wall.

Then, Vincent swung his greatsword with his right hand alone. The speed was terrifying—sharper and faster than any ordinary knight. It wasn't just a slash; it was a crushing blow.

In a game, a regular hit would just shave off some HP. In this world, a single direct hit was a death sentence. Harold considered using R Guard, but the risk of being crushed through his defense was too high, so he focused entirely on evasion.

Vincent’s heavy armor and weaponry meant his movement speed wasn't a primary threat, but his power and durability were off the charts. Worst of all, his reaction speed when swinging or parrying was fast enough to keep up with Harold’s velocity. Maintaining that speed seemed to take a toll on his body, but in the split seconds that decided life or death, Vincent was a match for him.

He was a heavy-hitter with monstrous durability, but knights of his caliber didn't reach the top with power alone. There were almost no openings to exploit.

Harold was left with two choices.

First: Abandon the treasure and run. With his speed, escaping Vincent wouldn't be difficult. But if he did that, the last treasure would fall to Justus. Even if that was the "Original Story" path, Harold suspected the timeline was accelerating. If he didn't act, Rainer’s party might not be strong enough to win when the final event triggered.

Second: Defeat Vincent here. 

In the original game, Vincent was manipulated by Justus into fighting Rainer’s party near the end. Harold had thought he had prevented that by stopping the events that would have broken Vincent’s spirit—like Cody leaving the Order or the loss of the Order's prestige. 

But because Vincent hadn't been broken, Justus had simply moved to a more direct method: brainwashing. He wasn't using Vincent against the Protagonist (Rainer); he was using him to kill the Villain (Harold).

"Damn it...!"

If he retreated now, a brainwashed Vincent would become a permanent piece on Justus’s board—a wildcard that Justus would surely play at the worst possible moment. Without his knowledge of the script to guide him, Harold knew he wasn't smart enough to counter such a move. He would be perpetually reactive, and eventually, he wouldn't be able to stop Justus at all.

He had to settle this here. From another perspective, this was a golden opportunity to eliminate one of Justus’s greatest assets.

Harold steeled his resolve.

"...Vincent van Westervoort. I’ll make this place your grave."

It was a fight he wasn't sure he could win. A fight where losing meant death. He hadn't wanted to use his full power until the very end, but making excuses would mean nothing if he ended up dead. He had to give it everything he had.

"Let's go!"

Harold roared. The jade crystal embedded in the longsword in his right hand began to emit a faint, pulsing glow.
Chapter 98

He was alive.

In the world of Brave Hearts, Harold Stokes was never a dual-wielder. His equipment in the game consisted solely of a Black Straight Sword. The crystal-embedded sword he now used in tandem with it was an anomaly—a weapon provided by Justus.

Naturally, the gift hadn't been a gesture of kindness. It was merely a tool designed to convince those around Harold to accept him as a convenient pawn.

But Justus’s penchant for machination didn't stop there.

The sword possessed the extraordinary ability to enhance the user’s combat prowess by absorbing their magic power. Had the weapon been uncontrollable—activating the moment it was gripped—Harold would have adamantly refused it.

He would have refused because having his magic power drained by that blade literally meant shaving away his life. It was a strategy typical of Justus: telling a lie while technically speaking the truth.

Consequently, Harold had almost never used the sword’s power until now. He had only unleashed its true performance twice before.

The first time was during a mission when he happened upon a unit of the Knight Order on the verge of annihilation; he had slaughtered the monsters at maximum speed to save them. The second time was at the summit of Mount Giran, where he had instantly slain two Ice Dragons (Hydras).

In both instances, the activation had lasted only minutes. Yet, knowing his life was being consumed made even those few minutes feel fatal. The uncertainty of exactly how much of his lifespan was being lost was a source of unspeakable terror.

This was precisely why Harold had avoided the sword’s power at all costs. He spent every waking moment racking his brain and taking every possible measure because he didn’t want to die; shortening his own life as a result was the height of self-defeat.

But now, he didn't have the luxury of choice. The man named Vincent was simply that formidable.

Harold kept his feet in constant motion to capitalize on his clear advantage in speed, clashing blades while firing magic as a deterrent whenever he saw an opening. If he let his guard down for even a second, he would be swallowed by the violent force Vincent swung to crush him, even through a parry. He repeated this cycle of offense and defense over and over.

Then, a momentary void appeared—a gap in the exchange lasting less than a second. In that instant, Harold concentrated every nerve in his body.

He stepped in with the speed of a lightning flash.

Due to his physique and weapon, Vincent had a significantly longer reach than Harold. This was one of the primary reasons Harold struggled to find an opening. One might think simply closing the distance was the answer, but it wasn't that simple. While it was possible to go on the offensive with superior speed and volume of strikes, the risk was too high given Vincent’s sheer power and his reflexes in both attack and defense. A single mistake would result in a reversal, forcing Harold to fight within Vincent’s preferred range.

Above all, Harold judged that he lacked the raw power to disable Vincent in a single blow, and landing a clean hit on a vital point was nearly impossible against such an opponent.

So, how should he proceed?

Harold’s answer was simple and clear.

He would focus entirely on evasion and deterrents, wait for a gap to appear, strike a single blow, and immediately retreat from Vincent’s reach. This was the classic Hit and Away.

Just as Vincent began the motion to swing his sword upward, Harold closed the distance. Vincent aborted his attack and forcibly swung his Great Sword down while taking a half-step back to create space.

However, even with Vincent’s Herculean strength, the forced attack lacked its usual weight.

Harold aimed for the right arm holding the weapon. Perhaps to avoid hindering the shoulder’s range of motion, the armpit area was exposed. Harold swung, sliding his black sword into the gap in the armor.

He withdrew before Vincent could recover his stance, putting distance between them once more.

As a method of reliably landing a strike, it was effective.

But there were problems. Every time he used Super Acceleration to close the gap, the sword drained his magic power. Furthermore, this style threatened to drag the battle out, and it was impossible to say how much magic—and life—would be consumed.

Moreover, the sensation of his blade hitting the black cloth under Vincent’s arm hadn't felt like cutting flesh. He had been obstructed by something hard.

He had a good idea of what it was. It was likely chainmail or something similar integrated into the suit. Unless he landed a perfect, decisive strike, he would have to cut through it multiple times to reach the body beneath.

If they weren't inside a cramped cave, he could have tried distancing himself to pepper Vincent with high-level magic, but in these confines, the only result would be getting caught in his own blast or being crushed to death by a magic-induced cave-in.

"Making me work for it, damn you..."

The situation was truly wretched.

He might die at Vincent’s hand. He might collapse as the sword drained the life from him.

Even so, to survive, Harold had no choice but to keep fighting.



As if repelling the darkness, the tree branches used for firewood crackled and hissed as they burned. Lifa sat with her knees pulled to her chest, staring into the flickering flames as she contemplated.

It was less of a simple thought and more of a nagging worry. The cause was Harold, and by extension, Erika, who was currently traveling with them.

Erika was the lady of House Sumeragi and a member of their party.

She was kind and graceful, yet she possessed a core of strength that allowed her to state her opinions clearly. She wasn't a sheltered, ignorant noble; she observed the world with a broad perspective, and her skill with the bow and magic far exceeded that of average knights or adventurers.

She had the pedigree, the character, and the talent. The more they traveled together, the more Lifa realized how perfect a woman Erika truly was.

On top of all that, she was more beautiful than anyone Lifa had ever seen. It was no wonder Colette sang her praises without hesitation. Erika was practically the embodiment of a man’s ideal.

And apparently, this Erika was Harold’s fiancée.

The two individuals in question denied it, but since Francis and Erika’s brother, Itsuki, were in total agreement on the matter, it couldn't be a total lie.

So why did Erika deny it? One could say it was because she hated Harold, but Lifa found it hard to believe that someone as refined as Erika would let such blatant loathing show.

Lifa had felt a similar sense of incongruity recently regarding Harold’s behavior—specifically, his excessive coldness toward Erika.

To Lifa, it looked as though both Harold and Erika were acting "out of character" whenever they dealt with each other.

It was only a hypothesis.

But what if Harold’s coldness was a calculated move to distance Erika? What if he acted that way to ensure she wouldn't be hurt by his death... or rather, because he didn't want her to be hurt? The kindness of a man with a personality as twisted as Harold’s was notoriously difficult to see, but Lifa figured such a possibility was entirely plausible.

And what if Erika had sensed those feelings and was stubbornly pretending to loathe him just to honor his wish? Erika had known Harold since they were children; they were essentially childhood friends.

Lifa didn't know when Harold had started acting this way, but for all his aura of perfectionism, the man could be surprisingly clumsy. If someone spent enough time with him, they were bound to notice his lapses or his incredibly awkward brand of kindness.

Especially someone as brilliant as Erika.

Lifa’s theory had no hard evidence.

It was a flight of fancy born from connecting the dots of their unusual behavior. Normally, Lifa would have laughed off such a leap in logic and ignored it.

The reason she couldn't let it go was the fear that if this theory was even close to the truth, Erika might end up with a wound that would never heal.

The real question was how much Erika actually knew about Harold’s situation.

If she only sensed he was trying to push her away and was simply complying, she probably "didn't know Harold’s life was coming to an end." The primary reason Lifa thought this was because Harold had specifically sworn her to secrecy about his lifespan back in the Sumeragi Territory.

Erika didn't seem like the type to wear her hatred on her sleeve. She was human, so she surely got angry and had people she disliked, but she undoubtedly had the poise to hide that under a smile.

So why was she like that only with Harold? Was it because that’s what Harold wanted?

If so, she was suppressing her own heart to devote herself to his wishes.

Lifa felt this way because the more she learned about Erika’s character, the more she doubted that Erika truly hated the man.

Five out of the six people in their party—everyone except Erika—were fond of Harold, which was a statistical miracle. Despite this, Erika remained the only one who wouldn't budge on her stance that Harold was a villain. This was the core of the incongruity. Whenever Rainer or Colette tried to convince her that "Harold isn't as bad as the rumors say," she simply stonewalled them with: "I cannot reach an understanding with that man."

It was almost as if she were advertising the fact that "Erika Sumeragi hates Harold Stokes." Lifa couldn't believe she would spout such shallow words if her only motivation was personal spite.

It felt far more natural to assume she was striking a pose for some specific reason. And what if that reason was for Harold’s sake?

If that were true, would Erika’s heart be able to take it when Harold finally died? And would Lifa’s own heart be able to withstand the crushing guilt of knowing he was dying and saying nothing?

But if she confessed everything to Erika now, she would be breaking her promise to Harold...

"...Nothing goes the way I want it to."

She let the words escape with a heavy sigh.

Suddenly, a voice called out to her completely defenseless back.

"What exactly is not going your way?"

"Hie...!"

Lifa nearly shrieked at the ambush, barely managing to choke it back.

Her extreme reaction wasn't just because of the sudden voice, but because of who it belonged to.

"E-Erika? What’s up?"

"It is time to change the watch."

"Huh, already? Isn't it a bit early?"

"No, it is exactly time..."

Lifa checked the clock. As Erika said, it was only a few minutes until the scheduled swap.

She must have been deeper in thought than she realized. Looking over, her watch partner, Rainer, was dead to the world. She had been so lost in her head that she hadn't even noticed him falling asleep.

"Ah, you're right. Sorry, I forgot to wake him up."

"It’s quite alright. But you looked as though you were troubled by something..."

"Ah—..."

It was hard to say, 'Actually, I'm agonizing over your relationship with Harold.' That would be like sprinting into a minefield.

Besides, she had her promise to Harold. More importantly, she doubted Erika would give her a straight answer if she asked directly. Still, sitting around and doing nothing didn't sit right with her.

In that case, she would try to shake her by changing the angle of the conversation. Confirming that everyone else was sound asleep, Lifa prefaced her next move with the thought that she was probably being a meddler, but she spoke anyway.

"...Say, Erika. Is there anyone you like?"
Chapter 99

Erika didn't seem particularly shaken by such an out-of-the-blue question.

"Why do you ask?"

"I wouldn’t exactly call it curiosity, but you’ve always denied that Harold is your fiancé, Erika. It made me wonder if there was someone else you actually liked."

"It is not like that. It is simply that our values and ways of thinking are fundamentally different."

"So that means you can’t be with him?"

"Yes."

It was the same response she always gave.

Lifa knew there was no point in pressing further or accusing her of lying. She had no evidence to overturn Erika’s words. 

Erika was, by any objective measure, exceptional. However, through their time traveling together, Lifa had discovered that even she had certain vulnerabilities. Lifa felt a bit conflicted calling them "weaknesses," but in terms of being easy to exploit, Erika was undeniably fragile.

Erika was likely aware of this vulnerability herself. That was exactly why she took such care never to expose it. Her rigid, constant rejection of Harold was likely the result of that effort.

When it came to Harold, Erika’s emotions surfaced far too easily. Lifa surmised that Erika maintained her current attitude specifically to mask that fact.

Yet, the camouflage was far from perfect—at least, it was transparent enough to make Lifa doubt that Erika’s rejection was genuine. As for Rainer and Colette, who didn’t seem to notice at all... well, they were probably just pure-hearted, Lifa mused, brushing the thought aside.

"...This isn't necessarily meant to persuade you or anything, but will you listen to me for a bit?"

"If you only require a listener, I am happy to oblige."

"Thanks," Lifa said. She waited a few seconds before she began to speak. "I’ve always been an oddball. In my village, I was loathed even by my own family. I didn't have a place where I belonged. Well, I guess that’s natural when you do nothing but study and never work."

She spoke frankly about her own past, things she hadn't even told Harold.

"At first, I started studying because I wanted to change the world. I hated that people without magical talent were doomed to poverty. I thought that if science could help people who couldn't use magic naturally to compete with those who could, the world would... no, I wasn't thinking of anything that grand. I just wanted my family and my village to be wealthy."

Erika remained quiet, devotedly playing the role of the listener as she had promised.

Lifa found it easier to talk because Erika didn't offer pity or empty sympathy. Lifa wasn't looking to brag about her misfortunes; to her, her background wasn't a tragedy, but merely the consequences of her own choices. Erika seemed to sense that nuance.

"But those feelings changed at some point. I started wanting to spite the people in the village and the family members who had abandoned me for my science. I became stubborn. I couldn't back down, and when I hit a dead end, I did a lot of reckless things."

To a stranger, it might have sounded like a pathetic story—a young girl who knew nothing of reality, chasing a dream beyond her station out of pure spite. Even if someone told her that to her face, Lifa wouldn't have been able to argue.

"That was when I met him. He said nothing but irritating things, and my first impression of him was the worst. Well, the rumors didn't help, either."

If El hadn't been there to tell her about Harold, her first impression might have been slightly better. Then again, if she hadn't been told by El, she probably never would have asked Harold to act as her guard in the first place.

"...He didn't laugh at my efforts. Looking back, he probably had some ulterior motive, and it’s galling that I needed Justus’s help, but I was only able to move forward because Harold reached out his hand."

Lifa had a hunch that there was a cold calculation behind his actions. She might just be a tool Harold was using. One could even argue she had caused him trouble by taking Justus’s offer.

However, the reason she wanted to do something for Harold now wasn't out of a sense of debt or atonement. It was something much simpler.

It was because Harold—who was fighting in a solitude similar to her own, yet far harsher—had recognized her efforts. That alone had made her happy.

It might have been a one-sided sense of kinship, but for Lifa, it was reason enough to risk her life to help him. This feeling can probably only be understood by me, she thought with a bitter smile.

She had been working hard all alone for so long. She had spent countless nights crying, terrified that her efforts were self-complacent and wrong, and that they would never be recognized by anyone.

He had cast light into that darkness and illuminated the path. No one else could truly understand what a salvation that had been.

"...I was saved by Harold. No matter what his motives were, that fact remains unchanged."

And that was enough.

Lifa had been saved by Harold. Now, she wanted to reach out a helping hand to him. Even if it was impossible, even if it was a nuisance, she couldn't help herself.

"...You are truly trusted by Lord Harold, aren't you, Lifa?"

"Trusted, huh..."

Certainly, he placed a degree of trust in her combat abilities. Harold wouldn't easily fall behind regardless of the opponent, but since that sword was shaving away his very life, trusting him too much in that regard felt...

Wait, no. That’s not it. Erika just said I was trusted by Harold... why would she put it that way—

A sudden silence hung in the air. It was a razor-thin distinction.

Lifa didn't reach the conclusion through logic, but through raw intuition. She looked up with a start. Erika’s iron-clad expression had finally crumbled, her eyes wavering for just a fleeting second.

Their eyes met. Agitation surfaced in Erika’s gaze. Realizing she had been seen, Erika’s expression shifted into one of resignation.

Lifa’s thoughts finally caught up to her intuition. Ah, so that’s what it was, she realized.

The countless fragments scattered throughout their journey began to connect.

Why did Erika immediately conclude that Lifa was "trusted by Harold" upon hearing that story? It was because Erika assumed Lifa's presence was only permitted because Harold allowed it. To Erika, Harold’s judgment was absolute.

And although she hadn't put it into words, envy had seeped into her tone. Combined with her sudden agitation, the meaning was now unmistakable.

"...Phew."

Lifa exhaled deeply, breaking the silence. Erika said nothing.

After a short pause, Lifa began to speak, as if checking her answers against a key.

"I don't quite know why, but Harold is trying to distance himself from you. You realize that, don't you?"

"Yes, of course."

"And that’s why you’re acting like you hate him. Because Harold wants you to hate him."

Erika closed her eyes as if enduring a sharp pain. She looked up at the night sky and spoke with a voice heavy with heart-rending emotion.

"The fact that I couldn't answer with an immediate 'no' says it all, doesn't it?"

It was a clear affirmation.

As Lifa suspected, Erika's stubborn attitude was merely an act to satisfy Harold's wishes. In truth, she cared for him so much that she was willing to play the villain he wanted her to be.

"You admitted it quite honestly, even though you could have made an excuse."

"Because such a thing would not work on you, Lifa."

It seemed Erika held her in reasonably high regard. Being told that made Lifa feel a bit sheepish, but now was not the time for bashfulness.

"Just to be clear, I’m not here because I’m 'trusted' by Harold. I forced my way along even after he threatened me to stay away."

From Harold's perspective, she was probably a nuisance, but Lifa convinced herself that since she had helped solve the miasma problem, her presence wasn't a waste.

"So, do you know why he distances himself from you more than necessary?" Lifa asked, regaining her composure.

"Because he believes that even if we were joined together, it would not be for each other’s benefit. However, as for what specifically he fears..."

Erika’s voice trailed off.

Lifa, however, had a leaden feeling in her gut. She had an idea of what he feared, and it was the one possibility she had hoped was wrong. Her heart grew heavy. This was nearly the worst-case scenario she had predicted.

If that was the case, what could she even do? What could she say? Various thoughts swirled busily in her head.

"...There’s just one more thing I want you to tell me."

"What is it?"

"What do you really think of Harold? I want to hear your true feelings."

It was a difficult question, perhaps one Erika never wanted to answer. But Lifa knew that unless this point was made clear, they couldn't move forward. Not Erika, not Lifa—and likely, not Harold.

"...I love Lord Harold. I have loved him ever since I was a child. Always."

Her voice sounded as if she were confessing a mortal sin.

The weight of that confession told Lifa exactly how much of a taboo it was for Erika to speak those words. It also revealed the sheer depth of her devotion.

When they had first met at the Sumeragi Mansion, Erika had told Lifa, "We both might have a hard time." At the time, Lifa thought she meant they were both victims of the trouble Harold caused.

But looking back, that gaze meant more. Erika had recognized Lifa as a kindred spirit—someone who cared for Harold and acted for his sake. Lifa hadn't known Erika well enough then to realize it. Not that knowing would have changed much.

In the end, as long as Harold's ultimate goal and methods remained a mystery, neither Lifa nor Erika could truly act.

Even so, Lifa felt the situation was fundamentally wrong. Harold was moving toward his own end, shaving away his life without a second thought, while Erika was suppressing her own heart just to respect his wishes.

Lifa knew that human relationships were usually for the people involved to settle, but at this rate, Erika would be left with a permanent, gaping wound when Harold inevitably died. Knowing that and doing nothing felt wrong—as a friend, and as a human being.

"Then you know, don't you? That Harold will do anything, no matter how reckless, to reach his goal."

"Yes. I know that all too well."

Erika had known him since they were children. She had seen it all.

And perhaps that was the problem. It seemed to Lifa that Erika regarded Harold as something absolute. Harold was undeniably brilliant, and if Erika had watched his accomplishments up close her whole life, it was only natural she felt that way. Her own intelligence only served to remind her how difficult his feats truly were.

But that was a dangerous path. No matter how superior he was, Harold was still just one man. He had limits.

To believe in every single one of his judgments and only act as he desired wasn't trust—it was blind faith.

"Harold is amazing, sure. He can do things ordinary people can't. But he’s human, just like us. That means he can make mistakes. He can fail."

"...Those are painful words to hear."

"I know you understand that. You're a logical person. It might sound like I'm overstepping, but I think it’s much more 'like' you to desperately search for a way to be useful so you can stop his recklessness, rather than just following his lead."

"I... I have no confidence."

Erika gave a self-deprecating smile. It didn't suit her. Lifa hated seeing her like this.

"Whether I can truly be of use to Lord Harold... I simply cannot find the confidence in that, no matter how hard I try."

The roles shifted, and this time, Erika began to tell her story. It was the story of her life, and a window into Harold’s past.



"I first met Lord Harold eight years ago, when I was ten."

Erika had first learned of Harold Stokes when they became betrothed for political reasons. Even as a child, she understood her duty. Though her feelings weren't positive, she had accepted it as an inevitability.

She told herself that if marrying Harold would improve the lives of her people, then as the daughter of the lord, it was her duty to go. Still, she remembered struggling to hide her dread at the thought of joining a family as notorious for their pure-bloodist views as House Stokes.

However, the fiancé who appeared out of nowhere brought with him a cure for the miasma rampant in the Sumeragi Territory. He only asked for the cost of materials; in reality, he had provided it for free.

Harold had insisted it was merely to put them in his debt, but House Sumeragi was already the subordinate party. There was no practical reason for him to go to such lengths. At that point, Erika’s opinion of him had soared.

"However, a certain incident occurred that caused me to feel a fatal sense of revulsion toward him."

"An incident?"

Erika hesitated, but then she continued. Lifa and the others understood Harold. Colette was even a direct witness to these events.

"At the time, a rumor was spreading through the Stokes Territory that Lord Harold had murdered a mansion servant and her daughter. I asked him if the rumor was true."

She still remembered praying it was a baseless lie. But Harold had shattered that hope.

"'I killed them because they got on my nerves,' 'It is my prerogative to let them live or die on a whim,' he told me. He even insulted them as an 'Inferior Species.'"

The anger and disappointment she felt then had been overwhelming. As a child, she hadn't known what to do with such intense emotions.

"But it was all a lie to make me believe the worst of him. In truth, he had personally ensured that the mother and daughter escaped the territory alive."

He had deceived his own parents, prepared an escape route, and provided a small fortune so they could start a new life. He had taken the infamy of a murderer upon himself just to ensure their safety, and he had carried that burden ever since.

"...That sounds exactly like something Harold would do."

"It does. And through a turn of events, I learned the truth."

Harold’s kindness, his strength, and his nobility. Once she understood the man behind the mask, it was all over for her.

"I see. That’s more than enough reason to fall for him."

"Yes. By the time I realized it, it was already too late."

At first, she had been too consumed by guilt to think of romance, but that incident had undoubtedly been the spark.

"He is so reckless. He never looks after himself. I decided I would do everything in my power to reduce his burden, even if only by a little."

She played the role he wanted her to play so he wouldn't have to worry about her. When he was badly injured, she trained in healing magic to save him. She studied etiquette, administration, and every field of knowledge she could find to keep pace with him. She honed her skills in attack magic, archery, and taijutsu so she wouldn't just be someone he had to protect.

"...But looking back, those were all passive choices."

If she hadn't wanted him to worry, she should have confronted him directly. She should have worked to build mutual trust and asked what he needed from her. If she had done that, maybe he wouldn't have had to suffer such terrible injuries.

No matter how much she improved herself, it was meaningless if Harold didn't "need" her. And she had known from the start that the chances of him asking for her help were nearly zero. By waiting for him to "need" her, she had effectively given up on reaching out herself.

'Watch over what he is trying to accomplish, support him, stay by his side, and become someone who can truly understand him.'

Those were the words her father had given her. She had tried to live by them, but she realized now she had failed utterly.

Was she watching over him? No, she was just watching him from a distance. 

Was she supporting him? No. 

Was she by his side when he suffered? He didn't want her there, so she stayed away. 

Did she understand why he risked his life? She had no idea what he was thinking.

It was a pathetic showing. Saying "Harold didn't want it" was no excuse. Lifa had ignored Harold's wishes, forced her way into his life, and earned his trust. If Erika truly cared for him, shouldn't she have confronted him with her true feelings, regardless of the rejection?

The truth was, Erika lacked the courage. She was afraid of being hurt. Afraid of being pushed away. She had used his "wishes" as a shield to avoid taking that terrifying step forward.

She had been running away from the very beginning, clinging to the faint, uncertain hope that he might reach out to her someday.

"How pathetic..."

The regrets were endless. Even that time on the boat in Kablan, when she had taken his hand. If she had spoken her heart then, maybe things would be different. But she had been too timid.

"No matter how great a sinner you may be, I am prepared to accept it—or so my brother might say," she had told him, hiding behind a joke.

The difference between Erika and Lifa was the courage to be hurt. Lifa had it. Erika did not. Her love was only worth that much.

She couldn't find confidence because she had never actually done anything for his sake. All her hard work had been for her own satisfaction. It was meaningless.

And most of all, she loathed herself for breaking her vow. She had promised to keep the truth about Clara and Colette a secret until Harold was ready to share it, yet she had just spilled everything. Lifa’s words had made her realize her own foolishness so clearly that she had lost her grip on herself.

"Erika..."

Lifa tried to offer encouragement, but the words wouldn't come. 

Erika felt her own shame deepening. The only thing she could do now was try to act like her usual self.

"I am sorry for venting such grievances. Please, Lifa, you should get some rest."

"But..."

"I will be fine. Truly."

They went back and forth a few more times, but eventually, Lifa gave in and retreated to her tent, looking back at Erika with a worried expression.

Left alone, Erika stared into the crackling campfire. For some reason, it didn't feel warm. Even when she added more branches to feed the flames, the cold remained.

Ah, so this is what it feels like when a heart breaks, she thought distantly.

"...I never had the right to stand by your side, did I?"

She finally said it out loud. The words she had swallowed a thousand times before sank deep into her soul, feeling more like the truth than anything she had ever known.

Tears spilled from her eyes. Only the trails on her cheeks felt warm. But that warmth felt like the love and affection she had nurtured for Harold for years, now leaking out of her and wasting away into the dirt. Terrified of the loss, Erika simply sat in the silence and cried until the sky began to turn white with dawn.
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His sword felt like lead in his hands. Just maintaining his stance and keeping the blade from sagging was an exercise in pure exhaustion.

Even for Harold, whose daily training was nothing short of inhuman, his physical limits were fast approaching.

The battle had been raging for over an hour. Had he been merely fighting, he could have handled it, but a life-or-death struggle against an opponent of equal strength was a different matter entirely. Wielding a heavy longsword for this long was taxing his mental fortitude as much as his muscles.

Harold might have had the advantage in speed, but Vincent’s strikes were precise and devastating. Even a single clean hit through his guard would be enough to end the fight. To make matters worse, that precision was only sharpening as the duel continued.

Harold had been forced to block several times when evasion was impossible, and the sheer mass and strength behind Vincent’s swings allowed damage to bleed through his guard. His left hand was so severely numbed that he had long since lost his grip on his black straight sword, leaving it forgotten on the cavern floor.

While he was relieved to know he could at least block the attacks without being cleaved in two instantly, his entire body creaked in protest, and his face threatened to contort with agony.

Gasping for air and bloodied from countless minor lacerations, Harold was the very definition of battered. The intensity of his clash with Vincent had reached a fever pitch.

Vincent raised his massive greatsword—a weapon reminiscent of a zanbato—high above his head. Based on the distance between them, Harold should have been safe, yet the blade suddenly pulsed with a pale blue aura. Recognizing the danger, Harold immediately leapt back to widen the gap.

Ignoring the distance, Vincent brought the sword down with a thunderous impact.

The ground shattered, the stone floor peeling upward with a heavy, crushing roar.

The raw power was absurd, but the true threat lay elsewhere. Immediately after the sword struck the earth, the space surrounding Harold began to warp. It was high-density compressed air, a vacuum created by the sheer pressure of Vincent’s swing.

An instant later, the air turned to plasma and detonated.

"Blast Dust Sword."

It was one of the few long-range skills Vincent possessed in the Original Story.

Harold evaded the explosion by a hair’s breadth. In the game, the attack power wasn't particularly high, but that was only "by Vincent's standards." It was not a move anyone should take willingly.

Furthermore, in the game, the skill only generated a single meter-wide sphere of plasma at a fixed distance. Here, the plasma erupted randomly in a wide, fan-shaped arc from the point of impact. The area of effect was significantly larger than in the Original Story and far harder to dodge; the delay between the spatial distortion and the explosion was less than a second.

Getting hit even once meant an almost certain follow-up that would end the life of the victim.

Since when does swinging a sword generate plasma?! Harold nearly spat the complaint aloud, momentarily ignoring the hypocrisy of a man whose own movements already spat in the face of physics.

On second thought, they were both equally guilty. This was a fantasy world, after all.

Despite appearances, the situation was at a stalemate. In fact, considering Vincent was more heavily injured than Harold, one could argue Harold had the upper hand.

Through a meticulous hit-and-away strategy, Harold had been chipping away at the gaps and thin points of Vincent's armor. He had already managed to shatter most of the reinforced plating beneath the outer shell.

The proof was in the visible wounds and the steady flow of blood staining Vincent’s form.

(And yet, he isn't slowing down at all...!)

If anything, Vincent was adapting. He continued to mutter "Priority to elimination" in a broken, hollow tone. With neither reason nor ego left, he was likely ignoring pain and fatigue entirely, which explained why his performance hadn't degraded.

Usually, someone in such a state would become reckless or predictable. While Vincent’s expressionless mask reminded Harold of Lilium or Ventus, his fighting style was far from their mechanical, linear patterns.

Harold's initial plan was to use feints and distractions from outside Vincent's reach to create an opening, dive in for a strike, and retreat. However, after several repetitions, Vincent had begun timing counters to Harold's lunges.

When Harold dodged the counter to continue his assault, Vincent used the counter as a feint, predicting Harold’s evasion and catching him where he landed.

He hadn't been able to dodge that one. Blocking it with his sword had sent him flying several meters.

If Lilium and her cohort were industrial robots repeating a pre-set program, Vincent was a machine learning through AI. The difference was night and day.

As the fight progressed, Harold was finding it harder and harder to land a blow.

(...Wait. Is he actually learning?)

It had started as a metaphor in his head, but a localized bad omen—the kind that had been depressingly accurate since he’d possessed Harold—reared its head.

If it were true, then Harold was facing a killing machine that didn't flinch, didn't stop regardless of damage, and actively learned its opponent's habits. Combined with Vincent's natural high-spec stats, he had the power of a one-hit-kill and the durability of a fortress.

To make matters worse, the brainwashing had altered his combat patterns, rendering Harold’s knowledge of the Original Story nearly useless.

"Hmph. So what?"

He spat the words out just to act tough. Yet, through the filter of Harold’s persona, the mutter sounded like a declaration of supreme confidence.

Paradoxically, that encouraged the man inside—Kazuki.

If there were no known patterns to follow, he would simply have to force the opponent into a new one. If the enemy was going to learn his movements, he would use that learning against him.

Harold Stokes could do it. Kazuki knew that better than anyone.

Harold flashed a daring, arrogant smirk. In the next heartbeat, he exploded from a standstill into top speed.

Air Dash. He had first used it in earnest against Ritzelt, the Sarian mage. Back then, he had nearly broken himself just to change direction mid-air, but years of refinement had allowed him to master high-speed Three-Dimensional Maneuvers.

His current speed was incomparable to those early days. Yet, even so, Vincent was tracking him.

Knowing he was being read, Harold dove into the lion’s den. He kicked off the ground at max speed, then kicked the air itself to bank around to Vincent's rear.

He aimed for the neck. The vital spot was armored, of course, but his goal wasn't to kill or even deal damage—it was the act of "slashing" itself. Just as Harold predicted, Vincent intercepted the strike with his left gauntlet.

Since the start of the fight, Vincent had consistently used his gauntlet to guard against unfamiliar attacks. If Harold repeated the exact same sequence three times, Vincent would invariably switch from a block to a counter on the third attempt.

Harold evaded and circled behind him again to launch another strike.

Vincent swung a backhand with his left arm to brush him off. It was a checking maneuver rather than a committed strike.

Still, even without a sword in that hand, the blow was sharp and heavy. Catching it meant a broken posture, followed immediately by a finishing blow from the greatsword.

Harold saw it coming and chose to take the hit anyway. Even a glancing blow was enough to break a bone if he didn't brace for it.

The moment he endured the impact, the real threat—the greatsword—came whistling down. A direct hit would be fatal.

Harold dodged it by the narrowest of margins.

But instead of leaping backward as he usually did, he stepped forward, grazing the descending blade as he slipped past.

It was a gamble. He didn't have the luxury of a proper counter. If his timing had been off by a fraction of a second, he would have been cleaved from the skull down.

Had his sword not been enhancing his physical limits, he wouldn't have made it. Even so, he felt the ground beneath him shatter as he slipped through the jaws of death.

He emerged, once again, at Vincent's back.

He couldn't counter-attack yet. The exchange had lasted less than a second, and the sheer concentration required to evade had left him unable to transition into an offensive stance.

Harold backed off to reset. That specific trick wouldn't work again. The battle had dragged on this long because Harold had been forced to cycle through tactics, failing to land a finishing blow while Vincent slowly mapped his behavior.

And, inevitably, on the third time, Vincent would have his number.

(That’s why the third time is the key.)

Steeling his nerves, he repeated the sequence. The second time was even tighter; the wind from the greatsword rushing past his ear was deafening. He saw a scrap of his own coat, sliced clean off, flutter to the floor by Vincent’s feet.

Vincent was definitely getting faster at tracking him.

If he tried it a third time, he would be cut down. If Vincent had any cognitive function left, he surely realized that too.

Failure meant death. The very thing Harold had feared and fled from for years was finally standing right in front of him.

But he couldn't run anymore. To live, he had to dive head-first into the abyss.

(...I'm a bit late to the party. I should have steeled myself for this long ago.)

Harold understood it now. He hadn't been fighting his fate of death; he had been hiding from it.

By using his "switch," Kazuki had offloaded his terror onto the remnants of Harold's soul while he himself stayed safe from the psychological weight of mortality. The Vincent standing before him was the price for that cowardice.

That was why Kazuki—no, Harold—had to do this now.

He needed the resolve to fight alongside the soul of Harold Stokes. The resolve to stare fate in the eye.

Original Story knowledge, Harold’s innate talent, and Kazuki’s will. Without all three, he stood no chance against Vincent, much less Justus.

"Here I come, you puppet!"

Harold threw himself into the abyss for the third time.

He circled, dodging the slash Vincent unleashed with mechanical perfection. He took the rear again, but on this third iteration, Vincent’s reaction was instantaneous. A backhand blow flew toward him before Harold could even ready his blade. He used his sword as a shield to catch the impact.

Everything was exactly as before.

The greatsword was already descending from above. There was no room to step forward, and no time to leap back. So, Harold stayed put.

And then, he spun. Using his left foot as a pivot, he performed a single rotation, shifting his body exactly one person's width to the left. The massive blade shrieked past him, missing his skin by a fraction of a millimeter.

But unlike the previous times, the greatsword did not hit the floor. It stopped mid-air. Vincent had learned; he had anticipated that Harold would try to take his back again and had shortened his swing to avoid the recovery lag.

This was the result of Vincent’s optimization. He predicted the next move and adjusted his actions to match.

But what happened when the target did something outside his learned patterns? The answer was carved in the countless scars on Vincent’s body.

Almost all of them had been inflicted at the start of the battle, before the "AI" had enough data to optimize. This fight was a race against time; the longer it lasted, the more the scales tipped in Vincent’s favor.

However, there was a flaw in this learning process: it was entirely reactive.

Vincent responded to attacks, but he didn't proactively use his own attacks to bait or lead his opponent. Perhaps that was the limit of the technology controlling him.

Regardless, Harold’s current position was an "unexpected pattern." He had moved to the outside of the sword arm. Vincent couldn't bring the blade back in time, and his left arm—his primary defense—was at the furthest possible point from Harold.

The problem was that Harold was now deep within Vincent’s personal space without any momentum. He didn't have the leverage to land a strike powerful enough to stagger the giant and start a combo.

Normally, he would use a Secret Art or magic, but those required a brief moment to channel mana. At this range, against this opponent, even a split-second charge was an opening he couldn't afford.

So, Harold chose a third option. Neither a sword strike nor a spell.

He lunged with his bare hand.

It was a palm strike, faster than any sword swing, launched like a jab. In the game, Goudashou was a mere utility move used for linking combos. With a left hand that could barely hold a sword and Vincent’s legendary defense, it shouldn't have done a speck of damage.

—If the move were the same as the one in the game, that is.

"Goudashou: Thunder!"

The moment his palm struck Vincent’s jaw, a surge of electricity erupted from Harold's hand.

In the eight years he had spent struggling to survive, Harold had mastered every skill from the game. He had tried to learn moves from other characters. And beyond that, he had worked tirelessly to invent new ones.

Goudashou: Thunder was one of them.

To be fair, it still didn't deal much damage. To output enough voltage to be lethal would require the same charge time as any other spell.

So, he had discarded the power in favor of speed. He timed the electrical discharge to trigger the exact microsecond his palm made contact. It wasn't enough to kill, or even to burn.

But it was enough. It was more than enough to paralyze the muscles for a single, precious heartbeat.

No matter how brainwashed or numb to pain he was, as long as his body was biological, he could not override a physiological reflex. Even in this world, Vincent was still human.

"...!"

Vincent didn't cry out, and his face didn't move. But just as Harold planned, he froze. In a duel of this caliber, a single second of paralysis was an eternity. It was a death sentence.

By the time the rigidity left Vincent's limbs, it was far too late.

"Thunderclap Slash!"

The Secret Art, fully charged during that window of stillness, slammed into Vincent’s midsection. The sword itself became a bolt of lightning, doubling the giant over. He tried to raise his head, tried to swing his sword, but the threat was gone.

Harold didn't give him a chance to recover. He unleashed a relentless storm of strikes, each one gaining power from the last.

A diagonal slash seared through the armor; a thrust sent him reeling. A roundhouse kick shattered the exposed midsection, and before Vincent could even begin to fall, Harold’s blade swept upward from behind. As the giant was launched into the air, Harold blasted him with a Thunderbird.

The combo didn't stop. Harold knew he couldn't afford to be merciful. He didn't stop until his strikes numbered a hundred.

As Vincent’s body hung at the peak of the arc, Harold thrust his sword toward the ceiling. The tip erupted in a blinding radiance.

This was Harold’s ultimate technique. In the game, it could wipe out sixty percent of a level-capped protagonist's HP in a single hit.

Bolts of lightning arced from the blade’s tip to meet a rift opening in the ceiling of the ruins. The two points of light connected, a pillar of divine wrath skewering Vincent’s body.

Harold swung the sword down, cleaving the air and the man within it.

"Rending Thunder!!"

A roar of thunder, far too loud for the confines of the cavern, shook the ruins to their foundations. The shockwave kicked up a localized sandstorm of dust and debris.

As the air cleared, only one figure remained standing.

His breathing was ragged, his body spent, but his voice remained as arrogant as ever as he looked down at his fallen foe.

"A fitting look for you, Vincent. I win."



Since this is the landmark 100th chapter, I wanted to show off the protagonist’s cool side.

This is a scene I’ve been wanting to write ever since Harold first imagined fighting Vincent back in Chapter 13, so I’m very satisfied with how it turned out.
Chapter 101

Watching Vincent collapse, the strength finally drained from Harold’s body, and he slumped onto one knee. While his wounds weren't necessarily fatal, the physical toll of a prolonged battle—compounded by unleashing a hundred-hit combo while bleeding out—was staggering.

Added to that was the mental exhaustion of weathering Vincent’s relentless assault. The fatigue had reached a breaking point.

But he had won. After sustaining that much damage, even Vincent shouldn't be able to stand. Honestly, it wouldn't have been surprising if he were dead.

The final move, Crackling Thunder, was the most powerful technique in Harold’s repertoire—a true trump card. However, its massive destructive power came at the cost of a long charge time, making it notoriously difficult to use.

In the game, it had become something of a joke—a move so slow that being interrupted before execution was the default. It certainly wasn't designed for practical combat. Since the game's battles were fundamentally built around four-person parties, any attempt to charge such a move leisurely would inevitably result in an enemy attack canceling the animation.

It had only landed this time because of the unique circumstances: a one-on-one duel that almost never occurred in the original game.

That was why he was certain he had won.

Harold bowed his head, his breath coming in ragged gasps, when a sound reached his ears—the crunch of gravel.

His breath hitched. Denial flooded his mind, but at the same time, a part of him acknowledged that if anyone could survive that, it was Vincent. Harold forced his head up to face a reality he desperately wanted to reject.

The sight made the words spill out of him.

"…You monster."

Vincent’s armor was shattered. The flesh beneath was a map of countless gashes and soaked in a staggering amount of blood.

Despite this, Vincent stood. Harold instinctively recoiled at the man’s ghost-like appearance.

Staggering on legs that should have lacked the strength to support him, Vincent dragged his greatsword and took a single step forward. He was a dead man walking, yet his eyes burned with an unnervingly sharp light.

"Elimination… of Harold… Stokes… set to… maximum priority…"

"…So you’re just a puppet after all. To think the Commander of the Order of the Holy King could fall this far."

In the original story, Vincent had lost his way after being manipulated by Justus’s words. Now, he had been stripped of his very self-awareness through brainwashing. If anything, his current state was more wretched than his fate in the game.

When Harold thought about it, Vincent was in a similar position to himself: a boss character, a mere narrative device meant to be struck down by the protagonist. Though the original game didn't explicitly depict it, Cody’s dialogue suggested that Vincent died in that timeline as well.

In essence, Vincent was a man defined by his death flags. It was a dark irony that two such men were now trying to kill one another. It was as if fate itself was demanding they fight until one of them finally stayed dead.

"Don't give me that…"

It was the worst possible feeling. Ever since he had inexplicably possessed Harold, he had lived in constant agony, struggling against the terror of his own demise.

Just because this world was a near-perfect replica of a game he loved didn't mean he could simply enjoy the ride. Immersing himself in the world helped ease the mental burden, but even that had its limits.

His fear and anxiety were the direct results of his misfortune—the curse of knowing the ultimate fate of himself and this world.

Yet, looking at the broken shell of the man before him, Harold realized that Vincent—who likely knew nothing—was perhaps just as miserable.

He had lost his family and his home, turned to the life of a mercenary to survive, and stained his hands with blood. Even so, he had become a knight to protect his friends—to protect someone. He hadn't relied on talent alone; his position as Commander was the result of relentless effort and a steadfast, honest character.

And this was his reward.

In the original story, he lost his subordinates, watched his pride—the Order of the Holy King—fall into disgrace, and then had his weakened heart exploited by Justus until he turned his blade on Rainer’s party. His life ended in a duel against his childhood friend and best friend, Cody.

Now, he was brainwashed into a puppet existing only to carry out Justus’s orders. Orders that would result in the very people Vincent swore to protect sinking into the sea along with the rest of the continent.

Only Vincent could say which fate was more tragic, but either way, his life was a sequence of endless hardships.

"…Are you satisfied with a life like that?"

The question left Harold’s lips before he could stop it. He knew it was pointless to talk to the current Vincent, yet he couldn't help but voice the emotions swirling in his chest.

"Failing your own goals, only to be used as a tool for someone else’s schemes…"

It was anger—pure resentment toward an unreasonable reality.

"I won't accept a life as shitty as that. If you can't live for yourself, it can't be called a life at all."

At the same time, it was a desperate thirst for survival.

He refused to accept a reality where people died simply to add drama to a story.

"What about you, Vincent? Is this pathetic state the 'justice' you dreamed of?"

Predictably, Vincent didn't answer. Harold hadn't expected him to.

He just needed to say it. It was a rebuke to himself, a selfish pity for Vincent, and a scream of defiance against the fate that bound them both.

Using his sword as a makeshift cane, Harold forced himself to stand. He was at his limit.

The moment he thought the fight was over, the adrenaline had faded, allowing the crushing weight of exhaustion to settle in. His hands were shaking so badly he could barely grip his hilt; he had no confidence he could fight a proper battle. His opponent was undoubtedly near death as well, but if Vincent could move while ignoring such massive trauma, Harold’s chances of winning were slim.

Still, if he wanted to live, he had to hold the line.

I really hate this… a detached part of his mind thought, even as Harold forced a roar of defiance.

"Don't let them lead you around by the nose, you fool! Rule your own goddamn will!"

The change in Vincent happened the moment Harold finished shouting.

His slow, mechanical advance stopped. The greatsword slipped from his fingers and clattered to the ground.

"…Huh?"

A confused sound escaped Harold’s lips. Setting aside the fact that he sounded like a common thug, he was genuinely bewildered by the sudden turn of events.

Should he seize the opening and strike, or wait? After a moment’s hesitation, Harold chose the latter. The crushing pressure of knowing that a single mistake would mean his death kept his feet rooted to the spot.

"Harold… I…!"

Harold’s eyes widened. The robotic, monotone cadence was gone; the voice sounded like the Vincent he knew.

Harold found a sliver of hope in the conclusion he reached.

(Is the brainwashing actually breaking?)

There was no proof, but the sudden shift from an empty shell to a voice filled with human emotion was unmistakable.

He didn't know why it was happening—whether it was the physical trauma, Harold’s words, or simply a time limit on the spell. But the why didn't matter. The important thing was that there was a chance to bring Vincent back. If he could do that, they didn't have to kill each other.

This was, in a way, Harold’s greatest weakness. The soul inside him was still that of a college student who had lived a peaceful life in modern Japan until eight years ago.

Though he had possessed the death-flag-riddled Harold and survived countless battles with monsters and men alike, he had never actually killed a human being. It was a line he knew he could never uncross—a boundary he hesitated to step over, both consciously and unconsciously.

Because of that, he chose to shout again rather than strike.

"Wake up, damn it! Is this pathetic farce the ending you wanted?!"

"Guh…!"

Responding to Harold’s voice, Vincent clutched his head and let out a pained groan.

There was a pragmatic side to Harold’s choice; he didn't want to fight anymore if he could help it. But the words he threw at Vincent were also a cry from the depths of his soul.

Kazuki Hirasawa—the man inside Harold—wanted Vincent van Westervoort to live. Even if he was just a character in a game, the Vincent standing before him was a living, breathing person.

They weren't close. They hadn't even had a real conversation. He only knew the man’s heart and history from a screen.

But because of that, he knew Vincent wasn't someone who deserved to die. If there was a path to save him, Harold wanted to take it.

It was Harold’s naivety. It was also his kindness.

"Come back to us, Vincent!"

"…Ah, aah… AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!"

A harrowing scream tore through the cavern. Then, Vincent collapsed, his knees hitting the floor with a heavy thud.

He went still.

"Hey…"

There was no response.

Harold couldn't tell if the brainwashing had broken or if the man had simply passed out. He approached cautiously, muscles tensed and ready to react the moment Vincent made a move.

The moment the distance between them closed to two meters, Vincent moved.

Harold instinctively leaped back to create space.

Ignoring Harold entirely, Vincent reached into his gear and pulled out an object. It was a transparent cylindrical vial filled with a sky-blue liquid.

At the sight of it, the color drained from Harold’s face.

(The Astral Potion!)

In the original story, this was the horrific item Harold himself had consumed—a booster that granted immense power but caused the user’s body to disintegrate, leading to their death.

And now, it was in Vincent’s hand.

Harold had assumed that as long as he didn't drink it, he could avoid that specific death. But if Vincent drank it now, the outcome was obvious: a powered-up Vincent would slaughter Harold, and then Vincent would die anyway.

The worst-case scenario flashed through his mind. He had to stop him.

His mind screamed for him to move, but his body failed him. Because he had jumped backward, his center of gravity was shifted. He needed to throw his weight forward, close the gap, and shatter that vial. It would only take a few seconds. But in that moment, those few seconds felt like an eternity.

He knew he wouldn't make it.

"Stop!!"

He could only scream. He reached out with his right hand, but it grasped nothing but empty air.

In the midst of his panic, Vincent’s movements seemed to slow to a crawl.

Tilting his head back toward the ceiling, Vincent opened his mouth to consume the potion—and the vial shattered.



In his private room, Itsuki was finishing up a stack of paperwork. Reaching a stopping point, he stretched his stiff muscles and let out a long sigh.

"Phew… I think I’ll take a break."

"Then I shall prepare some tea," Sylvie said from her post beside him.

"Thank you. I’d appreciate that."

Sylvie stepped out of the room. Before coming here, her life had revolved around black tea, but lately, she had been making a point to learn how to brew green tea and sencha properly.

Seeing her work so hard to adapt to the Sumeragi culture warmed Itsuki’s heart.

"Marriage is even better than I expected," he murmured to the empty room.

He realized it might sound a bit unconvincing coming from a "rookie" husband married for less than six months, but he was certain that with Sylvie, their bond would only grow deeper with time.

Perhaps that was why he couldn't help but worry about others.

"I just wish Erika and Harold would finally get together…"

They were both stubborn to a fault. In Harold’s case, that stubbornness was likely a world-record contender. Even if you managed to sway him slightly, getting him to actually bend his will was a Herculean task.

Harold had always stayed true to the path he chose for himself. While one could call it a "will of steel," to those who knew him, it looked like a lonely, dangerous road. They couldn't help but worry.

"Harold has only relied on the Sumeragi once… no, twice, hasn't he?"

The first time was in the Bertis Forest, when he had asked for help intercepting the Sarian soldiers during Justus’s scheme. Even then, his "request" had been as minimal as possible: Prepare Sarian uniforms. The Sumeragi hadn't been able to do much beyond that.

The second time… had yet to happen.

Itsuki pulled a sealed envelope from a locked desk drawer. It was a letter he had inherited from his father, written in Harold’s own hand.

He spread out the pages, which he had read so many times he could practically recite them from memory.

The letter contained the formula for the antibody medicine against the miasma in the Sumeragi Territory, the blueprints for the revolutionary "LP Farming Method," and the proposal to break off his engagement to Erika.

Finally, it asked that if the Stokes family should ever fall into decline, the Sumeragi would intervene to ensure the people living in the Stokes Territory wouldn't suffer. Truthfully, Itsuki never wanted to see such a day, but a ten-year-old Harold had written as if that future were an absolute certainty. And he likely still believed it.

"…I wonder what kind of world Harold sees."

His ability to grasp the present, his foresight, and the sheer force of will he used to carve out the future he wanted—Itsuki felt he couldn't match Harold in any of it.

And if Harold picked up a sword, he was arguably the strongest individual on the continent.

Spirit, technique, body, martial prowess, and intellect—he possessed all of them at a level that defied common sense. Itsuki realized, not for the first time, that his friend was a genius destined to leave his mark on history.

"It’s one of the few things he’s ever asked of me. If the time comes, I have to do everything in my power to—"

Itsuki cut himself off. It wasn't that his resolve wavered.

It was just that, reading it again, something about the letter felt… off. Would the Harold he knew really make such a straightforward, selfless request as "Save my people"?

He hadn't noticed it when he first received the letter, but now that he understood Harold Stokes better, he was certain. The man didn't do "simple."

If House Stokes fell, their territory would naturally be reassigned to another noble. Even without the Sumeragi’s interference, the lives of the commoners wouldn't necessarily be destroyed; in fact, being freed from the Stokes’ rule might actually improve their situation.

(Does he want House Sumeragi to take over the administration of the land? If so, breaking the engagement seems counterproductive. Unless Harold himself plans to vanish after the fall… but even then, why does it have to be the Sumeragi who takes the lead?)

Itsuki’s mind raced as he tried to decipher Harold’s true intent. Every answer he came up with felt slightly wrong.

"Is something the matter?"

He looked up to see Sylvie returning with the tea.

He thanked her and took the cup, then spread the letter out so she could see it, thinking a fresh perspective might help.

"I was just re-reading this letter from Harold. Something about it feels inconsistent."

"Inconsistent?"

"Yes, right here…"

Itsuki pointed, and Sylvie scanned the text. Her reaction was immediate and honest.

"…I’m sorry. I don't see anything strange about it."

That makes sense, Itsuki thought. It wasn't that Sylvie was unobservant; it was that one needed to be intimately familiar with Harold’s labyrinthine personality to even sense the discrepancy. To someone who had barely spoken to him, the letter seemed like a perfectly noble request.

"Don't worry about it. It might just be my imagination."

"But you’re worried… aren't you, Itsuki-san?"

"Haha… I really can't hide anything from you, can I?"

"I can see it in your eyes. You’re convinced that 'off' feeling is real."

She was right. Itsuki felt a gnawing certainty that there was a hidden message in this letter. At the same time, an inexplicable sense of urgency washed over him—a groundless anxiety that if he didn't act now, it would be too late.

"But is it true? Will Lord Harold’s house really fall into ruin?"

"Harold predicted it would. Eight years ago, when he gave me this letter."

Harold, who sometimes seemed to see the future, had predicted a collapse. Or at the very least, a state close to it.

"Ruin…? Wait, Itsuki-san… why did Harold specifically use the word 'declining'?"

The word Sylvie used was botsuraku—a total ruin, a complete fall from power. It was the standard term for a noble house perishing.

But Harold hadn't used that word. He had used chouraku—decline.

The two words were similar, but there was a decisive nuance between them. Ruin implied the end had already come. Decline implied an ongoing process of fading.

In a formal request for future aid, "ruin" would have been the more natural choice. If Harold had specifically chosen "decline," did that mean he didn't want help after his house fell? Did he want help while it was falling—specifically, right now?

"But what would that even mean? We’ve already secured their economy with the LP Farming Method…"

What was Harold looking for? What had he foreseen eight years ago that required intervention at this exact moment?

Itsuki dove back into his thoughts.

He predicted the future… a crisis for House Stokes… no, is the 'threat' he’s facing his own enemy? …Wait.

Then, he found an answer. It was absurd, almost impossible.

But if Harold had truly been planning for this for eight years, "impossible" was a word that didn't apply to him. Itsuki had known Harold long enough to realize the man was a walking anomaly. He could easily believe that Harold had hidden a "trigger" in an eight-year-old letter, waiting for the exact moment the trap needed to spring.

In fact, it was possible Harold had spent those eight years building a friendship with Itsuki just to ensure he would reach this specific conclusion today.

That was fine. Regardless of the schemes, Harold was Itsuki’s irreplaceable friend. Even if he ended up looking like a fool for overthinking it, it was ten thousand times better than the regret of doing nothing.

"Itsuki-san?"

"Sylvie, there’s something I have to do."

"…I see. It’s very important, isn't it?"

"Yes. But if I’m not careful, it might cause trouble for you—and for House Berlioz."

"Please, do not let that stop you. I am your wife. I swore to walk beside you, no matter where the path leads."

Sylvie gave him a soft, encouraging smile. Itsuki swallowed the many words of gratitude he wanted to say and settled on one.

"…Thank you."

Sylvie nodded. Even without more words, the two of them understood one another perfectly.
Chapter 102

Sky-blue liquid sprayed from the shattered container. Gravity claimed it as it fell, but the liquid never reached Vincent’s mouth.

"Guh..."

Vincent’s face twisted in agony as a low groan escaped his throat.

A splash of vermilion mixed with the blue dancing in the air. The blood sprayed from Vincent’s right hand, the one that had been clutching the container. 

Harold, his focus sharpened to the absolute limit by his previous inability to move, saw everything. He witnessed the exact moment an arrow, flying from behind him, pierced through Vincent’s hand.

Before he could even process who had fired it, Harold closed the distance.

One more strike was all he needed. No matter how much Vincent ignored the damage to his body, every vessel had a limit. The damage had already reached critical levels; that Astral Potion was supposed to be the final ace in the hole to let him push beyond those limits. Harold merely had to squeeze out the dregs of his strength and deliver his fastest blow.

Having dropped the potion, Vincent tried to shift into a defensive stance, but he was too late. At a timing that rendered counters, blocks, and evasion impossible, Harold drove the hilt of his sword into Vincent’s abdomen—an area now exposed by his shattered armor.

The hilt buried itself deep into Vincent’s sturdy frame. By now, there were few parts of the man’s body that weren't already a mess of injuries.

Vincent spat a mouthful of fresh blood and slowly toppled onto his back. Harold stood over him, refusing to lower his guard for even a second.

But the man did not move an inch. This time, he truly fell silent.

"Aren't you going to finish him off?"

The voice came from behind him. Harold was still caught in the afterglow of victory—or perhaps more accurately, he was dazed by the fact that he had actually survived this encounter. The speaker was exactly who he expected, yet simultaneously someone who, according to the original story, had no business being here.

"There's no need. More importantly, what the hell are you doing here, Cody?"

Cody Luzial. He was Vincent’s best friend, and in the original story, he was the man destined to kill Vincent with his own hands. Yet here he stood.

"His behavior’s been a bit off lately, you see. Finally, he tried to sneak off somewhere without permission, so I decided to tail him."

So that’s it, Harold thought. Unlike the original timeline, Cody was still a member of the Knight Order. That meant he was in a position to observe Vincent’s condition daily. 

Given their history as childhood friends, it wasn't surprising that he’d noticed a change.

"So you were lurking in the shadows, peeking at us? What a loathsome hobby."

"No, no, there’s no way I could’ve jumped into a fight like that. You two had both feet—hell, your whole heads—shoved into the realm of monsters." Cody gave a frivolous laugh. "I value my own life, you know."

It was impossible to tell what he was really thinking, though Harold suspected that deep down, Cody simply couldn't bear to watch his friend die.

Well, he did end up helping me, so I won't complain, Harold thought as he knelt to cast healing magic on Vincent.

Due to the game’s mechanics, Harold’s healing magic was extraordinarily potent. In numerical terms, it restored over two thousand HP. Even compared to Erika, the protagonist's primary healer, Harold was in a different league entirely.

Naturally, he hadn't had the luxury of using it while dueling. In the game, healing was instantaneous once the spell was cast, but in this world—with its selective sense of realism—it took time for wounds to actually knit together. 

Healing leisurely in front of an opponent like Vincent would have been a death sentence.

"Oh? Is it really okay to save him? If he wakes up, he might just attack you again."

"As long as he’s in his natural state, it won't be an issue."

Harold could recover his own stamina by drinking Ether. As long as he restrained Vincent, suppressing him again upon his awakening wouldn't be difficult. Though Harold’s mental and physical energy were drained, he hadn't actually sustained much physical damage himself.

He moved the weapons a safe distance away. Even with healing magic, Vincent’s wounds would close, but he wouldn't regain consciousness immediately. Besides, if left alone, Vincent would surely die. Even for someone like Harold, that would leave a bitter taste in his mouth.

"Or would you prefer it if he died?"

"...Isn't that a little cold, even for you?"

"Then keep your mouth shut."

"Yes, yes, I hear you."

This was the first time they had spoken since Harold left the Knight Order. A five-year gap stood between them, yet Cody’s lighthearted, breezy attitude remained unchanged.

Nostalgia flickered briefly as Harold finished the treatment. The major wounds were sealed and the bleeding had stopped. As a final precaution, he began to strip the man of his equipment.

"And what are we doing now?"

"Searching for anything dangerous he might be hiding."

There was no guarantee that the one Astral Potion was all he had. Harold decided a thorough search was necessary. 

Furthermore, Vincent might have been carrying the secret treasure. Though, considering he was lying in wait here, it was more likely the item had already been delivered to Justus.

"...Nothing, then."

It was a total miss. He hadn't found the treasure, and the battle with Vincent had yielded little information. The only real gain was that he had neutralized a dangerous pawn like the brainwashed Vincent.

"So, Harold-kun. What’s the plan now?"

"...First, we move to the town."

"And how are we getting there?"

"I have a carriage waiting nearby. One call and it’ll be here."

In small moments like this, Frieri proved its worth.

The plan was to have a doctor examine the injured Vincent. If he was stable, Cody would take him back. Even if the brainwashing held, Cody wouldn't lose to a weaponless Vincent.

"Let’s go."

"Righto."

"You’re carrying him." Harold pointed at Vincent.

Even without his armor, Vincent’s tall, muscular frame likely weighed well over a hundred kilograms. To get out of the cavern, someone had to lug that weight up a steep, treacherous path. Given that Harold had just finished a grueling duel, the choice of porter was obvious.

"Hahaha, you’re hilarious."

"...Hmph!"

"Guhof!?"

Cody’s pained gasp echoed through the cavern. 

Harold’s left fist was buried deep in his midsection.

◇

Cody rubbed his stomach, wincing as he hauled the restrained Vincent over his shoulders. Harold had grown taller than he remembered—they were about the same height now. He’d turned into quite the handsome man, too, though his personality was as sharp and abrasive as ever. If anything, his maturity only made his arrogant attitude feel more natural.

Harold had dumped Vincent on Cody and headed further into the cavern, mentioning that he had a slim hope of finding something in the depths. 

Cody had no idea what could be hidden in a remote hole like this, or if it had anything to do with whatever had broken Vincent’s mind. Thinking about Harold was a headache; every time Cody tried to make sense of the man, he ended up more confused. He let out a long sigh.

His immediate concern was whether his best friend would ever regain his sanity.

What the hell is going on? Cody wondered as he stepped out into the night air.

It had been nearly sunset when they entered, but several hours had passed since then. By the time Cody had found them, they were already locked in a fierce struggle. How many hours had those two been trying to kill each other?

To engage in a life-or-death duel for that long and then immediately trek into the depths of a cave—Harold was truly built different. Even if Ether could restore physical stamina, it did nothing for mental exhaustion. A normal person would have been catatonic.

"Well, I guess 'normal' never applied to Harold."

The boy had defied every standard and common-sense metric since the day they met.

Cody took out the light Harold had given him and pulsed it toward the woods at the intervals he’d been taught. Moments later, several men emerged from the shadows.

"You the boss’s man?" one of them asked.

"If the 'boss' is Harold, then yeah. He wants this guy taken to the nearest hospital."

"State the code."

"'Brave Hearts Gathering at the Solasphere,' right? And this."

Cody produced the silver key Harold had handed him. 

The code and the key were supposedly the proof that he was an ally. Cody couldn't help but marvel at how elaborate Harold’s secret network was.

"...This way."

Having passed the inspection, Cody was led to a small carriage.

"You and the man get in. It’s not fast, but we’ll hit the nearest town by dawn."

"What about Harold?"

"Don't worry about him. He can take care of himself."

It was a casual answer, but it spoke volumes about the trust Harold’s subordinates had in him.

Cody remembered the mission to the Bertis Forest years ago; Harold had moved on foot at a speed that nearly rivaled a horse. He’d been thirteen then. He was likely much faster now. 

In fact, the speed he’d shown in the cavern was so extreme that Cody had struggled to keep track of him even from a vantage point. In a real fight, Cody was certain he’d lose sight of the boy in seconds.

Accepting that Harold would be fine, Cody boarded the carriage. Hours later, he arrived in town and had a doctor look over Vincent.

By the time the treatment was finished and Cody received word that Vincent would likely wake up soon, the sun was high in the sky. Harold joined them shortly after.

When asked how he’d gotten there, Harold simply said he’d asked his men where the carriage went and then ran the entire way after finishing his exploration of the cave. 

Exploring a cavern, running back to the entrance, and then sprinting dozens of kilometers on foot immediately after a near-death duel was nothing short of insanity. The fact that he could do it was one thing; the fact that he considered it a logical course of action was quite another.

"Seriously, Harold, you aren't human."

"Do you want another punch?"

"You're a paragon of humanity, truly."

Harold didn't swing his fist this time. Instead, he kicked Cody in the calf, sending him doubled over in pain.

So much for logic, Cody grumbled internally.

"Try not to add to the hospital’s workload..." Cody groaned. "Anyway, how’s Vincent?"

Harold looked down at the man lying in the hospital bed. 

"Going straight to business, are we? The doctor says he’s stable. He should wake up before long."

He had sustained injuries that should have been fatal, but Harold had saved him. Cody wasn't sure whether to be grateful or to scold the boy for the violence that caused the wounds in the first place.

"I see," Harold replied with his usual curtness. He seemed indifferent, but Cody knew Harold wouldn't have wasted mana on healing or checked on him now if he didn't care.

"So, do you know why he ended up like this?"

"Presumably, Justus did something akin to brainwashing."

"Justus... Dr. Freund? 'Brainwashing' is a heavy word..."

"What about it?"

"No..." 

Cody was surprised to hear the name of the Kingdom’s most famous genius, but his hesitation stemmed from a memory triggered by the word 'brainwashing.' He saw a link between Vincent’s condition and a ghost from his past.

It went back to the Bertis Forest incident, around the time Harold was nearly executed. 

To find the truth behind the suspicious verdict, Cody had slipped a truth serum to a colleague named Finnegan, who had been involved in the deliberation. Finnegan had fallen into a state of total delirium and started bashing his own head against a pillar.

Cody and another man had barely managed to restrain him, but the sheer wrongness of that scene was burned into Cody’s mind.

It was just like...

"'It was like he was possessed by a demon,' huh..."

Cody hadn't meant to speak the words aloud. He remembered saying them back then, a cold shiver running down his spine. 

Since that day, Finnegan had done nothing but babble incoherently. He’d left the Order and was now bedridden at home, unable to communicate with anyone.

Cody felt a surge of grief and anger. Would Vincent end up like that, too?

"What are you talking about?" Harold asked.

"Ah—well..."

Cody hesitated. He didn't know for sure if Finnegan’s case was related to Justus, and Harold was currently working for Justus’s institute. He wasn't sure if Harold was someone he could trust with this.

But the doubt only lasted a second.

He hadn't spent a vast amount of time with Harold, but Cody felt he understood the boy's core. 

Harold had risked his life in the Bertis Forest. Without him, the casualties among the Order and the Stella Clan would have been staggering. Some in the Order claimed he should have shared his intel sooner, but Cody knew that a green recruit like Harold wouldn't have been taken seriously. Harold had known he was alone, so he fought alone.

And today, Harold could have easily killed Vincent, yet he chose to save him. Whatever Harold’s ultimate goal was, Cody believed he wasn't the type of person to steal a man’s life or dignity.

"...Actually, a few years ago, I saw a man fall into a state very similar to Vincent's."

Cody explained the situation with Finnegan and the suspicious death-penalty deliberation. Harold listened in silence, his expression unreadable.

"The truth has been buried in the dark all this time, but hearing you say that... I think Dr. Freund might be the common link."

"...I can't say for certain, but it’s highly probable. He has the technology to suppress a human’s ego and turn them into a puppet."

"That’s terrifying. Is the doctor really that kind of man?"

"He was the mastermind behind the Bertis Forest incident. For that matter, he’s the one who framed me for the death penalty—and the one who had it revoked."

"Wait. Does a mere researcher really have that kind of pull?"

In response, Harold drew his sword.

"Justus created this. It absorbs the wielder's magic power to boost their combat ability to an insane degree. The price is the wielder’s lifespan."

Cody went pale. 

Harold was using that sword right now. He didn't know the specifics, but it meant Harold was literally trading his life for power.

"If the research progresses, he can fix the lifespan issue. But for that, he needs human subjects. From a humanitarian standpoint, that’s impossible to clear. So, he figured he’d just use people who were already sentenced to die."

Harold spoke with total detachment, as if he were discussing someone else's problems.

It would have been easy to scold him for being a fool. But Cody knew that if Harold hadn't taken the sword, he would have been executed. Justus had rigged the game from the start; Harold never had a choice.

"Once perfected, he’ll have the ultimate army. Do you think the higher-ups in this country would hesitate for even a second to trade the life of a single death-row inmate for that?"

"...No. They wouldn't. Not for a second."

Cody knew the Kingdom was built on a foundation of sacrifice. The dark underbelly of the state was its cornerstone. He understood that.

But he couldn't accept it. If it were a genuine criminal, maybe—but Harold had saved lives. To see such a man trapped, his life toyed with by a villain... Cody felt a cold, sharp anger beginning to boil in his chest. 

Vincent, Finnegan, the forest... everything was coming together, and it made him want to burn something down.

But he forced himself to stay calm. Anger wouldn't help. He needed to understand the situation.

"But if he went to all that trouble to make you his pawn, why are you and Vincent trying to kill each other? You’re both technically on the doctor’s side."

"Justus has a specific goal. I cooperated with him on the surface, but the moment I betrayed him, he sent someone to kill me. It’s that simple."

"Well, that I can understand."

That was very 'Harold'—betraying his master from the start while pretending to play along. Even with his life on the line, the boy’s will was unyielding. Unless Justus brainwashed him, Harold would never be anyone's puppet. 

Cody gave a small, wry smile. It was so like him.

"So, what’s this 'troublesome doctor' actually after?"

"That is—"

"Wait..." a voice interrupted. "I want to... hear this, too..."

The voice was weak and trembling, but Cody knew it well. It was a voice he’d heard a thousand times before.
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“...You’re awake sooner than I expected.”

“It seems I can’t afford to sleep the day away...”

Cody and the newly awakened Vincent exchanged light banter. Harold thought he saw Cody’s eyes glistening with a hint of moisture, but commenting on it would have been unrefined.

More than that, Harold was genuinely surprised that Vincent had regained not just his consciousness, but his sense of self.

He had considered the possibility during the heat of battle, but he’d had no real conviction it would work. He still didn't understand exactly why the brainwashing had broken. Because he had assumed a full recovery of the self would be a much slower process, Harold felt a flicker of confusion.

“...You have a rather... troubled look on your face.”

Though speaking clearly must have been an ordeal, Vincent was quick to notice Harold’s expression.

Harold certainly had things he didn't understand—things he wanted to confirm with Vincent. But there was something more pressing to attend to first.

“Hey, the patient is awake,” Harold barked at a nurse who happened to be passing by the room.

The nurse looked utterly flabbergasted. She clearly hadn't expected a man with such severe injuries to regain consciousness within the day. She hurried off to fetch a doctor. The subsequent examination left the physician baffled; apparently, Vincent’s recovery speed was so extraordinary that sitting up was already trivial for him.

The doctor mumbled things about "the mysteries of the human body," but in reality, Vincent’s regenerative capabilities were simply inhuman. He was a boss-class character, after all. Harold’s healing magic had likely provided a significant boost as well.

About an hour later, the three of them—Harold, Cody, and Vincent—began to review the situation. In practice, this meant Harold spoke while the other two listened.

“I need to know, Harold. What exactly is Dr. Justus’s goal?” Vincent asked, his voice noticeably stronger.

Harold found himself at a loss for how to even begin broaching the subject. However, his mouth was fundamentally incapable of soft preambles or vague hints. He decided to give it to them straight.

“The bastard is trying to bring the dead back to life.”

“Wait, how?” Cody asked, his confusion warranted.

Resurrecting the dead was a tall enough tale on its own, but the proposed method was even more far-fetched. It was a scheme that reached down into the very origins of the planet. Harold decided to skip the exhaustive technical details and stick to the essentials.

“Do you two know what an Astral Body is?”

“I’ve heard the term, but I don't know the specifics,” Cody admitted.

“If I recall, it was one of Dr. Justus’s research themes...” Vincent added.

“Right.”

The word "Astral" carried meanings like "star-like" or "the world of stars." In this context, the "Astral Body" was defined as the vessel that governed emotions within mental activity. The nuances were complicated by the game's unique lore, but Harold simplified it: it was the component integrated with the body and spirit that constituted a human’s ego.

Astral Bodies were said to be diffused throughout the universe, present in every living human. Upon death, a person’s Astral Body was drawn toward a specific location.

That location was the Planet's Core—an ultra-gigantic mass of Solid Astral Body. As an aside, the energy leaking from that core served as the fundamental source of magic power. The energy gushing from the Dragon Holes in the Sumeragi Territory was a prime example of this.

“Uh, this is getting a bit too academic for a simpleton like me,” Cody chimed in.

“You don't need to grasp the physics of it. Just understand that such a thing exists,” Harold snapped. He didn't know much more than what the game had explained anyway.

“Justus intends to sort through that accumulated mass of Solid Astral Body, isolate the Astral Body of a specific deceased person, and bring them back.”

“...Is such a thing even possible?”

“The man has spent over a decade preparing this plan. I doubt it’s prone to failure.”

It was a strange form of trust. In the original story, the plan would have succeeded if Rainer’s party hadn't intervened. There was no room for optimistic hopes of a technical error. If they didn't stop it before activation, it would be a catastrophe.

“The real problem is that if the plan succeeds, there is a high probability the entire continent will sink.”

“What?”

Cody’s voice was hollow with shock. Vincent looked equally incredulous. It was a natural reaction to such a sudden, apocalyptic claim.

“...Why would that happen?”

“Isolating a single ego from the core is an impossible task for an outsider. Therefore, Justus intends to synchronize himself directly with the core.”

In the original game, he had been defeated before the synchronization was complete, but he had still been able to harness the core’s energy to spam devastatingly high-output attacks.

“If Justus achieves full synchronization, he will begin purging 'unnecessary' egos from the Astral Body to facilitate his search. That process will cause the core to collapse. Without the core, the continent sinks, and the vast majority of humanity dies with it.”

“That’s madness... If the world ends, even the doctor and his resurrected subject won’t be able to survive.”

“For ordinary humans, yes.”

“Meaning... what, exactly?” Cody asked.

“There are those who can survive in a world where the continent has vanished and only the debris of a shattered core remains. They are the Stella Clan.”

“No...!”

The mention of the name seemed to make the pieces click for both of them. They finally saw the link between Justus’s master plan and the battle in the Bertis Forest. Beyond the experimental data, that battle had been designed to disgrace the Knight Order and break Vincent’s spirit, while simultaneously consolidating power within the Kingdom Army via Justus’s puppet, Harrison. The layers of deception were truly malicious.

“To be precise, I’m talking about their ancestors—the ones known as the Star Children.”

As Justus had explained previously, the Stella Clan possessed unique organs. These organs allowed them to use magic differently from normal humans, and they were the key to surviving in the Astral world.

Justus called this organ the "Oracle Organ." It was a bitter irony that a man who didn't believe in the divine would name a biological part after a "divine message."

“But if they’re ancestors, doesn't that mean the Star Children are extinct?” Cody asked.

“Yes. Which is why Justus has been kidnapping members of the Stella Clan for human experimentation. He’s trying to trigger a biological atavism.”

This hadn't been depicted in the game, but Harold had learned through his position as Justus’s pawn that these secret experiments had been ongoing since long before the original story began. The Bertis Forest incident hadn't just been about collecting test subjects; it was a final calibration. That was likely why Justus could afford to "waste" vessels like Ventus and Lilium despite the heavy resource cost. Their emotional suppression was likely a side effect of having their Oracle Organs—the seats of ego and emotion—tampered with. It was a revolting realization.

“The Oracle Organ in the modern Stella Clan allows them to layer emotions onto magic power to amplify its output. But that’s a degenerate version of its original function. Apparently, the Star Children used the organ to draw energy directly from the Planet's Core to fuel their magic.”

“So that’s why they’re ‘Star Children,’” Cody murmured.

“If the Planet's Core is a collection of egos, I don't even want to imagine the raw power of magic fueled by those collective emotions,” Vincent added.

“The vessel for that power is already complete. All that’s left is for Justus to synchronize with the core, perform his selection, and then use the vessel’s Oracle Organ to funnel his own ego into the new world.”

“The more I hear, the more terrifying this gets. I see now... so this is what you’ve been fighting to stop all this time, Harold.” Cody let out a long, heavy breath.

Vincent, taking over for the silent Cody, posed a follow-up question. “If all of this is true... how exactly does the Oracle Organ allow them to survive in a world without land?”

“I don't have all the details, but I’ve heard the Oracle Organ had more than one function. There’s likely a mechanism we don't understand yet.”

The game had never touched on that specific lore. Fan theories suggested that the Star Children could become astral projections by synchronizing with the core, maintaining their sense of self even without a physical world. It was pure occultism—out-of-body experiences—but in a world of magic and monsters, it was hardly the strangest possibility.

“Enough of that for now. Vincent.”

“Yes?”

“How did you snap out of it? And for that matter, how did you end up like that in the first place?”

“I’m afraid my memory is hazy. I remember Dr. Justus calling for me and speaking with him in his research room, but everything after that is a blur...”

“What did you talk about?”

“Nothing of consequence, as far as I recall. He said I’d seemed depressed lately and suggested a chat to clear my head.”

“When was this?”

“Um... what is today’s date?”

“The eleventh.”

“Then... that was four days ago.”

In those four days, Justus must have drugged him and performed the brainwashing procedure. Combat wasn't Justus’s style. It was possible the brainwashing had been rushed and therefore unstable, allowing it to break under the strain of combat. However, something about that explanation didn't sit right with Harold.

“What about your memories leading up to your awakening just now?”

“I have fragments. I remember fighting you. But I wasn't really ‘there’—it was like a fever dream. Ambiguous and distant.”

“So you only truly came to just now?”

“Yes... No, wait. At the very end of our fight, just before I blacked out, my mind and senses became crystal clear for a fleeting moment.”

“Maybe you just woke up from the pain?” Cody suggested.

“If that were the case, I should have woken up long before the final blow...”

Harold had to agree. Considering Vincent had been slashed multiple times and hit with the full force of Crackling Thunder—Harold’s most powerful technique—it was hard to believe simple pain was the trigger. The very last thing Harold had done was strike him in the gut with his sword’s hilt.

(...The hilt?)

A sudden thought struck him. Harold reached for the two swords leaning against the wall and drew the dull-colored straight sword from its sheath. Embedded at the junction where the blade met the hilt was a jade-colored crystal.

That crystal was proof of the sword’s cursed nature. It supposedly enhanced the user’s combat ability by absorbing their magic power, at the cost of their life span. Harold had felt the effects firsthand, so he had never questioned the description.

(But is that really it? If it’s truly absorbing magic, shouldn't my magic power drop? Shouldn't I struggle to maintain my physical reinforcement spells?)

He was an "original character" with an absurd mana pool, so perhaps he just hadn't hit the limit, but losing a life-threatening amount of energy should have caused some visible strain. It would make more sense if the sword absorbed life force directly to boost combat stats.

But if it simply drained life, there was no reason to bring up magic power at all.

What if the sword was absorbing something else entirely? Something that wasn't magic or life force, but was so vital that its loss felt like dying? And what was the true nature of the crystal that did the absorbing?

Once the doubt took root, a wave of dark premonition followed.

“Harold? What is it?”

Cody’s voice snapped him back to reality. He had been staring at the blade in silence for too long.

“...It’s nothing.”

“You sure? You had a look on your face like you were about to murder that sword.”

“I said it’s nothing.”

“You really are incapable of being honest, aren't you?” Cody sighed, shaking his head. It was his usual playful tone, but Harold could tell the man was genuinely worried. He was trying to lighten the mood.

Sensing the shift, Vincent asked one final question to close the topic.

“May I ask one last thing?”

“What?”

“The person Dr. Justus is trying to resurrect... who is she?”

Harold looked Vincent straight in the eye. He spoke with the cold, hard conviction that, regardless of the "why," Justus Freund had to be stopped.

“Estelle Lakes. The only woman that madman ever loved in his life.”
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Happy New Year

The day after Vincent regained his sanity, he chose to return to the Royal Capital as soon as possible, despite the option to remain in the hospital.

The doctor attempted to persuade him to stay for further rest, but Vincent’s resolve was firm.

As the current Commander of the Order of the Holy King, his position and responsibilities meant that vanishing for days without word was a serious matter. It wasn't hard to imagine the state of chaos the Order was in over their missing leader. Harold had no intention of stopping him.

"So, what do you plan to do now?"

"None of your business."

As usual, the sentiment of I have my own things to do failed to get across. If possible, Harold wanted to establish a cooperative relationship, but as long as he couldn't prove the truth of his claims, Vincent wouldn't agree to it.

The Knight Order could not be mobilized based on words and circumstantial evidence alone. For the time being, Harold had mentioned the previous night that Vincent had likely been brainwashed because he was seen as a force capable of killing Harold, who was plotting to interfere with the plan.

In order to verify the truth of those claims, it was more helpful for Harold to have Vincent and the others return to the capital. However, what concerned him was that time was running out.

"……I’ll give you one piece of advice."

"I'm listening."

"Station some men in Travis. Do it swiftly."

"Why?"

Vincent was likely truly puzzled from the bottom of his heart.

Travis was a peaceful town far from the Royal Capital. Its southern side was shaped like a rias coastline where the sea reached inland, with the town nestled at the back of the bay. Furthermore, mountain ranges lined the northern and western sides. The only open side to the east spread out into hilly terrain that ended in a sheer cliff. Because of its location, it was often called a natural fortress.

While not as large a port town as Delphit, trade flourished there, and its beautiful scenery made it a popular tourist destination. Its public safety was better than most other towns. It was the sort of place where one would naturally feel no need to go out of their way to dispatch the Knight Order.

However, precisely because it was usually low-risk and difficult to attack, it was a death trap if an invasion was permitted. Specifically, if the narrow land route on the cliff side was seized, the escape routes were narrowed down to two choices: fleeing by ship or crossing the mountain range.

If that happened, many people would be left behind. Just as it had happened in the Original Story.

"That place will eventually become hell."

The blame lay with the monster invasion and the atrocities committed by the original Harold.

In the Original Story, a monster invasion occurred while Harold was staying there. Instead of stopping the invasion, however, he chose to flee. But as mentioned before, escape methods in Travis were limited, so Harold had set fire to the town to create chaos, increasing the number of people who were too slow to escape and using them as sacrifices to stall the monsters.

He was an absolute piece of scum.

Of course, the current Harold had no intention of doing such a thing, but if he took no action, there was a high probability that the town would be overrun by monsters just like in the script.

Normally, Rainer and his party would arrive a step too late to find Travis in a hellish state, eventually annihilating the monsters—but many casualties would be inevitable. Additionally, in the Original Story, the number of monsters involved in the invasion was said to be in the tens of thousands.

While that number was likely used to emphasize the scale, it wasn't realistic for the six members of the Protagonist's Party to annihilate an army of ten thousand. The monster count had to be reduced as much as possible before the invasion began.

To that end, the Knight Order needed to be stationed in Travis to immediately deploy and guide the civilian evacuation the moment the monsters appeared. Simultaneously, Rainer and the others had to be guided to Travis so they would arrive in time for the start of the assault.

Harold intended to manage this smoothly through shadow support from Frieri… or so he hoped. Since the exact timing of the invasion was unknown, it required extremely delicate adjustment; being too late or too early would be disastrous.

On that front, Harold had made an unreasonable demand of El: "Ensure Rainer and the others can rush to Travis immediately upon receiving my signal." Harold’s honest feeling was a hope that El would somehow manage it, despite feeling apologetic for the workload.

Just in case, he planned to arrange ships using Frieri’s funds, but even then, evacuating the residents would take several hours. During that time, he needed Rainer’s party and the Knight Order to hold the line.

"……I understand. I’ll keep it in mind."

For now, drawing those words out was enough. If it was Vincent, he wouldn't ignore the advance information.

In the end, Harold parted with Vincent without exchanging another word. He had no time, but there were things he wanted to do in the interim.

For that, he would be waiting for a message from El, but……

"Lost in thought, Harold?"

Cody, whom Harold had assumed would return to the capital with Vincent, spoke to him with a perfectly casual face as Harold was weighing his next move.

"……Why are you still here?"

"Well, I’ve got a little business to take care of."

"I see. Later then."

"Wait, wait!"

Harold tried to walk away, but his path was blocked. It seemed the business was with him.

"I don't have time to deal with you."

"Don't say that. I have a favor to ask of you, Harold."

Harold stopped in his tracks at the tone of Cody's voice, which was tinged with seriousness rather than his usual breezy attitude.

He had no idea what favor Cody would ask at this point. That meant there was a high probability of a development not found in the Original Story.

By now, almost all developments were like that, but coming from Cody—who occupied a position close to the Protagonist—it could easily become an element of uncertainty. Regardless of whether he would grant the favor, it was best to hear him out.

"……Make it quick."

Bracing himself for some kind of trouble, Harold prompted him.

"That sword of yours—the one that shaves away your life. I’d like you to lend it to me."

However, the answer that came back was something Harold had never even considered.

◇

Her heart creaked.

"I'll support you. 'Aqua Soaring Fan'."

Her emotions were drying up.

"There's no end to this at this rate."

The piercing blue sky, the fresh green of the trees, the cityscape slumbering in the sunlight...

"I will begin the incantation."

And even the vivid, painful blood—had it always been this faded?

"……'Burst Wind'."

Ah, it was almost—……

"I apologize for the rough treatment, but please sleep for a while."

It was a sensation as if she had been severed from the world.

Was she such an empty person? To lose so much of "herself" simply by giving up on her affection for Harold and her determination to support him.

Even self-mockery was beyond the current Erika. That fact only served to drive home her own weakness.

"That helped, Erika……"

Francis smiled as he spoke, but the expression was somewhat unnatural.

It wasn't just him. The complexions of Rainer, Colette, Lifa, and Hugo were all poor. It was due to a factor entirely different from the fatigue of battle.

(……That's right, isn't it. It is a battle against humans, not monsters.)

To put it simply, it was a fight to the death. There was no way they could simply categorize monsters and humans as equal enemies.

Everyone—surely even Harrison's private soldiers, whom Erika had just knocked unconscious with magic—probably harbored a sense of aversion in their hearts.

"Let us perform healing first."

She questioned herself as she cast healing magic on the wounded Francis.

Then, what about herself? Had there been any hesitation in firing arrows at them or blowing them away with magic to knock them unconscious?

Even if she had no intention of killing them, if she misjudged her strength, or if luck was poor, it was entirely possible they could have died. Had she considered that properly?

……The answer was no. She had prioritized neutralizing them above all else.

Even if they suffered some injuries.

(I must be cold-blooded to be able to think that before anything else.)

She didn't even feel like loathing herself anymore. She was simply that kind of person from the start.

And yet, having known the light that was Harold, she had yearned for him in a way unbecoming of her. She had reached out her hand even though she could never catch up, and in the end, she had given up. What remained was an empty vessel in human form, without will or purpose.

How pathetic. To only now realize a result that had been so obvious.

"With this, we should have defeated most of the soldiers in the mansion. Just one more push."

"Yeah! Let's go, everyone!"

Receiving Erika's words, Rainer gave an encouraging shout. Her footsteps following his back were light, as if spinning their wheels; she didn't feel like she was moving forward at all.

Perhaps it had been that way for a long time, Erika thought. The reason she could never catch up to Harold…… or rather, why he had kept drifting further away, was because she hadn't moved forward a single step.

(I was flighty. Enthralled by Lord Harold's existence, and the fact that I was in love with him.)

To the point where she couldn't understand even something so simple.

They say love is blind, but this was less than that. Just as Lifa had told her, she had merely been blindly devoted. She had depended on Harold for her own will, her way of being, and even her meaning for living.

But, this at least…… this battle alone she had to see through to the end. No matter what the conclusion was, even if everything was a meaningless act.

That was Erika’s meager pride. Even if she couldn't be a source of strength for Harold, she had to avoid being a hindrance.

A loud bang resounded. It was the sound of Rainer, running in the lead, throwing a door open with force.

Wind blew in. It was the top floor terrace of the residence, which was more appropriately described as a small castle than a mansion.

Standing there was Harrison, the master of this mansion who had stolen the Griffith family heirloom sword and other treasures. And standing before him were two people who looked like guards, their hoods pulled low.

"Tch…… you persistent bastards!"

Harrison spat venomously as he looked their way.

Seeing that, Erika realized they wouldn't be able to get him to surrender quietly.

"Just give it up already. We have proof of your crimes, and those two are the only guards you have left."

How could she neutralize them efficiently? While Erika was thinking that, Lifa, standing beside her, urged him to surrender. While thinking that was a futile act, she noticed that the option of persuasion hadn't even crossed her own mind.

I want Harold to think well of me. Once she discarded the mask she had worn with such selfish and shallow thoughts, she realized how barbaric she truly was.

"Hmph, these guys are different from the mansion's rabble! Killing the likes of you will be no trouble at all!"

"It seems he will not respond to persuasion."

Let's end this quickly. Before she exposed her ugliness any further.

Thinking only that, Erika stepped forward. Rainer and the others were taken aback by her action. Feeling that presence behind her, Erika unleashed magic without an incantation.

"Ice End."

The magic, released with a voice as cold as the element itself, froze half of the terrace in an instant. There was no way the pot-bellied Harrison could react; both of his legs below the knees were instantly trapped in blocks of ice.

"Gwah! Curse you……!"

Its power, range, and speed of activation were such that one would never think it was non-incantation magic. It was magic she couldn't use inside the narrow mansion because it was simply too powerful.

An incantation was originally a means to correctly manifest magic and increase the precision of its movement. For an expert, it also served to boost the magic's power. For Erika, too, it had been that way at first.

When was it, she wondered, that the meaning of incantations had changed for her? Just as she was striving to become an existence worthy of Harold, it had happened before she knew it.

Erika performed magic incantations in order to adjust them to the appropriate power—to suppress the sheer force that would be unleashed if cast without a chant.

The Blast Meteor she had released at the source of the miasma was the same. If she had released it without an incantation, it would have destroyed not only the monsters but also the device that had to be deactivated. That was why she used an incantation to scale back the power.

To Erika, even hordes of monsters were fragile and delicate opponents.

"Erika, wait!"

Hugo was shouting something, but before she could worry about that, the two figures who had jumped to avoid the Ice End approached her. Their reaction alone told her they were no ordinary people. As Harrison had said, their strength was on a different level from the common soldiers.

Approaching were a tall man on the left and a small girl on the right.

(The male is the one who would be more problematic if he got close.)

Calmly making that judgment, Erika fired three Aqua Soaring Fans near the man's landing point with her bow while incanting. The arrows of water splashed across the ice. The man, landing on what had become an ice rink, lost his balance.

Erika fired a follow-up Aqua Soaring Fan to prevent him from recovering his posture. The moment it hit, she applied an Ice End to only the water of the previous spell, suppressing its power.

Barely a second had passed since his landing, yet the man was already trapped in an icy prison, unable to move.

(That makes two.)

The remaining one, the dual-wielding girl, closed in on Erika at top speed without losing her footing on the ice.

She was helplessly slow. That was Erika’s honest impression.

A speed that didn't even reach Harold's in his childhood. How many times had she watched him fighting his older brother Itsuki in the dojo while hiding? How many times had she sparred with Itsuki, who knew Harold's speed?

Above all, the twin swords held by the small girl were short and curved, meaning their reach was shorter than a normal blade. For Erika, that was within throwing range.

Erika dodged the sharp flash—which could easily slice through bone—with room to spare by a paper-thin margin. By the time the attack cut through the air, the girl's right wrist was already in Erika’s grasp.

All she had to do was throw the girl without killing her momentum. She twisted the wrist just enough to force her to release the weapon. It would likely only result in a minor sprain.

The girl who was thrown slid across the ice and would have hit the wall directly…… but Erika stopped her just before impact. It was her own way of showing consideration, hoping that if the girl lost her will to fight here, there would be no need to hurt her further.

"……I suppose it cannot be helped."

However, seeing the girl stand up and ready her remaining sword despite her expressionless face, Erika let out a small sigh. She slung her bow over her back and picked up the curved sword the girl had dropped. Close-quarters combat, and swords especially, were not her specialty at all.

Even so, as long as the girl before her was the opponent, there was no way she would fall behind.

The girl launched another charge.

Erika and the girl. Their shadows crossed, and a high-pitched sound of clashing steel resounded, as if being sucked into the endless blue sky.

The fighting last-boss-type heroine, Erika.
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Cody had asked to borrow Harold’s sword. He’d made the plea knowing full well that the blade drained its user’s magic and shaved away their very life. While Harold harbored his own doubts about the sword's actual potency, it was undeniably a dangerous object—one that could comfortably be called a cursed sword. Naturally, he couldn't just hand it over with a casual "here you go."

Considering the risks, Harold preferred not to use it at all if he could help it, yet it was technically his lifeline in this world. More than that, the idea of lending it to Cody without knowing his true intentions was terrifying for a dozen different reasons.

Harold had fully intended to refuse.

Until Cody told him, "There’s a man who might be saved by that sword."

Three days after parting ways with Vincent, Harold found himself in a quiet country town. According to Cody, this was where the man lived—the one who might be saved by the power of Harold’s sword.

Despite his insistence that he had better things to do, Harold couldn't help but feel he was being pathetically soft. However, he told himself there was a possibility of profit this time. Even if the trip proved a waste of time, this town was a reasonable stopover on the way to his original destination. Besides, his next major move depended entirely on when he received word from Frieri.

If that was the case, there was no harm in stopping by "on the way."

(..."On the way," huh? Look at me, acting like such a big shot.)

It sickened him to approach the situation with such a cavalier attitude when a man’s entire life might hang in the balance.

Then again, looking at the timeline of the Original Story, the tale was rapidly approaching its climax. In other words, the time when Harold was supposed to die was drawing near. To be honest, he was reaching his limit; he didn't have the mental bandwidth to worry about everyone else anymore.

No matter how he tried to dress it up, his own life was his priority. He just hoped he could be forgiven for being a little selfish.

"...It’s a bit late for that, though," he muttered.

For the past eight years, he had done everything solely to survive. It just so happened that people had been saved along the way, but Harold himself possessed no noble ideology.

At his core, he was an ordinary guy. Even if his body and abilities were extraordinary, he couldn't afford to make the mistake of thinking he was some kind of hero. If he started thinking like that, he’d be paralyzed by the weight of every moral dilemma.

The ones who would save the world were Rainer and his party. Harold’s job was to cooperate from the shadows while keeping his own survival as the primary objective.

That was his place in this world.

"A bit late for what?"

"...Nothing that concerns you. Where is this man Justus brainwashed?"

Harold ignored Cody, who had sharply picked up on the murmur, and redirected the conversation. That was, after all, the reason they were in this town. To be precise, the man might have been brainwashed.

"Just ahead. Around that corner."

Cody led him to a nondescript rental house. 

The exterior was poorly maintained; the wallboards were a patchwork of crude repairs and the windows were caked with grime. It gave off a heavy sense of desolation. Cody knocked on the front door. There was no knocker, so the sound of his bare knuckles thumping against the wood echoed with eerie clarity. Feels like the start of a horror movie, Harold thought, a bit rudely.

"...Who is it?"

A voice that still carried the pitch of childhood answered as the door creaked open. A girl, perhaps ten years old, appeared in the gap.

Her cheeks were slightly sunken, and her limbs, poking out from her dress, were as thin as dry twigs. Her appearance was enough to make anyone worry about her health.

"Sarah, it’s been a while. Do you remember me?"

"Y-yes... You're Cody-san, right?"

"That’s me, your papa’s friend. And this guy with the scary face is my friend."

Harold wanted to protest the "scary face" introduction, but he couldn't deny his habitual scowl. According to the game's setting materials, he was now 181 centimeters tall. To a girl Sarah’s age, a tall man with a permanent glare was undoubtedly terrifying.

Since he knew his mouth would only make things worse, Harold accepted the description in silence. Sarah was already trembling; he didn't want to frighten her further.

"Is your mother home?"

"She’s at work..."

"I see. What time does she get back?"

"...I don't know. Always late."

Listening to the exchange, Harold found himself drifting back to his own childhood. 

Kazuki Hirasawa’s parents had both worked. As an only child, he’d been a "latchkey kid." He’d come home after playing with friends to an empty, quiet house, which felt particularly lonely during the winter months.

Then again, his parents had almost always made it home eventually. He’d spent the time between school and their return doing whatever he liked, so he hadn’t felt truly lonely. Thinking back now, it was because he’d been well-loved. 

Suddenly, he felt a pang of longing to see his parents again. If he survived the game’s ending, would he actually be able to go home? Currently, he couldn't think of any other way.

"Hey, Harold."

Cody’s voice snapped him out of his reverie.

"What is it?"

"Come on in."

Apparently, while he was lost in thought, they had been invited inside. He wondered if it was really okay, given how much Sarah clearly feared him. His modern sensibilities made him feel like someone was going to call the police.

"Do you intend to do it right away?" Harold asked.

"No, that's a bit much. I need to explain things to his wife and get permission first."

(I guess that makes sense.)

It was logical, but it meant loitering in this house until Sarah's mother returned. It felt like a massive imposition. Nevertheless, he followed Cody inside. The interior was just as bleak as the outside had suggested.

"Who’s that, Big Sister?"

"He’s Papa's friend, Mihai."

A boy of about four or five appeared in the living room. Mihai had the same chestnut eyes as Sarah, and he was just as gaunt. One look at the house and the children told the story of their desperate poverty.

Their father, Finnegan, had suddenly suffered a mental collapse and been discharged from the Knight Order. The symptoms hadn't improved; he was bedridden and unable to work. That left the wife as the sole provider for two children and a disabled husband.

(This is even grimmer than Clara’s situation...)

They were clearly struggling to find enough to eat. If the children looked like this, their mother was likely starving herself to feed them. It was painful to witness such destitution up close.

"Where is their father... Finnegan?"

Harold wanted to confirm the man's condition. He’d addressed Cody, but the answer came from another source.

"Papa’s this way."

Mihai trotted up to Harold and tugged insistently on the hem of his coat. Whether it was the boy's natural friendliness or the fact that he’d been told this was his father's friend, his wariness had vanished.

Sarah let out a tiny, horrified gasp. She clearly thought her brother was being incredibly rude. His hands were far from clean; if he had done this to Harold's father, Hayden, the boy might have been killed for the slight.

"Lead the way," Harold said.

"Okay!"

Harold had no intention of being offended. He let the boy lead him through the cramped, one-story house. They reached a door in a short passage—too small to even be called a hallway—in seconds.

He knocked, but there was no response. He opened the door in silence.

The light from the overcast sky was weak, leaving the room in a dim twilight. A figure lay perfectly still on the bed. This was Finnegan.

"Papa, look! Papa's friend is here!" Mihai chirped at the bedside.

Finnegan didn't react. His hollow gaze remained fixed on the ceiling, his only movement the occasional blink. Yet Mihai continued to shake his father's arm, calling out to him. The sight struck Harold harder than the poverty had.

He felt like he might actually tear up.

"That's enough."

Unable to bear the sight of the boy pleading with a father who couldn't hear him, Harold placed a hand on Mihai's head and stroked his hair. Mihai looked up, confused but curious.

Those innocent eyes reminded Harold of his younger half-brother, Huey.

A dark thought crossed his mind: What if Huey ends up like this? Even if Harold defeated the last boss, Justus, the fact remained that House Stokes had been a line of tyrants. In the Original Story, the family was stripped of its nobility and dismantled. 

What would happen to Huey and his mother, Dorothy then? Her family were former commoners who had only regained their title through Dorothy's position as a concubine. They had no real power or wealth.

If the Stokes family fell, Huey wouldn't have a comfortable life. Even with House Sumeragi’s intervention, their help was focused on territorial stability, not the personal luxury of the former ruling family.

"What's wrong?" Mihai asked.

"...Nothing."

Harold knew he was being irrational. Saving this family wouldn't atone for his own family’s sins. Mihai and Huey were different people.

But it was only human to want to save the people within his reach.

"I’m stepping out for a bit. Cody, you stay here and babysit."

◇

"Did I make him angry...?" Sarah asked Cody, her voice trembling as she watched Harold’s retreating back. She was terrified that Mihai had offended the scary man.

Cody watched him go, knowing better. To anyone who didn't know Harold, he looked perpetually furious, but Cody knew the truth.

"It’s fine, Sarah. He’s actually very kind, despite the face."

"H-he is?" Sarah looked like she didn't believe a word of it.

Cody, on the other hand, couldn't even imagine Harold getting angry at a child. Harold had a foul mouth, but his actual temper was remarkably steady.

"Don't worry about it," Cody said brightly. He had a very good idea of why Harold had left. It was something Cody himself should have thought of, and would have done if Harold hadn't beaten him to it.

He felt a little guilty for letting Harold handle it, but he realized this was a perfect chance to fix the girl's image of his friend. He decided his job was to play backup. Cody Luzial was the kind of man who could live with himself for being a bit of a slacker.

About an hour passed. Just as Cody was starting to get along with the siblings, Harold returned.

He was carrying large paper bags in both arms. As Cody suspected, they were full of groceries. The only surprise was that the food was raw.

"Are you planning to cook?" Cody asked.

"Obviously."

"I figured you’d just buy some takeout."

"You'd feed heavy, greasy shop-food to malnourished children? You're a damn brute."

"...I stand corrected." Cody bowed his head in mock shame, but Harold ignored him.

Harold was right. Shop-bought food was usually salted and seasoned heavily. For children who hadn't eaten a square meal in months, it would be a shock to the system. Especially for a four-year-old like Mihai.

(I guess single guys really are clueless... wait, Harold’s single too.)

It wasn't about relationship status; it was about who was more considerate.

Harold took off his coat, revealing a crisp white shirt, and rolled his sleeves to his elbows. He shoved wood into the stove and used a burst of magic to ignite it instantly. Sarah and Mihai cheered in wonder.

Ignoring the applause, Harold put a pot of water on to boil and began washing vegetables with practiced, efficient movements. The man was a natural in the kitchen.

"Need a hand?" Cody offered.

"Can you even cook?"

"...I think you know the answer to that."

"Then you're useless."

A perfectly direct insult. Cody couldn't even argue.

As Harold began peeling and dicing the vegetables with professional speed, Sarah finally gathered her courage.

"U-um..."

"What?" Harold grunted.

"I-I can help... I can at least wash or cut things..."

"Unnecessary."

"But..."

"Instead, take your brother and get him clean. Use this, and be thorough."

Harold pulled a bar of soap from the bag. It was a high-end, expensive brand—the kind nobles used, packaged in a fine wooden box.

Sarah was a young girl; she likely hated being dirty and unkempt. Whether Harold had sensed her silent shame or not, he had gone out of his way to buy it.

"T-this looks so expensive...!"

"It's pocket change. Clean yourself up while you're at it. Don't think for a second you're sitting at my table with filthy hands."

It was a classic Harold line, but the subtext was clear: he was protecting her dignity. He didn't want her to feel like a pauper while she ate.

Sarah seemed to realize it. "Thank you so much!" she said, bowing deeply before leading Mihai toward the bathroom.

Cody watched them go, then turned to the man at the stove. "Look at you. No wonder you’re popular with the ladies."

"I have no food for men who work less than livestock," Harold snapped. "If you don't want to be poisoned, get outside and chop some wood."

"Yes, sir!"

The insult was scathing, but Cody didn't hesitate. He headed outside to find the axe, grinning to himself.
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“My, they certainly are sleeping well.”

Cody peered through the half-open door of the bedroom adjacent to the living room. Sarah and Mihai were curled up together on a single bed, fast asleep. It was nearly midnight, yet they had been out for over eight hours.

As expected, the lack of proper nutrition had clearly taken a heavy toll on their small bodies.

“Hmph. That is what happens when they get carried away playing after a meal.”

“Look at you, talking like that. You were the one who humored them and played along,” Cody teased.

“They were being noisy, so I simply dealt with them as needed.”

Whether they were truly that happy or just starved for attention, both Sarah and Mihai had grown fond of Harold by the time dinner was over. They had opened their hearts enough to eventually fall asleep leaning against him, utterly exhausted from their play.

The siblings hadn't stirred since. Harold had prepared some extra dinner for them just in case, but at this rate, it would likely serve as their breakfast tomorrow.

“It’s not very convincing when you say that while you’re busy making snacks for us,” Cody remarked.

“It is merely to kill time.”

In truth, they had nothing to do until Finnegan’s wife returned. Thus, in response to Cody’s request for a light snack, Harold was preparing something simple.

He had sliced some dried meat into thick strips and was currently seasoning them with pepper while searing the surface in a pan. It was a task simple enough that even Sarah could have managed it.

Normally, such a snack would be paired with alcohol, but Harold was not so devoid of common sense that he would start a drinking party in a stranger’s house without permission. Instead, he made Cody settle for the leftover vegetable stew from lunch. Since the soup was lightly seasoned, it didn't clash with the salty dried meat.

While Harold continued to brush off Cody’s teasing, he suddenly sensed a presence outside.

“She’s here.”

“Eh? How can you tell?”

“A single presence is approaching with a dragging gait. There is no mistake.”

“Aren't you becoming less and less human by the day?”

“Enough. Just go and greet her already.”

“Right, right.”

Urged by Harold, Cody headed toward the front entrance. Rather than lying in wait inside the house, it was far more polite to greet her at the door. Even then, she would undoubtedly be suspicious; finding a stranger—even a former colleague of her husband—inside her home upon returning would be more than enough to cause alarm.

In fact, Harold had gone beyond simply being inside; he had taken over the kitchen. He hoped the smooth-talking Cody could charm his way through the explanation. It was a vital division of labor, arguably more important than helping with the actual cooking.

With his heart pounding inwardly, Harold remained seated, waiting for them to enter.

A few minutes later, Harold finally came face-to-face with Finnegan’s wife.

“It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Cynthia.”

“Harold Stokes.”

“Forgive his brusqueness. He’s not a bad man, despite appearances,” Cody interjected.

“No, it’s fine… And about the matter regarding my husband?”

Though clearly wary of the sudden situation, Cynthia moved the conversation forward herself. It was a testament to how desperate she was to find any glimmer of hope for her husband.

Harold met Cody’s eyes and sent him a sharp look that said, You explain. Harold’s tongue was ill-suited for explanations, especially toward someone he was meeting for the first time. Sensing this, Cody opened his well-oiled mouth.

“To be blunt, we have found a method that might be able to wake Finnegan from his coma.”

“I-Is that true!?”

“Yes. Although, it is only a possibility.”

Cody added the caveat to imply that it might fail. Harold watched him, momentarily surprised that the man could speak so seriously. Then again, as a high-ranking officer in an organization as prestigious as the Order of the Holy King, Cody had to be capable of adjusting his register to suit the situation.

It was Harold’s own mouth—which could only produce biting, insolent remarks unless he was speaking to his parents—that was the anomaly.

“……And what would the cost be?” Cynthia asked, her voice heavy with apprehension. 

It was only natural to assume such a treatment wouldn't be free. For a family living in such dire poverty, the question of payment was a terrifying wall.

However, Cody wasn't a cruel man. He had a casual, easygoing personality, and Harold sat back as a silent observer, confident that Cody wouldn't make any unreasonable demands—until Cody turned his gaze toward him.

“What? If you have something to say, say it clearly.”

“It’s not that I want to say something specific, but this can't be done without Harold’s sword. It’s not a decision I can make on my own.”

“Nonsense. I am merely lending the blade.”

As far as Harold was concerned, simply discovering whether he could break the brainwashing Justus had placed on Finnegan was reward enough. He had other concerns, but those weren't things he could voice right now.

In short, he was telling Cody to just decide the terms.

“Hmm, in that case… there aren't really any materials or medical costs, so I wouldn't mind doing it for free, but…”

“That is out of the question! I cannot offer nothing in return when you might be able to save my husband.”

“No, well, I understand that, but…”

Cody’s words trailed off. There was no monetary cost, but the treatment would technically shave away a portion of the user's life. 

If he explained that, Cynthia’s common sense might lead her to decline out of guilt. Even if she accepted, she would be burdened by a debt of life that she could never hope to repay. Cody was likely struggling to find a way to persuade her without making the burden too heavy.

Harold understood Cynthia's pride, but he refused to waste time here. He needed to treat Finnegan immediately and bring the results back to Vincent and the others. For Harold, this was already a settled matter.

“Then, if you were charged a fee, could you even pay it? Or do you have something else you could possibly offer in place of coin?”

Harold’s attempt at "assisting" the persuasion came out as a cold interrogation.

Cody and Cynthia fell silent, as did Harold himself, immediately regretting the way his words had twisted. The concept of sugarcoating simply didn't exist for his tongue.

But if he stayed silent now, the atmosphere would become irredeemably suffocating. Cursing his own clumsiness, he decided to push through with sheer momentum.

“Neither is an option for you, is it? If you had any savings to speak of, your brats would be eating decent meals instead of starving.”

“That is… true, but…”

“Then do not speak of things you cannot provide. Whether I receive a reward from the likes of you makes no difference to me.”

“Harold, you’re going too far,” Cody warned.

“I am merely stating the facts. Listen. Your only choice is to accept the treatment for free or refuse it. Anything else is a waste of thought.”

Unable to endure the verbal assault, a single tear traced a path down Cynthia’s cheek as she looked at the floor.

Harold’s conscience shrieked in remorse. If he stopped now, he would truly be nothing more than a high-handed, arrogant piece of trash.

Panicking, he decided to use action as a buffer. He stood up, ladled a portion of the steaming soup into a small plate, and set it down in front of the weeping Cynthia.

“……What is this?”

“Don't argue. Just drink it.”

The sudden gesture left both Cynthia and Cody looking utterly bewildered. Harold simply wanted her to have something warm to calm her nerves.

Whether his intent reached her was unclear, but Cynthia nonetheless took a sip.

“It’s delicious……”

“Naturally. I was the one who prepared it.”

“You made this?”

“Yes, and the rest of the food as well.”

He began to set the table with the leftovers from lunch. His movements were practiced and fluid, as graceful as a trained servant. Urged by Harold, Cynthia began to eat.

“How does a proper meal suit you?”

“……It is delicious. So much so… I feel I might cry……”

You’re already crying, Harold thought, though he was not tactless enough to say it aloud.

To be honest, his cooking likely couldn't compete with a professional or even an experienced housewife, but the fact that she was weeping over it showed just how dire their situation had become. He couldn't tell if her tears were from the taste or from the lingering sting of his words.

“I thought as much. Your brats were delighted by a simple meal and cheered over a single bar of soap. They are easily pleased.”

“Why do you go so far for us? As you said, we have nothing to give you in return……”

If he could have said something like, "The children's smiles are payment enough," he might have redeemed his reputation. Unfortunately, Harold was not that kind of young man.

“It is a whim. But not entirely. If I can successfully treat Finnegan, it will benefit me as well.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Cody make a face that said, Wait, really? Since it didn't directly concern him, Harold hadn't shared his theories, but in hindsight, explaining it to Cody beforehand would have made these negotiations much smoother.

Truly, regret always came too late.

“I have granted you a measure of grace this time. I am a noble; depending on my whim, I may hand down a punishment, or I may bestow a grant.”

Harold knew it was a terrible way to phrase things, but in this world, such logic held weight.

“Our standing is different. You are only permitted to move according to my will. Understand that.”

Cynthia’s face twisted. 

Her expression was a cocktail of anger at Harold's arrogance, misery at her own powerlessness, and a bitter resignation toward a world where the strong toyed with the weak.

She was about to submit to his words, swallowing her pride, when Harold spoke again to stop her.

“……However, if you cannot accept that, then swear an oath here. Swear that you will become strong enough to carry out your own will and protect those you love. If you can make that oath, I will let everything today stand as a loan.”

“Eh……?”

“Naturally, the interest on this debt will be high. Do you have the resolve to step forward? Will you choose to walk a steep and difficult path, or will you stay here like a chick waiting for feed?”

In essence, Harold had proposed a choice:

Accept the treatment as a "grant" (charity) and be done with it, or accept it as a "loan" (a debt) to be repaid through her own strength later.

It was a cruel question to ask a family with no resources, but Harold's desire for a quick resolution and his naturally sharp tongue had resulted in this binary ultimatum.

Well, she’ll probably choose the former, and I can leave the emotional aftercare to Cody, Harold thought as he waited for her reply.

“……I understand. I accept your proposal.”

“I see. Then—”

“Yes, I swear it here. I will become strong to protect my husband and my children. And no matter how many years it takes, I will surely repay this great debt to you.”

(……Wait, what?)

Harold was stunned. She chose the debt? Isn't that going to be incredibly difficult?

Ignoring Harold’s internal confusion, Cynthia stood up, knelt before him, and bowed her head low.

“And to you, I shall swear my absolute loyalty.”

The atmosphere was far too heavy for Harold to say, "I don't actually want that." 

Faced with a development that was the polar opposite of what he had intended, Harold could only muster a curt, “Hmph. Save those words until your husband opens his eyes.”

Still, if this meant they could move on to the treatment immediately, he supposed it was a "mission accomplished" of sorts.

“Ah, I see! A play on words with the word kashi—meaning both 'grant' and 'loan.' How stylish of you, Harold!”

Cody had chimed in with a completely off-base observation. Harold promptly decided to stomp on Cody’s foot with just enough force to say, That’s not it at all!
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“Ow, ow, ow... You got a grudge against my leg or something, Harold?”

“It's because you won’t stop running your mouth.”

The heavy tension that had filled the room only moments ago crumbled under their bickering.

Despite the significant age gap between the two men, they appeared to Cynthia like old friends. She knew Cody well; he had visited frequently since her husband first became bedridden, and his cheerful, candid personality was infectious. He was the kind of man who could strike up a friendship with anyone.

The young man named Harold, however, was exactly as he had been introduced: blunt, abrasive, and seemingly determined to make as many enemies as possible with every word he spoke.

And yet, his words—sharp as a scalpel—had pierced Cynthia’s heart and moved her more than any gentle encouragement ever could.

Deep down, perhaps she had already given up. It had been five years since her husband became bedridden. With no prospect of recovery and their income dwindling, they hadn't even been able to afford a proper doctor for a long time. Somewhere in her soul, she had resigned herself to the idea that this was her fate, that it simply couldn't be helped.

Young as he was, Harold had seen straight through her resignation.

He had forced her to choose: surrender to a cruel reality and flee, or stand and fight of her own volition. He had done it for her sake alone.

Be strong—as a wife, and as a mother.

(What harsh, selfish... and kind words.)

Given the power dynamic, a nobleman like Harold had no reason to seek the consent of a commoner or offer her a choice at all. If curing her husband benefited him, he could have simply proceeded without a word. Whether he succeeded or failed, Cynthia would have had no standing to complain.

He had told her, "The only thing you can do is choose," but in truth, even that choice was a luxury someone of her status shouldn't have expected. Normally, she would have been forced to stand by and watch the treatment in silence.

Yet Harold refused to let her blindly obey authority, even though he was the one wielding it. He would provide the means to solve a problem she couldn't handle, but he demanded she use her own strength to reach out, stand up, and walk forward.

She was struck by the nobility of it. For a high-ranking noble to go to such lengths for a commoner, to offer such stern but necessary encouragement... it would have been harder not to be moved.

Cynthia realized then that Harold Stokes was a nobleman in the truest sense of the word.

“Whatever. Strike while the iron is hot. Let’s get started.”

“R-Right now?”

“I know it's sudden, but Harold is a busy man,” Cody explained.

“You’re the one who dragged me here,” Harold shot back.

He stood up, looking Cynthia directly in the eye.

“A final confirmation. There is no guarantee this will work. There is only a possibility of recovery. It may have no effect, or it could result in an unforeseen disaster. Even so, will you proceed?”

“...Yes. My husband... Please, help Farrell.”

“...I see.”

As if signaling that further talk was a waste of time, Harold headed for the bedroom. He moved with a sense of purpose, already familiar with the house's layout.

Inside, Farrell lay with his eyes closed, drifting in a shallow sleep. Cynthia lit a candle, casting a flickering glow over her husband’s pale face. Harold reached for the hilt of his sword.

“...What do you think you’re doing?”

Before the blade could clear the scabbard, Cody’s hand clamped down on Harold’s, stopping him.

“That’s my line,” Cody said firmly. “I don’t intend to let you go that far.”

The two men locked eyes, their gazes intense enough to draw blood. Cynthia didn't understand the subtext, but it was clear there was some history or a hidden cost she wasn't privy to.

After a few seconds of silence, Cody spoke.

“Knowing you, you probably figured you had to take the burden yourself after that speech you gave her, right?”

“...”

“But I’m not backing down. I was the one who asked for this, so let me take the responsibility.”

“...Fine. Do as you please,” Harold relented, handing the sheathed sword to Cody.

Cody drew the blade.

“U-Um... what are you going to do with that sword?” Cynthia asked nervously.

“It's a bit complicated, but Harold’s sword possesses a unique power. It might be the only thing capable of waking Finnegan.”

A special power? Curing someone with a sword?

Cynthia couldn't begin to imagine how it worked—surely he wasn't going to strike him. Cody ignored her confusion, taking a stance and drawing deep, steadying breaths.

The crystal embedded in the sword began to glow. At first, it was a soft pulse, but it quickly grew into a brilliant, blinding light.

Cynthia watched, breathless, until Cody suddenly doubled over in pain.

“Guh...!”

His breathing turned into ragged gasps, and heavy beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. The brilliant light began to flicker violently, weakening until it finally guttered out entirely.

Only a few minutes had passed, but as the light vanished, Cody’s knees buckled.

“Haa... haa... Dammit... this is... exhausting...”

“A-Are you alright?”

“Yeah... no problem...”

“The hell it isn’t,” Harold snapped. “It’s a massive problem.”

“No, no, I just...”

Cody tried to stand, wanting to finish his sentence, but his strength failed him. The sword slipped from his numb fingers. The clatter of steel against the floor echoed hollowly through the room.

“Give it up. It’s impossible for you.”

“...You really don’t mince words, do you? I didn't think it would be this taxing.”

Cody offered a self-deprecating smile. Cynthia felt a pang of sympathy; he clearly felt he had failed in his duty to his friend.

Harold reached down and retrieved the sword before Cody could try again. He gazed at the blade for a long moment, lost in thought.

“I see,” Harold muttered. He turned to Cody and delivered the merciless verdict. “You cannot handle this sword.”

“I thought it didn't choose its wielder?”

“As a weapon, it doesn't. But you lack the magic power required to manifest its true functions.”

“If it takes magic on Harold’s level, it’s basically an exclusive item for you...” Cody sighed, slumping into a chair, completely drained.

Cynthia knew Cody was one of the elite of the Order of the Holy King. If simply attempting to use the sword had left him this shattered, the burden must have been astronomical. If Harold could wield such a thing without effort, just how powerful was he?

“Exactly. Sit there and watch quietly.”

“Fine, fine... I get it. Man... it’s been a long time since I felt this pathetic.”

“That’s surprising. I assumed your entire life was a series of pathetic moments.”

“Luckily, I’ve got thick skin. I’ve lived my life without the burden of shame.”

Despite the quips, Cody’s expression was tight with frustration.

Seeing how much he cared for her husband warmed Cynthia’s heart. Even if his strength had fallen short, the fact that someone still cared enough to try meant everything to her.

However, the weight of the word "responsibility" lingered in the air. She couldn't shake the feeling that they were risking something significant to save Farrell.

“Then use that thick skin of yours to keep grinning like an idiot. It’ll be better for him to wake up to that than to a funeral face,” Harold said.

“Yes, yes, you’re as arrogant as ever.”

“You as well, Cynthia. Is that the face a wife makes when her husband returns? Even if you don’t trust me, you can at least trust in Finnegan.”

His words swept away Cody’s regret and Cynthia’s lingering anxiety in one fell swoop.

How could one person be so formidable and yet so kind? His words, his unwavering presence—they gave her the courage to face the unknown. A small smile finally touched her lips.

“...I believe. In my husband, and in you, Lord Harold.”

Satisfied, Harold turned to the bed.

He took his stance. Once again, the sword began to glow, but the intensity was on another level entirely compared to Cody’s attempt. This was the raw difference in their magic power.

The air in the room began to swirl. Even Cynthia, who possessed no magic, could feel the sheer volume of energy condensing toward the blade.

When the power reached its peak, Harold drove the hilt of the sword into Finnegan’s abdomen. The reaction was instantaneous.

“...A—h...!”

Finnegan’s eyes, which had been vacant for five years, flew open. A voiceless cry escaped his throat.

Harold and Farrell were engulfed in a radiant, pale green light. To Cynthia, it looked like a holy painting of a miracle being performed. For her, it was a miracle. After five long years of failed treatments and broken hopes, the man she loved was finally being called back to her.

“Hurry up and come back,” Harold muttered under his breath.

In that instant, the light expanded, filling the room before vanishing in a silent burst.

Silence returned. The candle had been extinguished, leaving only the pale moonlight to illuminate Finnegan’s silhouette in the dark.

Cynthia’s heart hammered against her ribs, so loud she feared it would wake the whole house. She waited, breathless.

After a few heart-pounding seconds, the silence broke.

“Nn... wh-ere... am I...?”

The voice was thin and raspy, but Farrell had spoken.

Cynthia’s vision blurred with tears. A sob built in her throat, but she forced herself to speak through the emotion.

“Farrell.”

“...Cynthia? Why... why are you crying...?”

“Farrell...!”

Words failed her. She threw herself onto his chest. He was too weak to even lift his arms, but she didn't care. She just needed to feel the beat of his heart and the warmth of his skin.

He was clearly confused, but Cynthia didn't have the strength to explain. She just buried her face in his chest and sobbed his name over and over. Slowly, painfully, Farrell managed to lift a thin, wasted hand to stroke her hair and cheek.

They stayed like that until a soft knock interrupted them.

Cynthia looked up as a voice came from the hallway.

“Sorry to break up the reunion, you two, but I really need to get some answers from Finnegan.”

“M-My apologies!”

She rushed to open the door. Outside, the sky was already beginning to pale with the first hints of dawn.

Cody walked straight to the bedside.

“Hey, Finnegan. How are you feeling?”

“Cody...? You’ve... gotten old... since I saw you...”

“Well, you’ve been out for five years. I prefer to think I’ve become ‘distinguished.’”

“...What did you say?”

“I’ll explain all that, but first, the body. Any pain? Anything feel wrong?”

“Can’t... talk right... body feels like lead... but... if it’s been years... that makes sense...”

“If it’s too much, we can do this another day.”

“No... tell me. What happened... to me?”

“Alright. I’ll keep it brief.”

Cody laid out the facts.

The battle in the Bertis Forest five years ago.

Finnegan being chosen as a juror for the trial of a new recruit suspected of espionage.

The moment he had suddenly become distraught and tried to harm himself when questioned about the trial.

How he had been unconscious ever since.

“—And you finally woke up just now.”

“I see... Cynthia... I’m so sorry... I put you through so much...”

“It doesn't matter,” she whispered. “You’re awake. That’s all that matters.”

“Cody... did you... save me?”

“I wish I could say yes, but I’d be lying. The one who saved you was Harold Stokes. Do you remember him?”

“...Ah. Yes. I remember... I see... I was saved... by the man I tried to kill.”

“What? What do you mean?” Cynthia gasped.

“A lot happened,” Cody said. “Harold was framed during that mess in the forest.”

He explained how Harold had been branded a spy and sentenced to death due to outside pressure. In reality, Harold had uncovered a Sarian plot and risked his life to prevent a war. The death sentence was merely a pretext to exploit him, and even now, his life was in constant danger.

“Finnegan, you agreed to the death sentence because your family was being held hostage, didn't you?”

“Yes... they told me... if I didn't... my family would die...”

“No... and Lord Harold knew that?” Cynthia’s voice trembled.

“He knows,” Cody confirmed. “But he doesn't hold a grudge. Not against Finnegan.”

“...Where is he? I need to... apologize... to thank him...”

“Actually, he left as soon as the treatment was done. Said it was an emergency. I stayed behind to check on you and explain things.”

Cynthia was stunned. She hadn't even been able to say thank you.

He had given her everything—her husband’s life, the courage to keep going, and their future together. And then he had simply vanished into the night. Based on Cody’s story, they might never see him again.

“He did leave a message for you two, though,” Cody added. “‘Live however you like after this.’ Honestly, the kid could work on his people skills.”

“...No,” Cynthia whispered. “Those words are more than enough.”

“Is that so? Well, glad to hear it.”

As the sun rose, a brilliant white light flooded through the window. It was so dazzling that it reminded Cynthia of the radiance Harold had unleashed. She bowed her head as fresh tears tracked down her cheeks.

Even if her voice didn't reach him, she had to say it.

“Thank you. Thank you so much.”

“Mama? Why are you crying? Are you hurt?”

“Mihai...”

Mihai stood in the doorway, rubbing sleep from his eyes before running over to hug her.

“Mama is fine, sweetie. Go on, say hello to Papa.”

“Okay! Good morning, Papa!”

“...Mihai? You’ve... grown so much...”

“Ah! Papa! You’re awake!”

Mihai scrambled into Farrell’s arms as Cody supported his friend.

Farrell had become bedridden just before Mihai was born. This was the first time father and son had ever truly met. Mihai babbled happily, and Farrell listened with a mixture of laughter and tears. It was a scene of pure, unadulterated happiness.

As she watched them, Cynthia noticed Cody looking thoughtful.

“Cody-san? Is something wrong?”

“Ah, no, nothing major. Just a quick question—how many kids do you two have?”

Cynthia blinked, confused by the sudden change in topic. Cody had visited many times over the years; surely he knew their family?

“What a strange thing to ask,” she replied with a small smile. “Mihai is our only child.”



Author's Note:
It’s not quite a massive foreshadowing, but back in Chapter 51, during the flashback, Finnegan mentions they didn't have kids yet but one was on the way. That child was Mihai. Since that was five years ago and Finnegan has been bedridden ever since, they couldn't have had any more children, and there were none before Mihai.

If you caught that, you might have wondered, "Wait, who is Sarah?"

As it turns out, these three chapters weren't just a heartwarming recovery arc for Finnegan—they were the chapters where I set up a massive death flag for little Sarah-chan.
Chapter 108

After witnessing Finnegan regain consciousness, Cody left the room with Harold, feeling a deep sense of shame over his own powerlessness. Any detailed explanations could wait until the situation had settled.

Returning to the living room, Cody sank into a chair and exhaled a long, heavy sigh. Harold wasted no time addressing him.

"Are you satisfied now?"

"Yeah... though honestly, I’d hoped to settle this without burdening you, Harold."

"Blame your own incompetence."

"You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry... and, truly, thank you."

Cody bowed his head low. It was partly gratitude for saving Finnegan, but more than anything, he knew that wielding that sword came at the cost of Harold’s own life force. Because he was aware of that price, Cody had been desperate to handle things with his own strength. He had even told himself that even if he failed, he must never rely on Harold.

(In the end, I just dumped everything on him. I’m pathetic—the absolute worst...)

As the elder of the two, preaching about seniority wasn't really Cody’s style. Still, there was a certain level of propriety he should have maintained. At the very least, he should have stopped Harold.

But when Harold had picked up the sword Cody dropped—when he moved to save Finnegan—Cody had given in to his own weakness.

He had relied on Harold’s strength and kindness, but most of all, he had succumbed to his own frailty.

"It is not for the likes of you to thank me. Though, if you feel so indebted, I shall treat you as my puppet from here on out."

"Hahaha... please, go easy on me."

I really can’t compete with him, Cody thought. It wasn't a simple matter of combat prowess.

Perhaps sensing that Cody was spiraling into a rare state of self-loathing, Harold had offered encouragement in his own abrasive way. At times like this, it was impossible to tell which of them was actually the senior.

Harold had been unnaturally mature since the day they met, but now that he was of an age to be called a young man, he exuded a sense of dignity and even a certain charisma. He was a hero on par with Vincent—perhaps even greater. Cody sighed inwardly, once again struck by how truly extraordinary the boy was.

"Now then, let's get some rest ourselves."

It was already late enough to be considered the middle of the night.

It wasn't realistic to go looking for an inn at this hour, and since they would need to explain everything once the sun rose, it would be strange to leave the house without a word.

"You should take the sofa; you're the hero of the hour. I can sleep in this chair, or even on the floor if I have to. It's no problem."

Cody stretched, stifling a yawn. He was hit by a wave of crushing fatigue.

Given his profession, he took pride in his stamina, but even that brief moment of holding the sword felt as though his very life force had been uprooted. He shuddered to realize that was the sensation of one’s life being shaved away.

He also felt a flicker of dread toward Harold, who wielded that power with such a composed face. He wondered if Harold wasn't afraid of the death that surely awaited him at the end of that path.

Of course, even Cody wasn't insensitive enough to ask such a thing aloud.

"Ah, wait, are you the type who can't sleep on a sofa? I suppose you are of noble birth."

Even as he said it, Cody didn't think Harold was the pampered sort. He seemed like the type who could sleep standing up or in the middle of a pitch-black forest if necessary.

...But why was he being so quiet? Thinking that being ignored was a bit lonely, Cody turned to look at Harold, only to find him staring intensely at a letter he had pulled from somewhere.

His expression was so grim that Cody hesitated to even speak. Before he could decide, Harold roughly stuffed the letter into his pocket and turned on his heel.

"An emergency. I’m leaving."

"Leaving? Right now?"

"Handle the explanation to those people yourself. But do not say more than is necessary."

"I can do that much, but... is there anything you want me to tell them?"

"...Tell them to just live as they please from now on."

The moment the words left his mouth, Harold vanished into the night before he could be stopped. Cody was left standing in a daze.

He didn't know the specifics, but Harold was a busy man; if an emergency had cropped up, it couldn't be helped. He didn't mind being left with the explanation, but it meant the person who actually deserved the gratitude for saving Finnegan was gone.

While Cody was pondering what to do, a voice suddenly called out from behind him.

"Cody-san."

"Whoops, Sarah-chan. Sorry, did I wake you?"

Standing there was Sarah, clad in her nightgown.

It seemed they had been a bit too loud. Cody wondered if he should just explain the situation now, but before he could decide, Sarah spoke.

"Thank you for your hard work. You have one more role to play."

"...Sarah-chan?"

Something was wrong. It wasn't just the nonsensical reply or Sarah’s behavior—she was looking directly at him, yet her gaze seemed to pierce through him into a void.

There was a sense of fundamental wrongness, as if the very foundations of reality had warped.

He couldn't put his finger on what it was. His mind spun in circles, his brain seemingly refusing to process the anomaly.

Sarah closed the distance, one slow step at a time. This was clearly not normal, but Cody found himself unable to move, transfixed by the sky-blue eyes peering into his own.

(Sky-blue...? No, wait, Sarah’s eyes were—)

Before he could remember, his vision was cut off. Sarah’s small palms covered his eyes.

He felt the soft touch of her hands gripping his temples. Even then, his body remained frozen.

"What... are you..."

Before he could finish the question, Cody’s world went dark.

"You, too, shall become a trial for him."

The voice that reached Cody’s ears just as his consciousness flickered out was an ambiguous one—belonging neither to Sarah nor to an adult man.

◇

His breath came in ragged gasps. That alone was proof that Harold was sprinting at full speed.

Still, he did not slow down.

The sun had already climbed high into the sky. The brilliant blue expanse felt like a mockery of Harold, for whom nothing had gone right lately. It was a cruel irony.

The fact that his thoughts were drifting in such a negative direction was a testament to how dire the situation was.

(Why the hell have they already broken into the Harrison Mansion?!)

There was indeed an event in the Harrison Mansion where Rainer fights to reclaim his sword. However, based on the reports Harold received from El and the others in "Frieri," it felt as though the timeline had skipped two or three intermediate events.

When he had read the emergency contact letter that had been surreptitiously delivered to Finnegan’s house, he had nearly doubted his own eyes.

Since explaining every future plot point to El would have made him look suspiciously like a prophet, Harold had mostly stuck to telling them to tail Rainer's group, observe their actions, and report any movement. He had shared the key events as "predictions" and told them to prioritize reporting those above all else.

That was how he’d received this emergency notice, but it didn't explain why the plot was accelerating so rapidly. Hearing the story from El would be the fastest way to understand, but he didn't even have a second to spare for that.

"There it is...!"

Several hours after dashing out of Finnegan’s house faster than any horse, his destination finally came into view.

It was a mid-sized town on the outskirts of the Royal Capital. Within it sat a mansion that boasted the scale of a small castle. If things followed the original story, the battle should be taking place on the rooftop.

Harold kicked off the brick walls of a nearby building, leaping onto the roof and racing toward the Harrison Mansion without losing momentum. The gaps between buildings necessitated long jumps, but those distances were trivial for Harold’s physical abilities. He likely inconvenienced the residents, but he closed the distance to the mansion at top speed.

In a perfect world, he would have had time to infiltrate the mansion stealthily.

The hypothesis he’d formed in Vincent’s sickroom—if it was correct, he thought he might be able to restore the emotions and sense of self of Ventus and Lilium. Cody’s request had been to treat a man suffering from similar symptoms.

Believing that a success there would mean he could save those two, and judging that he still had a time buffer based on the game's timeline, Harold had granted Cody’s wish.

That result had been a massive success. It significantly increased his chances of saving the children. But then, this disaster had struck.

"Goddammit...!"

An oath escaped his lips.

If the information in that letter was accurate, the battle inside the mansion was likely already underway. He didn't think for a second that Rainer’s party would lose, but he had no idea what would happen to those two.

In the game, they rebel against Harrison after being defeated, but their ultimate fate is never mentioned. It was possible they regained their suppressed selves, but either Lilium or Ventus usually ended up being cut down by a rampaging Harrison. Or perhaps Justus had simply issued an order for Harrison to be eliminated.

Regardless, unless Harold intervened, there was no path to salvation for them.

(I have to carry more lives on my back again...?!)

Looking back, even before he could process the absurdity of being possessed by a game character, he had moved to prevent Clara’s death. In the Bertis Forest, he hadn't been able to abandon Sid and the others, taking responsibility for the lives of the Sumeragi private soldiers. Just recently, he’d managed to capture a brainwashed Vincent alive, and even Finnegan would have died soon if left alone.

Every time, the weight of those lives pressed down on him. A swirl of fear and frustration churned in his gut, making him want to scream that he’d had enough. Yet the world mocked him, forcing him to keep making these life-or-death choices.

Perhaps it was simply that the existence known as "Harold Stokes" was that deeply hated by the world.

But no matter the difficulty, no matter if he was the most hated man alive, and even if the Historical Correction Force was determined to cement his death—his will to survive would never break. He would dodge every death flag and scream "Serves you right!" at this world.

And to ensure he could one day say those words from the bottom of his heart, the first thing he had to do was—!

The screech of clashing metal echoed through the air. With two swords, Harold caught the heavy slashes of two young girls, an impact far greater than their slender frames suggested. He had intervened at the final possible second.

"...Lord Harold?"

Erika’s eyes widened as she stared at Harold, who had literally dropped out of the sky onto the four-story rooftop. She looked somewhat drained of life, but he had to focus on Lilium first. While still parrying her scimitar, he drew back his arm and drove the hilt of his sword into her solar plexus.

It was a rough strike, but one designed to do no real damage. However, because Harold had infused it with magic power, Lilium collapsed instantly. He caught her slight frame and laid her on a bench that wasn't encased in ice.

Next, he pressed his blade against Ventus, who was currently restrained by ice. He, too, lost consciousness immediately. Harold shattered the ice and carried him to the bench as well. Seeing both children secured, Harold finally felt a wave of relief.

Throughout this, the only one making any noise was Harrison. He was currently on all fours, his feet frozen to the floor, screaming and raving like a pathetic animal. Rainer and the others were merely watching the scene in stunned confusion. Since Harrison was being an eyesore, Harold released the ice restraint, and in one fluid motion, buried a fist in the man's gut to forcibly shut him up.

Finally, he turned to face Rainer’s party.

Harold didn't know how they were looking at him. Were they simply shocked? Confused by his sudden intrusion? Regardless, the words he spoke next would be critical. If he misspoke, it could mean the difference between life and death.

Understanding that perfectly in his mind, Harold opened his mouth.

—No. It opened on its own.

"You lot have no right to proceed beyond this point. If you refuse to turn back, I will have to cut you down. By all means, go ahead and refuse."

Those were the words from one of the three Harold boss battles in the original story.

It was the iconic line spoken during their very first encounter.
Chapter 109

It had been roughly eight years since Kazuki Hirasawa was reincarnated as Harold Stokes. Regardless of his own intentions, that mouth of his—spouting nothing but vitriol and sarcasm—had caused him endless grief. He couldn't deny, however, that over nearly a decade, he had grown somewhat accustomed to it.

After all, he would never be able to open his mouth if he constantly fretted over being hated or wounding others. Besides, even when he spat out insults that made people question his humanity, it wasn't impossible to perform some degree of damage control through his subsequent actions. Of course, this usually only shifted his reputation from "the absolute worst piece of trash" to "a regular piece of trash," but a marginal improvement was better than nothing. Above all, he had long since grown used to being loathed and despised.

However, there was one thing Harold had yet to get used to.

Specifically, it was the way he would involuntarily spout lines straight out of the original story whenever he found himself in a situation mirroring the game's plot. It had happened when he offered to execute Clara to fake her death, and again in the underground dungeon when Justus came to visit him.

In the latter case, even though the timing and circumstances differed from the game, the core situation—Justus attempting to grant Harold power—was identical.

Based on these instances, Harold theorized that this phenomenon—what he called "Original Story Reproduction"—occurred whenever he encountered characters from the game in scenarios that led toward the original plot's development. Conversely, he suspected it wouldn't trigger during events not depicted in the original story or in scenes that had already passed.

The evidence was admittedly thin, but he had few samples to work with. Furthermore, since most of Harold’s scripted events were directly tied to his own death flags, he couldn't exactly go around intentionally triggering them for the sake of verification.

But now, at the worst possible moment, it had happened. Before he could even attempt to gloss over the situation, the lines from the scene where Harold first confronts Rainer as an enemy had slipped through his lips.

Under normal circumstances, this battle event took place early in the game when the party consisted only of Rainer, Colette, and Hugo. In this reality, the protagonist’s party was already at its full strength of six, and this was far from their first meeting.

(Dammit! Is that how it works?!)

Frantically thinking even as he panicked, Harold reached a conclusion.

Harold had first faced Rainer at the fighting tournament in Delphit, but that wasn't a battle between "enemies." In Fog Valley, they had briefly stood on opposite sides, but he hadn't been acting as "Harold" then.

But now, he had appeared as Harold in the very scene where, according to the script, he was supposed to be Harrison's pawn. He stood before Rainer's eyes as an unequivocal enemy.

(...I was completely off-guard.)

The fact that he’d had few opportunities to spout canon dialogue meant he hadn't fully grasped the trigger conditions. That, combined with his previous encounters with Rainer and the fact that the timeline had already deviated so much from the original story, had lulled him into a false sense of security. He never dreamed he would end up reciting the script here.

"Wh-what are you saying, Harold...?"

Rainer’s voice trembled slightly, as if he were witnessing the impossible. Though they weren't exactly traveling companions, Harold was supposed to be an ally. It was only natural for the pure-hearted Rainer to react this way when Harold suddenly addressed them with such overt hostility. The expressions of the others showed varying degrees of confusion as well.

Except for Erika. She alone stared back at Harold with a stony, level gaze. He couldn't tell if he should feel happy or sad that she clearly hated him enough to be unfazed... but this was no time for such idle thoughts.

"Are you truly serious?"

"Who knows? Perhaps you'll find out if you try to cut me down."

Harold tried to deny Erika's question, but as usual, only a provocation escaped his mouth. It was the same old familiar pattern. Correcting the course from here would be the true test of his skill.

He turned on his heel, presenting his back to Rainer and the others. It was a silent gesture meant to signal he had no intention of fighting. He knew their characters well enough to be certain they wouldn't attack him from behind.

He walked toward a corner of the balcony, heading for a small building that occupied about a third of the wide rooftop.

The doorknob was locked. Having no other choice, he used his sword to carve through the door and the surrounding wall to check the interior. Inside was a vast collection of weapons. He vaguely recalled the game only having a few swords and axes on the wall, but that was hardly worth dwelling on.

Among the massive cache of arms, two items were displayed with clear prominence. The sword stolen from Rainer’s home and the secret treasure Harold’s group had excavated from the ruins were enshrined in the center of the room.

For now, if the protagonist’s party obtained these, their equipment would be significantly upgraded. To be fair, simply equipping them and charging into the final boss fight usually resulted in a game over, but Harold had already dispatched Frieri to prepare a solution for that. As long as Rainer and the others got these weapons, things should be fine.

"This is what you were looking for, isn't it, Rainer?"

With that, Harold tossed the Treasured Sword Gramglan—the blade he himself had taken from the Griffith home—toward its rightful owner. It traced a lazy arc through the air before piercing the ground at Rainer’s feet.

However, Rainer merely grimaced, making no move to pick it up. As Harold wondered why, Colette spoke.

"How... how do you know about that, Lord Harold?"

He couldn't exactly say it was knowledge from the original story, nor could he admit to being the thief. But was it really that suspicious? Harold, the person, had already confirmed that the Griffith house had been robbed.

Then, the next sentence made him realize his blunder.

"That sword... even Rainer had never seen it before. How could you possibly...?"

The sheathless Gramglan had been stored in an iron box until now, displayed here in its bare state. If even Rainer hadn't known what it looked like, then the only people who knew its shape should have been the excavators, Olbel and Leona.

If that were the case, then Harold recognizing it as the stolen sword at a single glance was impossible. The only logical conclusion for the party to draw was that Harold was working with the thieves.

Based on Rainer and Colette’s reactions, they had reached that exact hypothesis. And despite the mountain of nuances, it was the absolute truth.

Harold didn't have time to ponder his answer. In this situation, silence or a hesitation would be taken as a confession. He had to deny it immediately, yet he couldn't risk saying the wrong thing.

"Are you lot so dense that you can't understand something so simple without it being spelled out for you?"

The words that finally tumbled out of his mouth were ambiguous, but in this context, being vague was as good as an admission of guilt.

He had thought he was used to self-correction? No, that was just negligence.

(So much for my arrogance... though the flags are certainly coming home to roost early.)

He mocked himself internally; this was classic "Harold." He wanted nothing more than to flee the scene right then and there.

But the world was rarely so kind.

"Why...! I thought you were my comrade...!"

Rainer gripped the hilt of Gramglan with a trembling hand. His eyes, fixed on Harold, were brimming with unshed tears.

To Rainer—honest, kind, and fiercely protective of his family and friends—this situation was agony. Knowing the boy’s personality, Harold could feel the weight of that betrayal.

Rainer had called Harold a comrade. There wasn't a shred of a lie in that sentiment. If Harold really was connected to the people who had hurt his parents, Rainer's grief and rage would be beyond measure.

The air grew heavy and sharp. A suffocating pressure radiated from Rainer as he leveled his sword.

In response, Harold raised his own blades. He did so out of the weary resignation that a fight was now inevitable. He hadn't necessarily failed to foresee this; rather, he had known deep down that if the original story took hold, this battle was unavoidable.

"...I have no need for comrades. Have you forgotten? Clumping together is how the weak survive."

Even so, he didn't want to fight them. They were the heroes who would save the world—inherently good people. He had no desire to cross blades with them.

He had hoped that the deviations from the script might have opened a different path, but that hope was gone. Driven by the cynical acceptance he had cultivated over the years, he flipped the switch in his mind to combat mode.

"You're strong, Harold... I know that! But if you have that kind of power, couldn't you have used it to protect people instead of hurting them?! You could have stopped those guys!"

Rainer shouted, gesturing toward Ventus and Lilium, who were lying unconscious on a nearby bench.

"Naturally. I could easily cut them down even if they both came at me at once."

"Then why did you do that to my father and mother...!"

"Because it was necessary."

That single sentence was the trigger.

Rainer closed the gap in an instant. His footwork was leagues faster than anything Harold had seen in Fog Valley, and the sharpness of his swing was far beyond that of a normal man.

Furthermore, the Gramglan in his hand possessed the ability to absorb external mana and convert it into elemental attacks. Responding to its wielder's fury, the blade erupted in flames as it swung down.

The fiery edge sought to incinerate everything in its path. Harold crossed his two swords to catch the blow, then parried with a sweeping strike that sent the stalled Rainer flying backward.

"Guh...!"

Rainer skidded across the roof, digging his heels in to maintain his balance despite the impact.

However, Harold’s focus had already shifted.

(There’s no point in hurting these guys! In fact, it's the worst possible outcome! Which means the one I have to watch out for most is—)

Suddenly, an explosion rocked the ground beneath Harold’s feet just as he tried to lunge.

The floor about a meter ahead was gouged out as if by a blast, with a single arrow embedded at the center. There was only one person present who used such a weapon.

"『Wind Strike Fan』."

The voice was devoid of emotion. It was Erika.

There was no trace of anger or sorrow in her eyes; like her voice, they reflected Harold with total apathy. Her perfect features combined with that coldness made her look like an exquisite, lifelike doll—a sight as eerie as it was beautiful.

"I no longer understand what you are thinking, Lord Harold."

She spoke to him with a sudden, chilling calm.

"...So what?"

"You likely wouldn't tell me why we must fight, even if I were to ask."

"..."

Harold had no reason to fight them. Technically, it was just a cluster of original plot points forcing the situation, but explaining that would only sound like a mockery. Not knowing how to respond, he remained silent.

"...Fine. It no longer matters. If you desire battle—if you have a reason to stand against us—then I shall fight you."

"...You truly are a troublesome woman."

Harold spat the line out, but a smile involuntarily touched his lips. It wasn't sarcasm; it was a self-mocking grin.

The real Erika was someone who would always choose dialogue over violence. While she fought as a member of the party, her character in the game suggested she would never willingly choose to fight if she were forced into it.

And yet, the saint-like Erika who loathed conflict was saying this. It was a testament to just how far Harold had fallen in her eyes.

He was the one who had spent years ensuring she would despise him. Now that it had finally come back to haunt him, he had no right to complain.

Erika raised her bow and drew the string tight, her aim locked onto Harold.

It was a different time and a different place than the game, but the battle against the protagonist’s party—the full party—was about to begin.

"I am coming."

With Erika’s declaration, the curtain was raised.
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“Whoa, whoa, whoa, are you guys really doing this!?”

“Calm down, Erika! Rainer, you too!”

“How can I!? Harold hurt my father and mother! I can’t forgive him!”

“Fine, let's fight. ……But we should win first, then force the truth out of Harold’s own mouth.”

“I-I…”

As Erika and Harold dropped into their combat stances, the opinions of Lifa’s group—who had been watching from the sidelines—began to splinter. Erika felt a pang of guilt toward them, though she knew their hesitation was only natural.

She understood why Lifa and Hugo believed they shouldn't fight him. Erika didn't want to fight him either. In fact, the very sight of herself leveling a weapon at Harold was, to her, an utterly loathsome thing.

The man named Harold Stokes was arrogant and selfish. He was the type of person who would arrogantly save someone and then selfishly let himself be hurt in the process—always in the shadows, where no one would notice.

He intended to live his life alone, hated by the world.

Knowing him, there was likely some hidden reason why he had harmed Rainer's parents, just as there was a reason he was forcing this confrontation now. In that sense, fighting him might be a mistake.

Nevertheless, Erika chose to fight, because that was what Harold wanted.

(This is likely all I can do for you now…)

She hadn't been the kind of person who could truly support him. She wasn't strong enough to act for his sake if it meant defying his will.

Feeling that failure acutely, Erika realized that the only way she could respect Harold was to honor his wishes. Even if it was a choice that tasted of nothing but bitterness, she would give this battle everything she had.

“Those who do not intend to fight, please step back.”

“Erika! Stop being so stubborn!” Lifa shouted, but her plea fell on deaf ears.

This was the only thing Erika could do for the man she loved. It was the one thing she refused to give up.

“No. I will not back down.”

“Wait, enough already—”

“Hey.”

A voice like a sudden frost cut through the air. The chaotic atmosphere was instantly pulled taut.

Harold wasn't even in a proper stance. He simply held his two swords with his arms hanging loosely at his sides. Yet, the pressure radiating from him was more intense than that of any opponent they had ever faced.

“What are you prattling on about? If you don’t intend to fight, I’ll end this right now.”

The moment they heard the words “end this,” everyone present realized the truth: Harold was dead serious about fighting them.

Aside from Rainer, whose blood was already up, the realization shook Lifa’s group. Erika felt the same tremor of agitation, but she suppressed it, glaring back into Harold’s eyes with unwavering resolve.

Seeing her determination, Lifa, Hugo, and Colette finally drew their weapons.

“Here I come, Harold!”

Rainer’s roar served as the signal for the massacre to begin.



“Hah!”

A vertical flash of the flame sword delivered with everything Rainer had. Living up to its name—the Treasured Sword Gramglan, the Great Anger—the intensity of the flames and the speed of the strikes increased as Rainer converted his inner fury into raw power. Most impressive of all was that he was actually managing to keep up with Harold’s movements, if only just.

Whether positive or negative, Rainer’s emotions rode his blade. By exploding with emotion, he could draw out his latent potential and jump a level or two in strength mid-fight. It was a style of combat that screamed "RPG protagonist."

Harold’s style, by contrast, was the polar opposite. He was a machine of observation, calmly evading every strike and landing his own with surgical precision.

What made such a feat possible was his overwhelming speed and the absolute advantage of "knowing" his opponent's moves and the exact tactics required to win. Because of this, Harold would not lose easily.

Even in a situation as absurdly lopsided as six-against-one.

As he parried the brunt of Rainer’s assault, a sharp blow from a tonfa whistled toward his blind spot. Without looking, Harold spun a hundred and eighty degrees, meeting the strike with a kick.

Colette’s tonfa were made of naturally dense wood further reinforced with magic power, making them harder than most metals. Meeting such a weapon with a bare foot was usually a recipe for a shattered leg, but Harold executed the move effortlessly.

With a dull crack, the tonfa snapped in two.

This was the Housenkyaku—the same move he had used to shatter the branch-arm of a Hammer Trent. It was an original roundhouse kick that didn't exist in the Original Story, created by refining the combo-filler commonly known as the Heel Drop to maximize leg structural integrity and kinetic output.

“No way…!”

Shock colored Colette’s face as she stared at her broken weapon, which usually didn't even chip when clashing with steel.

In that split-second opening, Francis and Hugo closed in from both sides.

Rainer, the only one fast enough to pin Harold down, forced him to stay put while the other three piled on their attacks. It was a sound tactical judgment; they clearly knew they stood no chance one-on-one.

However, Harold already had a grasp of their team synergy.

In his past life, he had played Brave Hearts until he knew every mechanic. He had even done "challenge plays," restricting his party to the four physical fighters—Rainer, Colette, Francis, and Hugo—who lacked significant magic or long-range options. In a party where most skills were close-to-mid range and healing magic was non-existent, he’d been forced to master the precision of their guards and combos.

Defeating the combo-king Harold, the melee specialist Vincent, and the long-range spammer Justus with that specific party—especially while under-leveled—had been an exercise in pure masochism.

But because he had done it, he knew their limits. They couldn't reach the "current" Harold.

Furthermore, he had already devised countermeasures for the worst-case scenario where he had to fight them. During his brief tenure in the Knight Order, he had practiced one-against-many combat against Isaac’s group specifically for this moment.

While Rainer’s party was far superior in terms of raw stats, the practice had been invaluable for developing the reflexes to track attacks coming from every direction and instantly decide whether to dodge, parry, or block.

He parried a downward swing from the halberd, guiding the blade away. Power that could shatter the earth was no threat if it hit nothing but air.

Hugo tried to pull the halberd back to reset his stance, but Harold used the shaft as a stepping stone. He kicked off the weapon, leaping into the air to evade a thrust from Francis that was inches from his chest.

As he soared over three meters high, a volley of arrows streaked toward him. He swatted away only those on target with his sword. But the arrows were merely a distraction.

“‘Bolt Lance’!”

The vanguard had boxed him in, leaving the air as his only escape route. Erika had suppressed him with arrows to keep his eyes busy until the last possible second, and now Lifa—her magic refined by Justus’s scientific theories—fired the finishing blow.

It was a magnificent six-person coordination that surpassed anything in the game. Or it would have been, if Harold hadn't seen it coming.

In truth, while Harold was dealing with the frontline, he was most wary of the mages, Erika and Lifa. He had predicted that Lifa would be the one to go for the kill.

In a chaotic melee, large-scale area-of-effect spells were risky if the frontline was still engaged. That was why Harold had avoided taking anyone out immediately, keeping the fight messy.

Erika’s arrows were the perfect long-range suppression tool—a fact Rainer’s group took for granted. And when it came to a finishing move, Lifa would likely choose Bolt Lance, the fastest spell in her arsenal, to catch a speedster like Harold.

Tactically, it was the correct answer. It wouldn't kill him in one hit, but the paralysis it induced would end the fight.

Unfortunately for them, Bolt Lance was a thunder-attribute spell—Harold’s specialty. By the time he had deflected the arrows, his counter-spell was already prepped.

“‘Bolt Lance’.”

Fired at almost the exact same moment, Harold’s spell swallowed Lifa’s whole. It erupted into a light so blinding that it washed out the sun-drenched sky.

Everyone reflexively shielded their eyes. When the spots finally cleared, Harold was standing there, calm and completely unscathed.

“...Is that all?”

He sounded bored, but internally, he was sweating.

He had managed to avoid damage only because he was focusing 100% on evasion. Defeating all six of them was a different beast entirely. He absolutely could not afford to seriously injure the protagonist’s party right before the final battle.

On the other hand, getting himself taken out wasn't an option either given the upcoming plot events. He was running out of choices other than "flee and leave a permanent grudge."

“Not yet!”

Rainer screamed, rushing in again. Harold’s dismissive comment had clearly struck a nerve. To Rainer, this was a battle for his parents; being told “Is that all?” was an insult he couldn't stomach.

Harold had technically tried to offer a "truce" before the fight started, but his "Harold Mouth" had turned it into a declaration of war. That arrogance had backfired, making Rainer emotional—which made his next move a massive blunder.

“Oooooooooh!”

The flame sword swung down with even greater ferocity, scorched earth trailing in its wake.

Harold dodged the strike with ease, stepping into the massive blind spot behind the overextended boy. He didn't use his blade. Instead, he slammed the hilt of his sword into the back of Rainer’s head.

“Guh...!”

Rainer groaned but didn't go down. Harold had expected a one-hit knockout, but the protagonist’s durability was no joke. It was likely a manifestation of his "never give up" spirit.

Harold thrust his black sword into the ground to free a hand, then slammed his left palm against Rainer’s back.

With a sharp crack of discharge and a flash of light, Rainer finally collapsed to his knees, unconscious.

“Rainer!”

Colette rushed forward, followed by Francis and Hugo, but they were too late.

Harold positioned himself so that Colette and the others were directly in the line of fire for Erika and Lifa. Erika, seeing her allies in the way, was forced to freeze her next arrow mid-draw. Even a master marksman like her couldn't risk a shot with a target as fast as Harold between her and her friends. Lifa wasn't ready with her next spell either.

Seeing the pause, Harold lowered his center of gravity. His posture suggested he was about to pounce on Colette, prompting Francis and Hugo to sprint even harder to reach her.

But Harold was faster. In a blur of motion, he closed the distance.

“Huh?”

The confused sound came from Hugo. He had been so sure Colette was the target that he hadn't expected Harold to pivot toward him. He couldn't even track the movement.

In a near-perfect ambush, Harold’s sword hilt caught Hugo right under the chin. No matter how much muscle Hugo packed, having his brain rattled like that was an instant shutdown. His massive frame toppled backward and went still.

By the time Francis could even turn to face him, Harold buried a kick in his gut and followed up with a thunder-aspected palm strike—Goudashou - Thunder—stripping him of consciousness.

It had gone exactly as planned, but it felt hollow. He had neutralized half the team in seconds.

“...Is this really all they’ve got?”

The thought leaked out as a whisper.

Could they really win against Justus like this? The lack of resistance was genuinely worrying.

He glanced at Colette, who stood over Rainer, trembling. Her shoulders hitched as she tried to shield her friend, but with her weapons broken, she was no longer a threat.

“Now then. That just leaves the two of you.”

Treating Colette as if she were already beneath his notice, Harold turned to face Erika and Lifa. Lifa looked tense, while Erika’s gaze was like a blade, sharp and resolute.

“What now? Do you still want to play?”

“Of course,” Erika replied instantly.

Lifa, however, finally snapped.

“Ugh, I don’t get any of this! Erika, you’re being weird, and Harold, you’re a jerk! Why are we even fighting you!?”

“Stop barking. If you’ve lost the will to fight, get out of my sight.”

In Harold-speak, this was a polite request for them to please stop fighting and go home.

Naturally, it functioned as high-octane fuel for Lifa’s temper.

“...Fine! If that’s how you want it, let's do it! Don't come crying to me when you’re a crispy critter!”

Lifa slammed her rod into the ground. Instantly, a golden magic circle expanded beneath Harold.

“This is...!”

He recognized the spell immediately, but he was already caught.

“‘Dual Bind’!”

It was the single most powerful restraining spell in the game. In Brave Hearts, it didn't just freeze an opponent for eight seconds; it left them with a massive debuff to attack power and speed even after it wore off.

In terms of pure utility, it was a "broken" skill. If you spammed Dual Bind, no boss was a threat.

Of course, the game balanced this with heavy costs—it could only be used once per battle, and it consumed three-quarters of the user's total MP. More importantly, it had a long, mandatory incantation.

(When!? When did she chant!?)

His mind raced even though his limbs were frozen. The only possible answer was: she hadn't.

There hadn't been enough time between her Bolt Lance and now to recite the spell, and she hadn't said a word.

(Wait... no way. Is that what she did!?)

A piece of the puzzle clicked into place.

Lifa had been chanting. Before the Bolt Lance, while Harold was busy with the vanguard, he had seen her glowing with golden mana and reciting something.

At the time, he thought the chant was for the Bolt Lance, but it had been far too long. Both spells shared the same golden elemental light.

(You’ve got to be kidding me… She used Bolt Lance as a chantless sub-cast while simultaneously chanting for Dual Bind!?)

Double-casting. It was a skill that didn't exist in the game, and one he had never seen in this world. It was a technique that defied common sense, even more than the idea of a "chantless Dual Bind."

And Harold knew exactly which madman would come up with a concept like that.

(What the hell have you been teaching her, Justus!?)

Lifa had never lacked mana; she had simply lacked the efficiency to use it. Her Oracle Organ had been "defective" in a way that prevented her from properly manifesting magic—a genetic hurdle.

But Justus was the world’s leading expert on the Oracle Organ. He was a man who combined peak magical theory with unparalleled scientific knowledge.

And Lifa was a genius in her own right. If she had been given a "hardware upgrade" to her Oracle Organ and taught to bypass traditional magical logic using scientific principles...

Her dormant talent would finally be unleashed in its most terrifying form.

“If we're doing this, Erika, don't you dare hold back!”

“I know.”

And then there was the other girl—the true prodigy who could spam top-tier magic without a single word.

Erika Sumeragi’s fangs finally reached him.

“‘Raven Storm’.”

Beneath Erika’s feet, a verdant green magic circle and a pitch-black one overlapped and expanded. It was a spell Harold had never seen before.

But looking at the coalescing mana, he could guess its nature.

Simultaneous activation of two different attributes, both cast without incantations. Judging by the sheer pressure of the mana, both were high-tier spells.

Even Harold wouldn't walk away from this in one piece. But despite the warning bells screaming in his head, his body refused to move.

And then, Harold vanished into a vortex of pitch-black wind.
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Brightness was her first sensation. Light flickered behind her eyelids as if a lamp were being waved in front of them.

As the realization took hold, her consciousness slowly surfaced like a diver rising from the depths. Then, her eyes drifted open.

She found herself staring at an unfamiliar ceiling, with white lace curtains swaying at the edge of her vision. When she turned her head slightly toward the open window, she saw sunlight filtering through the gaps in the leaves. As she mindlessly watched the foliage rustling in the breeze, the memories of what she had done gradually came flooding back.

"Are you awake?"

The sudden voice made her start. Turning away from the window toward the door, she saw Lifa standing there.

Lifa wore her emotions on her sleeve, and Erika could tell at a glance that she was caught somewhere between anger and exasperation. Knowing this, Erika found herself unable to give a proper greeting; instead, she offered a vague question in return.

"……In what sense do you mean?"

"Both. Honestly, if you were going to regret it this much, you never should have done it in the first place."

Lifa sat on the edge of the bed, making no effort to hide her displeasure.

Erika's first instinct was to claim she had no regrets, but she stopped herself. There was no point in trying to deceive Lifa, who already saw right through her.

"I have no excuses. I ended up forcing you into a terrible position as well, Lifa-san..."

"……Don't worry about me. I may have said we shouldn't fight, but in the end, I was the one who decided to step onto that battlefield."

In Lifa, who could state her convictions without a trace of hesitation, Erika saw a strength she herself lacked.

Suppressing a fresh wave of self-loathing, Erika asked the question she most feared the answer to.

"Um, so…… what happened to Lord Harold?"

Lifa’s expression clouded over.

"How much do you remember, Erika?"

"……I combined my spells and attacked Lord Harold."

Simply saying the words aloud made her recoil in disgust at her own actions.

In that moment, she had struck with everything she had. Even if Harold had desired the confrontation, he couldn't have escaped unscathed. It was hypocritical of her to worry about his safety after attacking him so ruthlessly, yet Erika could not help but ask.

"I don't remember much of what followed. Only that there was a flash of light, or something like it……"

The sheer recklessness of combining top-tier spells and unleashing them simultaneously had drained Erika’s magic power instantly. She had lost consciousness before she could see the result, but she recalled a blinding flash just before the world went black.

"It might be hard to believe, but that light was Harold smashing through your magic."

"He shattered it……? But he should have been restrained. He shouldn't have been able to move."

"We did have him pinned, but the moment the restraints broke, he neutralized the whole thing."

"How is that even possible……?"

To Erika, that compound magic represented the absolute peak of her power. If he had blocked it or managed to endure it, she might have understood. But to neutralize it—to erase it entirely—was another matter.

It implied the existence of a technique or spell with power equal to or greater than her own ultimate effort.

"It’s just a guess, but I think it was a combination of magic and swordplay."

"Is such a feat even possible?"

"I don't know. It wasn't like he was machine-gunning chantless spells, and there wasn't time for multi-chanting either. But even though he was definitely using magic, he swung his sword down at the exact moment your spell was neutralized, almost like he was cutting it."

"Meaning, if he were only using magic, he wouldn't have needed the sword."

"Right. But I was busy trying not to get vaporized by the aftershocks, so I didn't get a perfect look. Like I said, it’s all speculation."

A combination of magic and sword skills was a far-fetched theory. While Erika had pioneered compound magic, both components were still magic; casting them simultaneously was simply a matter of partitioning one's mind and mana.

Combining physical sword techniques with magic was different. Even if the attributes were the same, the way mana had to be channeled was fundamentally different. To Erika, it was the equivalent of being asked to walk forward and backward at the exact same time.

Logically, she didn't believe it could be done. Of course, that logic only held if one didn't account for Harold Stokes.

Erika knew that if anyone could do it, it would be Harold—a man who was as brilliant as he was unconventional, the walking embodiment of the impossible. Lifa likely shared that sentiment, which was why she had proposed such a wild theory.

"Um…… and Lord Harold? How is he……"

"……He was in tatters, obviously. He was bleeding badly, and he was gasping for air just to stay upright."

The news, though expected, pierced Erika's heart.

"But even so, he didn't fall. He was clearly reeling from the damage, but he was still fast enough to vanish before anyone could stop him."

"Then, he wasn't taken to a hospital……?"

"He’s certainly not here. We have no idea where he went or where he is now."

Lifa shrugged as if to say she was at her wit's end.

Erika wasn't sure if she was relieved he was alive or terrified that he was wandering around with life-threatening injuries. Knowing Harold and his habit of treating his own well-being like an afterthought, he was likely pushing himself even now, ignoring his wounds to complete his next objective.

Just the thought of it made her want to leap out of bed.

(I was supposed to be refining my magic to heal him, not to break him……)

Even if this was the role Harold wanted her to play, it was a miserable outcome. If the girl from eight years ago—the one who swore to become someone worthy of standing by his side—could see her now, she would be utterly disappointed.

"Well, there's no use dwelling on things we can't solve. Let's get you up to speed on the situation," Lifa said, clapping her hands to break the heavy mood.

"First, Erika, you’ve been out for two days. Total mana depletion. It’s a miracle you only fainted, honestly."

"I knew it was a double-edged sword, but two days……"

"I’m just impressed you didn't die after burning that much mana. The others woke up the same day and are staying at an inn nearby."

"I've kept them waiting, then. Is everyone else alright?"

"Everyone’s fine. At most, Hugo is whining about his jaw hurting."

She called it whining, but a direct hit from Harold would hurt anyone. Still, the fact that they were all fundamentally unharmed was a relief.

Yet, that fact carried a heavy realization: he had clearly held back.

Erika didn't want to be arrogant, but none of the six people in their party were weak. They were a coordinated unit that understood each other’s strengths. Despite that, Harold was so far beyond them that they couldn't even touch him. In an overwhelmingly advantageous six-on-one fight, he had neutralized the four front-liners in an instant. It had taken Erika and Lifa’s combined trump cards just to land a single scratch.

If Harold had been fighting to kill, they would all be dead.

He was far too strong. That was the primary takeaway from her first real confrontation with him.

"Now, for the main point……"

"What is it?"

"Besides you, there are two other people hospitalized in this building."

"……You mean those two?"

Erika immediately pictured the man and woman they had defeated on the roof of the Harrison Mansion. She remembered they had collapsed after Harold did something to them.

While she had complicated feelings about the people she had fought, it seemed only natural that they would be brought to a hospital given their condition.

"Yeah, but……" Lifa trailed off, her voice lacking its usual edge.

"Is there something wrong with them?"

"……Erika, did you notice anything strange about them when you were fighting?"

It was a vague question, but Lifa didn't waste words on trivialities. Though her memories of that fight were eclipsed by the battle with Harold, Erika searched her mind and found an answer quickly.

They had been trying to kill her, yet she hadn't felt a shred of malice or hostility from either of them.

"In hindsight, it felt as though I was fighting sophisticated dolls…… or perhaps humans without emotions."

She hesitated to call them dolls, but the essence was the same: she couldn't feel their will. It had looked as though they were merely attacking her mechanically.

"Honestly, I’m not great at reading the 'vibe' of a fight, so I was skeptical. But if you felt it too, then what they told us might actually be the truth."

"I’m sorry to dump this on you right after you woke up, but I want you to read these," Lifa said, handing over several sheets of parchment. Erika scanned the first page.

It was an interview transcript of the two people in question. Erika wondered how Lifa had gotten her hands on it, but she focused on the text.

According to the records, their names were Ventus and Lilium, and they were members of the Stella Clan from the Bertis Forest. A cold pit formed in Erika’s stomach, a premonition that was quickly confirmed as she read on.

They claimed that several years ago, their village had been attacked. In the chaos, they were abducted and confined in a research facility. Many of their kin were there, subjected to horrific human experimentation day and night.

Ventus and Lilium were no exception. Through drugs and unknown machinery, their bodies and minds were systematically dismantled and rebuilt. Their sense of self was eroded until they could no longer speak or act on their own; eventually, they became puppets that could only follow orders.

If this were true, Erika couldn't imagine the horror of being conscious while watching your own mind and body be hollowed out.

There was no doubt that the incident Harold had intervened in years ago was the source of this. Yuno’s reports had detailed the gruesome injuries Harold had sustained then.

Even as a child, Harold had been extraordinarily capable; for him to be wounded so badly meant the battle was catastrophic. With so many dead, any abductees would have been written off as missing in action, leaving them beyond the reach of any search party.

Furthermore, Harold had mentioned that the perpetrator had the military and the Deliberation Chamber in his pocket. There was never any hope of Justus Freund being caught.

It was a despicable, cowardly act. Erika finished the report, her anger simmering beneath the surface.

"So this is why they felt so hollow during the fight."

"They were interviewed separately and gave identical stories. Combined with your observation, it’s almost certainly the truth."

Harold had once mentioned that he had rescued two members of the Stella Clan from human experimentation.

He must have been talking about Ventus and Lilium. In his own way, he had been trying to save them, and somehow, he had succeeded in restoring their free will.

Even if it meant forcing them to confront Erika and the others as enemies.

"Anyway, those two said they want to apologize to Rainer."

"For what they did to his parents?"

"Yeah. Apparently, even though they weren't in control, they remember everything."

That was a heavy burden to bear. To have memories of hurting innocent people against one's will was a nightmare. Yet, they were stepping forward to take responsibility.

"The problem is whether Rainer can keep his cool when he sees them……"

"It will be difficult. Rainer’s kindness is matched only by his love for his family. I don't think he can simply forgive the people who nearly killed his parents."

"You think so too? Maybe we should give it more time."

"No. Let's arrange a meeting."

Erika wanted to respect their resolve. She was certain that Harold would do the same.

Moreover, she found their strength radiant—a strength she lacked. She had run away from the painful reality that she couldn't help Harold, yet these two were facing their own darkness head-on.

(Even if I am not strong enough, if someone with true strength like Lifa or those two can stand by him, perhaps they can eventually save Lord Harold.)

She knew it was a defeatist thought. She knew she was being selfish, trying to push her own hopes onto others.

But even so—even if it was impossible for her—she wanted to find some way to save the man who was currently choosing to be alone.

That was the only wish left within Erika's hollowed-out heart.
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The news that Erika had finally woken up brought a much-needed sense of relief and the first smiles Rainer’s party had shared in what felt like an eternity. The weight of their confrontation with Harold—and the crushing reality of their defeat—had hung over them like a leaden shroud.

The sting of betrayal felt all the sharper because they had truly believed in him. Now, having felt his overwhelming power firsthand, the gnawing doubt of whether they could ever hope to win a rematch flickered constantly in the back of their minds.

Even the joy of Erika’s recovery was short-lived, dissipating almost instantly when they saw the grim expression on Lifa’s face. She was the one who had delivered the news, but her features were so drawn and stiff that even Rainer, who was hardly the most perceptive when it came to social cues, realized something was wrong.

When Rainer asked what had happened, Lifa replied with a troubled, haunted look.

“Erika wants to talk to you. Come to the hospital tomorrow.”

The implication was clear: she didn't want them visiting just yet.

The old Rainer would have demanded to know why. He would have insisted on seeing her immediately to confirm her safety with his own eyes. But he didn't say a word. He could sense the heavy atmosphere surrounding Lifa and knew the news wouldn't be good. More than that, he hadn't fully processed his own emotions. Simply put, he was shrinking back, afraid to hear anything else that might break his spirit.

He wasn't the only one. The entire party was emotionally exhausted, and no one pressed Lifa for details.

The following day, Rainer and the others headed to the hospital, their hearts heavy with a gloom that bordered on despair.

Guided by Lifa, they were led not to the sickroom where Erika had been recovering, but to a room that appeared to be a hospital meeting room.

Knock, knock. The sharp sound of Lifa’s knuckles against the wooden door echoed in the quiet hall. Rainer wasn't the only one who felt that Lifa’s back looked smaller and more fragile than usual as she stood there.

"Come in," Erika’s voice called out from within. Her tone was as composed as ever, which only served to heighten the party’s sense of unease.

"We're coming in," Lifa said, her hand pausing on the doorknob. Without turning around, she added, "Everyone... especially Rainer... please try to stay calm, no matter what you see."

"...What the hell is that supposed to mean?" Rainer asked.

"You'll see soon enough."

Without another word, Lifa finally opened the door.

Erika was sitting in a chair, dressed in her familiar kimono. They had heard her collapse was due to the depletion of her magic power, so seeing her looking relatively healthy brought a momentary surge of relief.

But it lasted only a heartbeat. When Rainer spotted the man and woman standing behind her like attendants, his heart was instantly set ablaze with fury.

"Y-You two...!"

Standing there were the very people who had injured his parents and stolen his family’s heirloom sword. Rainer’s hands instinctively reached for a weapon that wasn't there. He scanned the room, looking for anything he could use, his muscles tensed to spring.

"Please, wait."

Erika stood up soundlessly and stepped forward, placing herself between Rainer and the duo as if to shield them.

Naturally, Rainer wasn't about to back down.

"Why?! Those are the criminals who hurt my father and mother!"

At his venomous shout, the girl’s shoulders flinched violently. She looked terrified, but Rainer didn't care. He couldn't wrap his head around why Erika was protecting them. A dark suspicion began to swirl in his mind—was Erika on their side all along?

"Rainer."

Erika didn't raise her voice, but the way she said his name made him reflexively falter. She looked him directly in the eyes.

"What is it you wish to do with them?"

"What do I...? That's...!"

He tried to fire back, but the words died in his throat. He was filled with an undeniable sense of rage and unforgiveness, but when asked for a specific outcome, he couldn't find the words. It wasn't that he had forgiven them; rather, Erika’s question made him realize he hadn't actually thought about what he wanted their fate to be.

"Do you simply wish to lash out in anger? Or would you be satisfied if they faced the appropriate legal punishment?"

"I... I..."

"...If you don't have a clear answer yet, then please, listen to what they have to say. It won't be too late to make a judgment afterward."

At Erika’s prompting, the two figures stepped forward. As they stood before a suspicious and glaring Rainer, they both bowed their heads deeply.

"We are truly sorry!"

"I'm so sorry!"

The sight of their deep, synchronous bows caught Rainer and the rest of the party—excluding Erika and Lifa—completely off guard. 

A heavy silence filled the room. Every eye was on Rainer.

"...What do you mean, 'sorry'?! You hurt my parents! You could have killed them! Do you really think an apology makes it okay?!"

To anyone who knew him, Rainer Griffith was a boy with a heart as straight as an arrow. He had a fierce sense of justice, a hatred for lies, and no patience for cowardice or cruelty. There was no world in which he could simply forgive the two people who had harmed his innocent parents.

"If you're going to stand here and apologize now, you shouldn't have done it in the first place!"

His roar shook the air, vibrating with the sheer scale of his indignation. 

The girl, who still looked quite young, recoiled at the sound of his voice. The man, who appeared to be an adult, remained bent double, perfectly still. He squeezed out his next words with a tone of grim determination.

"You're right. What we did is unforgivable. I don't intend to ask for something as selfish as your forgiveness."

"...Then what the hell are you even saying?"

"The crimes we committed... I will take full responsibility for all of them. So, please... please let Lilium go."

"Wentus-san?!"

The girl, Lilium, gasped in shock, clearly hearing this for the first time. Her face was a mask of confusion and protest.

Wentus ignored her and continued. 

"I will confess everything—why we were there and why we committed those robberies. If you find any room for mercy after hearing our story, then please, at least spare Lilium—"

"N-No! That's not right! Wentus-san didn't do anything wrong!"

"...That logic won't work with him or his parents. Regardless of the reason, we committed crimes. Someone has to take responsibility."

"Then I'll take it with you!"

As the two began to argue, Rainer could only stand there in bewilderment. Hugo, who had been watching the scene in silence, finally broke the tension.

"Uh, okay... so what's the deal here exactly?"

"...Perhaps we should take a moment," Erika suggested. "It is difficult to speak while standing. Everyone, please, have a seat."

As if she had prepared for this, there were enough chairs for everyone around the table. Erika took the head seat. Rainer and his three companions sat to her left, while Lifa, Wentus, and Lilium sat to her right.

Erika began to carefully brew tea for everyone. By the time the cups were distributed, the atmosphere had calmed slightly, just as she had intended.

"Now then, Wentus-san. Would you care to explain?"

"...Yes. To begin with, Lilium and I were members of the Stella Clan, born and raised in the Bertis Forest."

"Wait, you're...?"

The mention of the Bertis Forest made Colette gasp. Rainer felt a cold pit form in his stomach.

"Our village was very small. For better or worse, we lived a peaceful life in a forest that offered nothing but nature."

But that peace was shattered five years ago, Wentus explained. 

The story was one Rainer and the others had heard from Harold himself. It was the secret operation in the Bertis Forest orchestrated by Justus. During that conflict, many members of the Stella Clan had been abducted for human experimentation.

"Lilium and I were among them. There were many others, but..."

Wentus didn't finish the sentence, but he didn't have to. Everyone understood. No one else had come back. If Harold hadn't taken these two out, they would likely have shared the same gruesome fate as the rest of their kin.

"I've heard rumors of what was happening under Dr. Freund," Francis said. "If you're able, could you tell us specifically what was done?"

"We were injected with unknown fluids. We were strapped into machines that sent electrical shocks through our heads, causing agonizing pain and nausea until we blacked out... My memories are fuzzy, but I believe they also performed surgical procedures on our brains."

The details were horrific. Colette turned pale as she listened to the inhumane account.

"As the experiments continued, I stopped feeling anything. Pain, fear, even despair... it all felt like it was happening to someone else."

"Do you mean your brain shut down to cope with the trauma?"

"No... the experiments were specifically designed to suppress our emotions and strip away our ability to think for ourselves."

It was a claim that was hard to believe—that science could so easily erase a person's will. 

But Rainer remembered. He remembered that night in the warehouse, the vacant, mechanical eyes behind the hoods and the lack of any human vitality in their expressions. It had been unnatural.

"Having lost our will, Lilium and I became nothing more than convenient tools for Justus."

They were puppets, unable to feel guilt or even the simplest desire to refuse an order. Beside Wentus, Lilium sat with her head bowed, tears welling in her eyes. Despite his anger, Rainer couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for the girl.

"I have a question," Hugo interjected. "The way you're talking now makes it sound like you remember what happened while you were 'puppets'?"

"I do now. I've regained those memories."

"And how did that happen?"

"It was thanks to Lord Harold."

Rainer’s entire body stiffened at the name. A chaotic mix of anger, regret, and sorrow churned in his chest. He forced himself to stay quiet and listen.

"You saw it during the battle at the Harrison Mansion. Lilium and I were struck with the pommels of his swords. In that instant, it was as if our memories were jump-started. Everything came flooding back."

"So... Harold saved you."

"Yes. From the beginning, he treated us like human beings and tried to rescue us. Most importantly, it was thanks to Lord Harold’s orders that we never crossed the point of no return."

"Wait, 'the point of no return'? You mean...?"

"...Exactly what you’re thinking. Justus’s orders often specified that the lives of our targets didn't matter."

'Regardless of life or death.' It meant they would have killed without hesitation if ordered.

"Rainer, your parents were incredibly strong. They fought us as equals, even though our bodies had been magically enhanced for combat. If we had been following Justus’s original orders, I don't think anyone would have walked away from that fight alive."

"...Hold on. Was Harold there that night?"

"Yes. Lord Harold was with us the entire time."

A dissonance began to ring in Rainer’s mind. If Harold had been there, would he really have just stood by and watched? No. Rainer knew the answer was no. Even if a fight broke out, Harold was more than capable of neutralizing his parents without anyone getting hurt. Furthermore, given his obsession with efficiency, he wouldn't have wasted time watching a struggle.

"Then what was Harold doing during the fight?"

"I don't know. He told us, 'I'll leave the parents to you. Just wound them; do not kill them.'"

So that was the "line" Wentus spoke of. But Rainer was more concerned with what Harold was doing after he gave that order.

Logically, he should have been stealing the sword while the fight was happening. But Rainer knew that wasn't true. He had seen Wentus holding the box with the sword with his own eyes.

"Why was there even a fight in the first place? With Harold’s skills, you should have been able to slip in and out of the warehouse without waking anyone."

"I don't know the reason, but Lord Harold told us he had been discovered by accident."

Rainer almost wanted to laugh. A man of Harold’s caliber getting caught by sleeping ex-adventurers? It was a bad joke.

But what if Harold wanted his parents to fight Wentus and Lilium? What if he let himself be discovered on purpose? And if so, where was Harold while Rainer was chasing them?

His heart began to pound against his ribs. A cold sweat broke out across his skin. He had to know.

"After you took the sword, I caught up to you... or rather, I was able to catch up. Why?"

Rainer remembered arriving at Fog Valley in the dead of night. The visibility was zero, and he was so exhausted he could barely stand. He had told himself the thieves must be resting too, and he’d closed his eyes for a moment, only to wake up at dawn. 

He had always thought he got lucky—that the thieves had simply stopped to rest as well.

But why would puppets who didn't feel fatigue stop to rest? They wouldn't have stopped unless someone told them to.

"We stopped because Lord Harold ordered us to. He told us, 'Wait in Fog Valley until I regroup with you.'"

In that moment, every scattered piece of the puzzle clicked into place in Rainer’s mind.

Harold didn't join the fight. His parents were injured, which meant Rainer was the only one who could give chase. Rainer only caught up because Harold had ordered the thieves to wait. Colette had only joined him because Harold had practically forced her to.

And then, Harold had appeared to "save" them at the perfect moment.

But just before that... Rainer and Colette had faced someone else. A figure in a robe who radiated an overwhelming, suffocating pressure. A person so fast and strong that they felt unbeatable. Rainer remembered thinking for a split second that the figure's speed and movements were identical to the Harold he had seen at the fighting tournament.

What if it hadn't been a mistake? What if that figure was Harold? In the dark, with a robe to hide his face, it would have been easy to switch places with the "thief" the moment he stepped out of sight.

He didn't understand the 'why,' but the 'how' was becoming sickeningly clear. Every move Rainer had made, every step he had taken, had been choreographed by Harold Stokes.

It was as if Harold had been pulling the strings from the very beginning, leading Rainer exactly where he wanted him to go.

Was I the only one who thought we were teammates? Was I the only one who thought we were friends?

Rainer swallowed the bitter lump in his throat. A part of him still wanted to believe. He wanted to believe there was some massive misunderstanding, some reason that they could still stand side-by-side as allies one day.

He didn't know if he was furious or heartbroken.

"Dammit," Rainer whispered, the word barely audible.
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Suppressing the urge to break into a run, El walked down the deserted corridor. It wasn’t that he feared exposing his own agitation; rather, it was a conscious effort to remain composed. In a crisis, maintaining a broad perspective and a sharp mind was essential for finding a breakthrough.

(Though at the moment, every move I make only seems to result in us losing ground.)

Lost in these thoughts and still unable to find a solution, El arrived at a particular door. He took a small, deep breath to steady his racing heart.

He visualized his usual, unflappable self and was just about to knock when—

"What are you doing loitering in front of my room?"

"Whoa!"

Startled by the voice, El let out a cry of genuine surprise, quite unlike his usual self, and spun around with a literal jump.

The person standing there was the very man he had come to see. Harold Stokes stood there, eyeing him with a suspicious look.

"Y-you look well."

"Is that sarcasm directed at a man who was unconscious for five days?"

"I’m not so tired of living that I’d go looking for a fight with you."

El didn't think Harold was quite as dangerous as his words suggested, but he fully respected the man's power. Even if Harold was far more moderate than his behavior implied, one accidental brush with his "imperial wrath" would be the end; a life like El’s would vanish like mere dust before such overwhelming violence.

El was prepared to risk his life to achieve his long-held ambition, but he had no intention of dying in such a meaningless fashion.

"Hmph. Fine. Get in. You came because you have something to discuss, didn't you?"

"I’ll do just that. I have a mountain of things to report."

So many, in fact, that it was enough to make El sick of his own job.

The room was spartan, containing only a bed, a table, and a few chairs atop a carpeted floor. There, a discussion began in which not a single topic warranted a smile. Though, to be fair, the only "smile" El had ever seen from the man sitting across from him was a mocking sneer.

"Now then, it's a cliché question, but which would you like first: the somewhat bad news, the pretty bad news, or the tremendously bad news?"

"Your skills must have dulled if you can't procure even a single piece of good news."

"The quality of an information broker isn't determined by how much pleasant news they find. It’s about how accurately they grasp the truth."

Harold let out a long, weary sigh. Considering his situation, El could understand the desire to complain. He had been heavily injured, unconscious for five days, and the moment his body could finally move again, this heap of trouble landed in his lap.

However, since Harold was the one who had set all these events in motion, El felt no obligation to listen to a lecture.

"But well, let's start with this. Regarding Rainer and the others—they won't be held accountable for the raid on the Harrison Mansion."

They had certainly gone on a rampage, but they had the justification of recovering stolen property. In a situation where both sides were technically at fault, the names of Francis J. Arclight—royalty, however distant—and the prestigious House Sumeragi were powerful cards to play.

Furthermore, given that the situation was handled by military personnel rather than the Knight Order, and that Rainer’s group was barely questioned, it seemed likely that Harold’s prediction was correct: Harrison had been intended as a discardable pawn from the start.

"Though you didn't seem particularly worried about that outcome."

El had been warned in advance that Rainer’s party might storm the Harrison Mansion. Whether it was a calculated guess or precognition on Harold’s part, the fact that he hadn’t expressed any concern about the legal aftermath suggested he was certain they wouldn't be detained.

Harold’s instructions had been simple: if a raid occurred, do not stop it; afterward, seize the weapons Harrison was said to have collected. It had been a tall order, and El had gathered a significant amount of dirt on Harrison and his associates to use as leverage, but the seizure had ended up being surprisingly easy.

(Just how much of this is going according to his script...?)

Originally, Harold hadn't intended to interfere in that battle personally. He had only been forced to act because Rainer and the others moved far faster than anticipated. El had no way of knowing how much the actual events differed from the picture Harold had envisioned.

"The weapon seizure was a success. The plan was to wait for the right timing and give them to Rainer and the others... right?"

"It simply means there's no longer a need for me to hand them over personally."

"That’s a diplomatic way of putting it."

If they still had a relationship of trust, Harold giving them the weapons would have been the smoothest path. But that trust had shattered with their recent clash. While Lifa was there and understood Harold's circumstances to an extent, as long as Rainer, the party's leader, harbored such deep distrust, it would create discord. That was surely undesirable for Harold.

"Whether I hand them over or you do, the result is the same."

"I hope so... Anyway, let's get to the main point. First, the 'somewhat bad news' regarding Rainer’s group."

Spit it out, Harold’s eyes urged.

"According to you, there's a risk of a massive monster horde swarming Travis, which you intended for Rainer and the Knight Order to handle. Well... we might not have much of a window left."

"Explain."

"Monster activity has spiked. It wouldn't be a surprise if they started their march this very second."

Harold had provided the general direction of the anticipated invasion. Using that, El had mobilized Giffelt’s network and Frieri to locate the horde about ten days ago. The situation mirrored the crisis in the Sumeragi Territory, but the location was the real problem.

The monsters were gathered in a massive ruin where the government had forbidden exploration due to the presence of high-level threats. Evading the Kingdom Army's watchful eyes, Frieri members had confirmed the site at the risk of their lives. El had heard that the sight of monsters numbering in the tens of thousands huddled together was truly nightmarish.

"Even so, those fools should reach Travis first. More importantly, what is the Knight Order doing?"

"They’re serious. They’re securing personnel and even preparing to deploy an airship."

"...In other words, they’ve found evidence to support the suspicions against Justus?"

"That’s unconfirmed, but apparently the doctor’s research room was empty by the time the Knight Order moved in. Given their current mobilization, I’d say it’s highly likely."

A massive monster horde becoming active just as Justus disappeared. It was speculation, but increased vigilance was the only logical response.

"I doubt that man would leave behind anything obvious."

"Data aside, he can't exactly make the facilities vanish. Human experimentation requires equipment. Unless he leveled the entire Research Institute, physical evidence remains."

The fact that Justus had allowed that evidence to be found suggested his plan had reached a stage where the Knight Order was nothing more than a minor nuisance.

"...Regardless, that’s within expectations. It hardly qualifies as bad news."

"I see. Then here is the next one. We’ve confirmed a second horde of monsters."

At this, even Harold froze, visibly taken aback. Based on his reaction, this was unexpected. It seemed his "precognition" wasn't infallible after all.

"...Is that the 'tremendously bad news'?" Harold asked after a long pause.

El gave a blunt, almost cheerful reply.

"No. That is only the 'pretty bad news'."

"Tsk."

Clicking his tongue, Harold fell into thought. He was a man who never stopped calculating, even in the face of despair. He pivoted instantly, seeking the necessary data.

"What is the size of this second group?"

"Roughly five thousand by visual estimate. Fewer than the ones heading for Travis."

Still, it was a number that couldn't be ignored. It would be nearly impossible to stop them directly; without a counter-strategy, the damage would be catastrophic. Two massive hordes in different locations—there was no way they weren't linked.

"I’ve sent a report to the Knight Order under your name, but since they're preoccupied with Travis, I doubt they can spare the men to cover both fronts."

"Still better than doing nothing."

"True. But now, let’s move to the 'tremendously bad news'."

El pulled two maps from his bag. One of the entire Kingdom, and one of a specific town. He spread the Kingdom map across the table first.

"The town where the second horde was discovered is Burston. It's a mountain village in the northwestern part of the Kingdom."

El traced the map with his finger. It was deep in the wilderness, even further out than Astis, where he had first met Harold and Lifa. According to the latest records, the population was around three thousand, though that number had likely dwindled over the years.

"As you can see, it's a town nestled in the mountains. Even in an emergency, an airship cannot be used for transport."

This meant that whether they intended to defend the town or evacuate the residents, moving people and supplies would be incredibly difficult. The only safe route was via the plains south of Astis, but that was over a hundred kilometers away in a straight line. Neither option was realistic, though evacuation was the only prayer they had.

"Is that the reason for the classification?"

"One of the reasons, but the main issue is this. Look here."

El spread the map of Burston over the first one.

"Burston isn't a large town. There are no natural features nearby where thousands of monsters could hide."

So where and how were they hiding? The map held the answer.

"However, Burston was once a mining town that flourished by extracting rare ores like platinum. Until a major bedrock collapse occurred, they dug without limit. As a result, countless tunnels run not just through the mine, but directly beneath the town itself."

Following the collapse and the subsequent exhaustion of resources, Burston had fallen into decay, but the ancient tunnels remained.

"So the monsters are swarmed deep within the mine?"

"Exactly. But you’re probably thinking: 'Standard mine tunnels would be too small for large monsters to enter or exit.'"

"Stop wasting my time with theatrics. Just say it."

"After the mine closed, traces of modifications were made to the interior. Specifically, there are massive pits deep underground that weren't created by mining."

"The monsters' nest."

"Exactly. And cross-referencing with the mine's blueprints revealed several tunnels that shouldn't exist. At their size, 'passages' is a more accurate term. They’re large enough for almost any monster to pass through."

Artificial passages. Unlike the Sumeragi Territory, which was a natural depression, this wasn't an environment where monsters would gather naturally. They were being kept there, managed by humans for a specific purpose.

"...I have questions."

"I'll answer what I can."

Normally, Harold would have snapped back with a sharp remark, but his immediate focus on the facts showed he recognized the emergency.

"You mentioned traces of modifications. How old are they?"

"I’d need a deeper look to be sure, but based on the wear, I’d guess about ten years."

"Was there miasma in the tunnels, like in the Sumeragi Territory?"

"Yes. Most of it is pooled in the underground pits. In the tunnels, you only start to detect a faint drift of it once you're deep inside."

"If they surge to the surface, what scale of conflict are we looking at?"

"Hard to say. They’re clearly being managed, but it depends on how much control the handler has. We’ve confirmed at least three exits large enough for a surge. Intercepting them would require a three-front operation."

El left the rest unsaid: And that’s impossible. Even if Harold could personally slaughter a thousand monsters, he couldn't be in three places at once. For ordinary soldiers or the Knight Order to hold those lines, they would need at least three hundred men per front. With Travis under threat, gathering six hundred elite soldiers was a pipe dream.

"...How long to complete an evacuation?"

"Estimated two days. It might take longer given the high number of elderly residents."

Which meant if they waited for the monsters to move before starting the evacuation, they were already dead.

"If it was a mining town, there must be heavy transport equipment to move resources to the base of the mountain."

"There was. Until a landslide washed away the tracks for the transport cars several years ago."

The only reason people had stayed in such an inconvenient, dying town was that the transport cars made travel to nearby cities easy. Once that was gone, the youth abandoned Burston. The elderly remained, their attachment to the land outweighing the hardship.

"...Harold? Is something wrong?"

Harold, who had been deep in thought, was now staring intensely at the Kingdom map. El looked, but couldn't see what hint Harold might have found.

"El. How many days from here to Burston by horse and by wagon?"

"By horse, three to four days. By wagon, about seven, depending on the load. But those are just the times to reach the base; climbing the mountain trail to the town will take another full day."

"Gather as many horses as you can. I’m taking the Frieri units."

"Right now?"

"Secure the supplies first. We move the moment we’re ready."

"Understood."

Prompt action was a virtue, but keeping up with Harold was an exhausting task. Still, it was the path El had chosen when he placed his bets on the man.

(Besides, it’s far better than sitting here and rotting in a stalemate.)

With that thought, El set off to arrange the logistics. Even in the face of an impending disaster, his expression held a faint glimmer of relief.
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El’s report about the discovery of a new monster horde had caught Harold completely off guard. In the original story, there was never any mention of a town other than Travis being besieged by monsters.

However, he hesitated to simply dismiss this as an irregular development triggered by his own actions. The most glaring discrepancy was El’s finding that "traces of modifications inside the mine shafts date back roughly ten years."

If something had been underway for a decade, that would mean it started two years before Kazuki Hirasawa ever woke up as Harold. Furthermore, Justus was only supposed to have learned of Harold’s existence five years ago, when the boy first crossed paths with the Knight Order.

In other words, it wasn't necessarily that the original story had changed; it was more likely that this plot had always existed in the background, simply occurring outside the narrative’s focus. If that were the case, there had to be a reason for Justus to be operating so secretly in the town of Burston.

(Well, that’s assuming the culprit actually is Justus...)

Harold gave himself that much of an out internally, though given the circumstances, there was almost no doubt it involved the doctor. Even without hard proof, there were things he could infer from his knowledge of the game.

In the final stages of the story, a giant flying fortress appears. To keep it airborne, there are energy portals that transmit power to it. Historically, the fortress and the portals were ancient legacies, much like the ruins, but it was Justus who had restored them to a functional state.

If such a portal lay dormant deep beneath Burston, it made perfect sense for Justus to have been working there in the shadows for the last ten years.

(The problem is, I have no idea what these portals actually look like or how they work.)

In the game, the term "energy portal" was only mentioned a handful of times. Their locations, shapes, and underlying principles were never explained. Then again, even if someone explained the physics to him, Harold probably wouldn't understand it anyway.

Several other points bothered him, but for now, he had to move forward while assuming the worst.

"Lost in thought, Boss?"

It had been about a week since El’s report. Keith, a member of Frieri accompanying Harold, spoke up as they rode their horses to the foot of the mountain and began the ascent.

Aside from Harold, the mastermind, and El, who handled the command, Keith was the group's de facto leader. Since he managed the men on the ground, it was appropriate to call him a captain. A self-proclaimed ex-mercenary, his combat skills were more than solid, and—though it felt a bit rude to think it—he was surprisingly well-educated.

Even El had remarked that finding someone like him "rolling around in the wild" was a stroke of luck. His speech was coarse, but he was undeniably capable.

"I was deciding how best to evict those fools so I don't have to listen to their mindless prattle."

"Calling it an 'evacuation' sounds nice, but at the end of the day, we’re talking about an eviction notice. You’re gonna get plenty of pushback."

"It simply means there are that many idiots incapable of grasping the situation."

Harold knew his words were harsh, but he didn't doubt the accuracy of El’s intel. If the monsters began their rampage, Burston would be wiped off the map. Even if the people survived, returning to live there would be impossible.

"Abandoning one's home to stay alive... I’m fed up with dealing with morons who can’t make such a basic judgment."

"Haha, you got that right! ...Well, for rootless drifters like us, it’s an easy call. But for folks who’ve been drunk on peace for too long, that logic probably won't fly."

"Humph."

The man had a point. No matter how much you warned people of approaching danger, if they couldn't see or feel it, they wouldn't be convinced to leave their homes on a whim. Furthermore, neither Harold nor Frieri held any official standing.

To the townspeople, they were just a suspicious group of strangers demanding an evacuation based on what sounded like tall tales. There was no reason for them to comply.

"Regardless. I need to see it with my own eyes first."

"Fair enough. Oh, look, there it is."

Following Keith’s gaze, Harold saw stone walls and buildings beginning to peek through the trees. They were finally within a stone's throw of Burston.

El had warned him that the monsters could move at any time, but it appeared the disaster hadn't struck yet. Feeling a brief sense of relief, Harold reached the town entrance.

Since the town had been carved out of the mountain, it was surrounded by impressive stone walls. Unless a truly massive monster attacked, they wouldn't be easily breached. Looking up, Harold noticed structures resembling watchtowers positioned along the top of the walls.

(I assume they plan to hold the monsters at the wall and pick them off from above?)

They were clearly prepared for a siege. When it came to external threats, the town had the advantage of experience.

The real problem, of course, was that this time the threat was going to erupt from the inside.

"I’ve been waiting for you."

As soon as they entered the town, they were greeted by a man in his late forties or fifties. Harold didn't recognize his face, but he knew who he was instantly.

"One of El’s people, I take it."

"Yes. Though your numbers are smaller than I was led to believe."

"If a small army swarms a desolate town like this, it’ll draw unwanted attention."

Harold didn't want the townspeople on high alert from the start, so he had split his forces into a vanguard and a rearguard. The twenty men in the vanguard had entered the town separately at staggered intervals to maintain a low profile.

Of course, time was of the essence. In the worst case, he would have to hold the line alone until the rearguard arrived to help with the evacuation. However, given that it had only been two weeks since the Harrison mansion raid, it was unlikely the plot had progressed that far ahead of schedule.

The rearguard also had the task of gathering necessary supplies. The vanguard had only brought what they could carry immediately, which was far from enough.

"Enough talk. Guide me to the mine shafts at once. You, go regroup with the others and stand by."

"Understood."

"Roger that. Stay safe, Boss."

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

Naturally, this was Harold-speak for "thank you." Keith was used to it by now and, without so much as a grimace, headed toward the designated meeting point where Giffelt’s influence was strongest.

"This way, then."

The man led Harold toward the mine shafts.

Once he was sure they weren't being followed or drawing eyes, Harold spoke up.

"What’s the status of the monsters?"

"Still active. When we first found them, they were mostly stationary, only growling now and then. Now they’re shrieking and intimidating each other."

"It’d save us a lot of trouble if they just slaughtered one another."

"Normally, monsters of different species and habitats would do exactly that."

The fact that they weren't doing so suggested they were being managed. Based on Harold’s experience, these kinds of problems never solved themselves easily. The only silver lining was that since he already expected a disaster, the mental toll would be lower when it finally hit.

"Whatever. What about the plan to collapse the entrance before they move?"

"Even if we ignore the cost, we don't have the time or the manpower to fill it in. And we can’t exactly do it without the town’s permission."

"What if I use magic?"

"With your reputation, you could certainly bring the entrance down. But because the shafts were extended without any proper engineering plans, there’s a risk you’ll trigger a chain reaction that collapses the ground right under the town."

In the worst-case scenario, the entire town would be swallowed by the earth. It was too high a risk to take before the people were out.

Still, he couldn't just sit around and wait for the monsters to pour into the streets.

"We’re here. This is one of the shaft entrances."

They were on the outskirts of town where the houses were sparse. A rectangular hole framed in timber was cut into the stone wall that hugged the mountainside. There was a fence to block entry, but it looked flimsy at best.

Unsurprisingly, the town’s defenses hadn't been built to stop something coming out of the mountain.

"You there! What are you doing!?"

Just as they were about to step inside, a voice stopped them.

Harold turned to see a woman a few years older than him, wearing glasses, her wisteria-colored hair fluttering in the wind. She was standing with her hands on her hips. She wasn't a character from the original game.

Her eyes, already sharp and determined, narrowed further as she marched toward them.

"You were about to enter the shaft, weren't you? That is strictly forbidden. It’s dangerous."

"Yes, we’re well aware. That’s why we’re here—to investigate that very danger."

"Investigate the mine...? I haven't heard a word about this."

"It isn't exactly a matter for public record. However, we do have authorization from the town."

The man reached into his coat, pulled out a document, and handed it to her. It was likely a permit obtained under some official-sounding pretext. Being one of El’s kin, the man’s preparation was seamless.

"This is certainly legitimate... but why now, of all times?"

"Personally, I think it’s long overdue. I assume it was simply pushed to the bottom of the pile once the mine closed."

Harold leaned against the stone wall with his arms crossed, watching the exchange. He figured things would go faster if he let the professional handle the talking.

However, when the man turned to enter the shaft with a polite "If you'll excuse us," she stopped them again.

"Wait."

"Is there something else?"

Harold finally snapped. He knew staying quiet was the smart play, but his anxiety to see the interior was mounting. His irritation bled into his voice, making him sound even more abrasive than usual.

"I’m coming with you."

"Denied. That makes no sense."

"It makes perfect sense. I happen to be a member of the town council."

"...What?"

The woman looked to be in her early twenties. No matter how depopulated the town was, it was rare for someone that young to hold such a position.

Either she was exceptionally talented, extremely popular, or she had serious political connections. Regardless of how she got the job, having her on their side might provide the "final word" he needed if things went south.

"Besides, investigating a mine as massive as Burston’s with just the two of you would be quite the chore, wouldn't it?"

She was essentially saying, "I don't trust you." The man looked at Harold, silently asking for a decision.

The man understood the risks and rewards. Since the choice was left to Harold, he didn't hesitate.

"Fine. Follow us. But if you fall behind, I’m leaving you where you stand."



Fiona Gwyn watched the two men warily, tracking their every movement. They were incredibly suspicious.

The idea of a mine investigation wasn't entirely unbelievable, but the fact that the news hadn't reached her—one of the few active council members—was a red flag. Furthermore, they were too few in number and poorly equipped for the task.

The middle-aged man carried nothing but a lamp and a map. The tall youth, who looked even younger than her, carried nothing at all. Moreover, the youth was wearing a black coat that was clearly of high quality—hardly the kind of gear one wears into a dusty mine.

(Are they working for the Mayor or the Deputy Mayor? Even so, I don't see why they’d keep it a secret... if it’s just a safety check, they’d usually brief the council.)

Fiona knew she could be a bit stiff and difficult, but she wasn't the type to let her emotions override a logical necessity. If this really was a danger assessment, she wouldn't have objected. The Mayor should have known that.

(If they’re hiding it, there’s either a secret involved, or it’s so urgent they didn't have time to talk... Or both.)

When people talked about the "danger" of the mines, Fiona’s mind immediately went to the collapse ten years ago—the one that had claimed the life of her father, a miner.

But the Burston mine had been closed for years. For someone to be worried about a collapse now suggested that something significant was weighing on their minds.

Filled with unease, she followed them. They didn't stop to look around; they simply forged ahead, heading deeper and deeper underground.

"If I may ask a question..."

The man with the lamp spoke up without turning around.

"What is it?"

"Forgive me, but I was wondering how old you are, Lady Gwyn. You seem quite young for a member of the council."

"I’m twenty-one. My election was largely due to the influence of my uncle, the former mayor."

Two years ago, when her uncle retired, Fiona had run for his seat. It hadn't really been her own idea, but she loved this town and understood that the older generation was desperate to keep young people like her from leaving.

She had been surprised when she actually won, but once she took the job, it was in her nature to give it her all.

"Enough about me. How far do you plan on going?"

"...Don't you think it's strange?"

The youth replied with a question of his own. Unlike his polite companion, his manner was incredibly abrasive. Fiona bit her tongue and asked him to clarify.

"What's strange?"

"The width of this shaft."

Fiona looked around and realized he was right. Compared to the entrance, the tunnel had become much wider and taller. Even if they were carving out a staging area, this scale was excessive.

"Furthermore..."

The youth reached into his coat. Fiona’s eyes widened as he pulled something out. In the flickering lamplight, she saw the cold glint of steel.

"W-What are you doing!?"

"Quiet. Just watch."

For a terrifying second, Fiona thought she had been lured down here to be murdered. But the youth ignored her entirely and slashed at the tunnel wall. Seeing that he wasn't aiming for her, she regained her composure and peered at the rock he had struck.

When Fiona realized what she was looking at, she was struck with pure bewilderment.

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

The youth’s skill in slicing through solid rock so effortlessly was shocking, but what lay behind the rubble was even more staggering.

Fiona knew these mines; the walls were supposed to be raw bedrock, occasionally braced with timber. But behind the rock wall was something that didn't belong in a mine—a perfectly constructed, artificial wall of bricks.
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After standing dazed for several moments, Fiona finally snapped back to her senses and demanded an explanation from Harold’s group. Naturally, it wasn’t Harold who deigned to answer her.

"As you can see, someone has been tampering with the interior of these shafts."

"…Could these reinforcements not have been part of the original construction?"

"If that were the case, why go through the trouble of camouflaging the brickwork?"

"That is…"

Deep down, Fiona likely knew something was horribly wrong. She offered no further counterarguments. However, her interrogation didn't stop there.

"Then who did this?"

"We have our suspicions, but since we lack definitive proof—and don't yet know their ultimate goal—I'll refrain from naming names for now."

Listening to the exchange, Harold walked deeper into the tunnel in silence. It’s nine times out of ten Justus, anyway, he grumbled inwardly.

After a short while, the man leading the way with the light came to a halt.

"We’re here."

It was a completely unremarkable stretch of the tunnel. There were no unusual features, nor did the path branch off. However, the man reached into his pocket, pulled out a silver, wedge-like object, and hammered it into the wall.

"Um, what is that?"

"A magic item. If you channel a little mana into it…"

The moment he spoke, the rock wall that should have been there vanished as if it had been cut out of reality.

"As you can see, it nullifies any magical effects within a specific range."

"…That looks like an incredibly rare artifact."

"I have a curious acquaintance who’s a bit of an aficionado when it comes to magic items."

The man skillfully parried Fiona's prying questions. She clearly had her reservations about his evasive attitude, but her curiosity regarding what lay hidden behind such elaborate trickery won out. She didn't push any further.

The hidden passage was revealed. At first glance, it looked like a normal branch of the mine, but as they walked further, the atmosphere shifted. It transformed into a purely artificial corridor, unmistakably man-made.

"What is all this…?"

Fiona’s voice trembled. This level of infrastructure was clearly beyond anything she had anticipated.

To Harold, the design was familiar—reminiscent of both modern Japan and Justus’s research labs—but to Fiona, who had spent almost her entire life in Burston, it was likely an alien sight. The fact that such a facility was tucked away inside a local mine only added to her shock.

"Don't just stand there gaping. Move it."

"Ah! W-Wait for me!"

Harold didn't wait for her to catch up; the heart of the matter lay further ahead.

The ceiling was lined with lights resembling fluorescent lamps, perhaps powered by electricity. Their hand-held lamps were no longer necessary. The rhythmic clack, clack of three sets of footsteps echoed through the inorganic hallway. Though the scouts had reported no signs of life other than monsters, it was hard to believe the place was truly deserted. Harold sharpened his senses, ready for anything.

His tension must have been contagious; Fiona and the guide fell silent, and the air grew thick with strain.

The straight corridor felt unnaturally long. Finally, a corner appeared ahead. Harold caught the guide's eye, and the man nodded silently.

Presumably, the sight the scouts had described lay just beyond. After confirming there were no human presences nearby, Harold rounded the corner.

The first thing he saw was a massive glass partition, easily four meters wide. It was curved, following the inner wall of a circular observation deck that overlooked the area below. There were also several doors along the corridor that looked like room entrances. If anyone stepped out now, they’d be spotted instantly.

(I don't want to linger here long.)

With that thought, Harold stepped up to the glass and looked down at the scene below.

It was a nightmarish sea of monsters, just like the one he had seen in the Sumeragi Territory. The report had estimated five thousand, but seeing them all crammed together made the number feel even more overwhelming.

"Eek…!"

Dealing with all of these is going to be a massive pain, Harold was thinking, when Fiona let out a sharp, muffled gasp beside him. She managed to swallow the rest of her scream, showing she had more backbone than she looked.

Even so, her brave facade had drained of all color. Looking at her, Harold had a sudden realization.

(If I stoke her anxiety now, I can probably get her to cooperate with the evacuation.)

It was a villainous thought, the kind of thing the "original" Harold would have done. Though his ultimate goal was benevolent, his habit of using any means necessary to survive in this world was starting to show its darker side.

"The objective is unclear, but these monsters are undoubtedly the reason this facility was built in secret."

That was a half-lie. While there was surely a reason for housing the monsters, Harold suspected the true purpose of such an elaborate facility was related to the Energy Portals. However, explaining that to Fiona would be pointless and overcomplicated, so he kept it to himself.

"W-Why would anyone do this?"

"I told you, the objective is unknown. Though, it's not hard to speculate based on the circumstances."

Fiona’s eyes pleaded with him for an answer. Finding out that such a horror was lurking beneath her town must have filled her with unimaginable terror. It was cruel, but as a member of the town council, she needed to feel that fear if she was going to be useful.

"The most likely scenario is a surface invasion using that horde. The shafts were likely widened specifically so they could pass through."

"Then… then…"

"It’s exactly what you’re thinking. Burston will be the first target."

Fiona’s face went even paler, as if she were visualizing the slaughter. She looked like she could barely stay on her feet. Harold felt a twinge of guilt, but he pushed it down, his pragmatic side calculating that this level of intimidation would make the coming negotiations much easier.

Suddenly, something else caught his eye. At the bottom of the Great Hollow, where the monsters were milling about, there was a massive set of doors meant for the horde. But ten meters above the floor, there was a smaller door, sized for a human.

What felt strange was the path leading to it. The rock wall had been crudely carved into steps, with basic iron railings for safety. It looked like a rush job, completely lacking the polished engineering seen in the rest of the facility.

No matter how he looked at it, the staircase seemed like an afterthought. While it was high enough to stay out of the monsters' reach, would Justus really build something so shoddy?

"Is something wrong, Lord Harold?"

"…It’s nothing. We’ve stayed long enough. We’re leaving."

He was curious, but he wouldn't know the truth without investigating, and now wasn't the time.

Leaving the shell-shocked Fiona to the guide, Harold took the lamp and led the way back out. He kept his hand on his sword, prepared for an ambush if their presence had been detected, but they made it out of the mine with anticlimactic ease. The round trip had taken about four hours.

"Hey. You."

"…Yes?"

Fiona, looking utterly exhausted, finally spoke. Under normal circumstances, he would have told her to rest, but he needed her to whip her tired mind and body into gear for one more task.

"What do you plan to do now?"

"What do I… well, I have to inform the others. No, if I just blurt it out, it’ll cause a panic. I should have the Town Head speak to the Lord first, then find a pretext to start the evacuation…"

Her brain was starting to function again as she began muttering a plan to herself.

"If you follow that protocol, how long until the evacuation actually begins?"

"…A month, at the earliest."

"And?" Harold glanced at the guide.

"To be honest, I doubt we have that long," the man replied.

"What makes you say that?" Fiona asked.

"We’ve identified other locations where monsters are being gathered. The ones we just saw are becoming highly active. They’ll likely make a move within the month."

"No…! Then what are we supposed to do!?"

"The town of Burston needs to take the lead, evacuate immediately, and seek the Lord's protection. If you don't move now, everyone in this town will die," the man stated flatly.

It was a difficult judgment call. Fiona didn't even have the ultimate authority to order an evacuation.

"If you don't like it, then gather the town's representatives. I'll disclose the information we have directly to them."

"And if you do, you think we can start the evacuation immediately?"

"Obviously."

"…Tomorrow at noon. I’ll gather everyone at the meeting hall."

"Good. And it should go without saying, but now that you've seen that place, you’re on our side."

"I know…"

Harold maintained his usual condescending tone. If this had been the Fiona from before they entered the mine, she would have snapped back, but she no longer had the energy. She disappeared into the town with heavy, dragging steps.

With that, the "preliminary preparations for the preliminary preparations" were more or less complete. All Harold could do now was pray that the situation remained stable until his rearguard arrived.

That’s enough for today, he decided, shifting his gears. It was a foregone conclusion that trouble would keep piling up until Rainer and the others stopped Justus’s plan. He needed to rest his mind and body while the opportunity lasted.

"Hey. Lead me to the inn."

"Certainly, Lord Harold. This way."

I never did catch this guy’s name, Harold realized, having missed the timing to ask as he followed him toward the inn where Keith was waiting.

His wounds had healed, but his stamina and motor functions weren't back to a hundred percent yet. He wanted to wash off the grime in a shower, fill his stomach, and pass out.

But for a man named Harold Stokes, even such small wishes were rarely granted. Just as the inn came into view, he spotted a commotion. A group of men were shouting in front of what looked like a tavern.

Drunks causing trouble before the sun’s even down? Harold thought, intending to walk past them.

...Or he would have, if he hadn't recognized the faces. They were members of Frieri.

(Hah? What are those idiots doing?)

He felt a flare of genuine irritation. They knew the gravity of the situation, so why were they picking fights?

He decided to suppress them by force before they caused any more trouble. Despite being former mercenaries, their behavior was incredibly childish. Harold, as usual, defaulted to the most direct solution.

He stepped in. Had he checked who they were arguing with first, he might not have intervened so carelessly.

"What the hell do you think you're doing…?"

"Gwah! Boss Harold?! No, wait, this isn't what it looks like!"

"Then what is it?"

"It’s a misunderstanding! A total misunderstanding!"

Cowed by the chilling aura radiating from Harold, the two Frieri members scrambled backward. Despite their terrified expressions, they tried to explain themselves.

"We were just eating a normal meal!"

"And the food was amazing! Seriously!"

How does that lead to a street brawl? Harold asked internally, gesturing for them to continue with his eyes.

"So we thought we'd try giving the chef a proper thanks!"

"Yeah! We thought it looked really cool! So we wanted to try it—"

"—Just like you did, Boss!"

"Hah?"

Their voices overlapped. "Just like the Boss," in this context, could only mean Harold.

Then, it clicked. Some time ago, when Frieri’s numbers had first started growing, Harold had hosted a small get-together to act as an introduction and a reward for their hard work.

Even though he’d booked the whole place, twenty-odd rough-and-tumble men eating and drinking was quite the spectacle. While they weren't being rowdy, it was an awkward atmosphere, so Harold had called for the chef once the party reached its peak.

To the outside observer, Harold was a mean-looking noble leading a pack of thugs. The staff had been terrified. Harold, wanting to keep things brief, had addressed the trembling chef curtly.

『The taste wasn't bad. Keep the change.』

With those words, he had tossed a bag of gold coins onto the table. It was far more than the meal was worth, even including a "trouble fee," but to Harold—who had plenty of funds from the LP farming method—it was just a tip.

Harold had thought he was acting like a cliché, arrogant noble, but to the drunken mercenaries, the gesture had apparently looked incredibly "cool."

"But since we look like thugs, we just ended up scaring the owner…"

"I don't doubt it."

"And then the people nearby thought we were shaking the guy down…"

"That’s what happens when idiots try to act sophisticated. You're hopeless."

""We're sorry…""

Again, their voices synced up. Still, if their story was true, they hadn't meant any harm. As their leader, it was his responsibility to settle the matter.

With a sigh, he turned toward the person they had been arguing with.

This time, it was Harold’s turn for his facial muscles to twitch—and not in a sneer.

The face still held a hint of youth, but it had clearly matured into that of an adult. However, the vibrant orange hair, reminiscent of a lion's mane, was exactly the same.

Harold recognized him instantly.

"A-Are you… Harold…?"

A man who had once been his comrade in the Knight Order, sharing the same path for a few short months.

Sid was standing right there.
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It had been five years since he left the Knight Order, and now he was reuniting with Sid. Looking back, it was to save those three that he’d first exerted his will to change the course of the original story.

By intervening in the Battle of Bertis Forest—where they were destined to die—Harold had ended up collared by Justus. Cody hadn't quit the knights, and Harold had established Frieri in his stead.

It had been a true crossroads of fate, and Sid was one of the characters whose death flag was so massive they couldn't have been saved otherwise. While the reunion itself was something to be celebrated, Harold’s honest feeling was that he had a very bad premonition.

“It—it’s been a while, Harold...”

The source of his unease was the fact that Aileen was in town alongside Sid. It was a terribly rude thought, but to Harold, it looked as if a death flag he’d snapped off years ago had suddenly sprouted back to life.

After the initial commotion settled, a visibly awkward Sid asked if Harold had some time to talk. Harold, finding it difficult to heartlessly refuse, agreed to meet him later that night at a tavern near the inn.

When he arrived, Sid wasn't alone; Aileen, their former comrade, was right there with him.

“I was not informed that you would be here as well.”

“Ugh... S-sorry.”

Her once-feisty personality had withered away until no trace of it remained. Sid was the same. The fact that both of them were so dejected was concerning.

They certainly hadn't parted on good terms, but Harold didn't remember being so cruel that they would be this intimidated. It was throwing him off his stride.

“Is the big one not with you?”

“A-ah... Robinson is at a place called Travis right now.”

Sid and Aileen were in Burston, and the intimidating giant Robinson was in Travis. Both were towns where a massive monster horde would soon descend. His bad premonition grew even larger.

Without letting it show on his face, Harold continued the conversation.

“So it is only you two. In the first place, why are you here?”

“Knight Order business. I can’t give you the details, though.”

“Yeah, it’s a bit of a mess.”

It was likely based on the report El had sent to the Knight Order. If they had been dispatched in response to that, they had almost certainly been told that a monster horde was lurking beneath the town.

Neither Sid nor Aileen seemed green enough to let such information slip. However, it was unlikely they could take any meaningful countermeasures on their own.

“Whatever. So, what is this talk? If you intend to waste my time with something worthless, be prepared for the consequences.”

“No, it’s about that... I wanted to, well, apologize to you...”

“Hah?”

Fidgeting, Sid spat out words that were completely unexpected. Since Aileen remained silent beside him, she was clearly there for the same reason.

From Harold’s perspective, however, he truly had no idea what they were talking about.

If they were thanking him, he could almost understand. In fact, he was in a position where it would be natural for them to demand to know why he had "betrayed" them back then.

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“It—it’s not a joke!”

“If so, what exactly do you intend to apologize for to a man who betrayed this kingdom?”

To Sid and the others—and to most people in the Liber Kingdom—that was exactly who Harold was.

As members of the Knight Order, they surely would have heard the rumors. More importantly, they had seen Harold wearing a Sarian Imperial Uniform with their own eyes. Even though he had slain the enemy general, the official story had been framed as a petty dispute among comrades leading to murder.

In the eyes of the world, if the Deliberation Chamber handed down a verdict, that verdict was the truth.

“...Harold, they say you betrayed the knights. But I just couldn't believe it.”

“...”

“No... that’s not right. I wanted to believe you weren't that kind of guy, but... I couldn't bring myself to believe in you.”

As if confessing a sin, Sid continued.

To Harold, it was only natural that they hadn't trusted him. If anything, the fact that they had even tried to believe in his innocence was a shock.

“It matters not to me, but what caused this change of heart?”

“I heard a story from the source. From someone who was attacked by monsters during a mission and was saved when their squad was on the verge of being wiped out.”

Harold dug through his memories. That did happen. It was shortly after he had become Justus's pawn.

He had come across a group of about ten knights on the brink of annihilation. He intervened, but he'd only been able to save two of them, both of whom had to retire due to the severity of their injuries. The person Sid spoke to must have been one of them.

“That person looked after me when I was a rookie... I heard they were seriously injured, so I went to visit. That’s when they told me everything.”

Sid raised his head, staring into Harold's eyes with an intensity that felt like a physical pierce.

“They said, ‘My life was saved by Harold Stokes.’”

It wasn't surprising they knew Harold's name and face. And in reality, Harold had acted purely out of goodwill.

However, he felt that was a weak reason to conclude he wasn't a traitor. If someone could be convinced so easily despite the possibility of it being a fluke, they wouldn't have been agonizing this much.

“After I heard that, I realized I didn't understand you at all...”

He didn't want to think Harold was a traitor. Yet, the scene he saw and the verdict of the court pointed to nothing else. And yet, after leaving the Order, Harold had saved a man Sid respected.

The sheer cognitive dissonance must have put Sid through the wringer. But there was more.

“I kept worrying about it, so I went back to visit him again... and that’s when I realized. I realized you might have been caught up in something much bigger...”

“What do you mean?”

“When I went back, his memory of being saved by you was gone. He told me a new story: that he’d been attacked, blacked out, and woke up in the hospital.”

If memories were being manipulated, it was almost certainly Justus's work. What the goal was, Harold couldn't say.

“Pointless. He likely experienced a hallucination while on the verge of death.”

“No! It was definitely more than that!”

“How can you, a layman, speak with such certainty?”

“Because it was weird! He didn't just lose the memory of being saved—he completely forgot that 'Harold Stokes' even existed!”

It wasn't a mere lapse or general amnesia. It was a targeted erasure of a specific person's existence. Had it happened in isolation, it might have been dismissed.

But the person forgotten was far too specific for Sid and Aileen to ignore.

“Right after you were sentenced, Platoon Leader Cody told me: ‘The criterion for judgment isn't whether you can believe in Harold, but whether you can believe in yourself.’ But I couldn't do it. I couldn't believe in the 'me' that thought you were innocent!”

“It’s the same for me,” Aileen added. “I knew you were a jerk who only said spiteful things, but I knew you weren't a bad person... and even so, I couldn't stick to my guns.”

Their regret was palpable. Even in the dim tavern light, Harold could see the tears shimmering in their eyes.

Robinson, though absent, likely felt the same burden of guilt for doubting Harold's innocence. Even during his short stint in the Knight Order, Harold had known they were far too kind-hearted for their own good.

That was why he lashed out—to tell them, in his own way, to stop worrying.

“I wondered where this was going... Are you two morons?”

“H-hah?! Listen, I’m trying to give you a serious apology here!”

“And that is why I am calling you morons. What exactly do you have to apologize for?”

“Well, for not having the guts to believe in you...”

“Suppose, for a moment, that I was innocent and you two had shouted it from the rooftops. What would have changed? What part of that verdict could you have possibly altered?”

Sid and Aileen fell silent.

He was right. Whether they believed in Harold or not, the result would have been identical. The forces at play were so vast that the entire Knight Order could have protested in unison and it wouldn't have mattered. The death sentence had been a fixed outcome from the start.

“I suppose I should reveal the truth. That death sentence and its subsequent overturning were factored into the plan from the very beginning.”

““Hah?!””

They gave exactly the reaction he wanted.

It was a total lie, of course. Ever since the Battle of Bertis Forest, his life had been a series of one unexpected disaster after another. But even so—

“I am alive. Even fools like you should be able to grasp that such a fact is the ultimate proof, shouldn't you?”

He laughed mockingly. He was an expert at it by now. He did it to hide the fact that he was grateful. He was grateful for the kindness of people who would worry and ache over a lost cause like Harold Stokes—people who would carry that regret for years.

Showing gratitude wouldn't be like Harold Stokes. Being his usual, insufferable self was the only way to repay them.

“Hmph. To think you could have changed the situation through your own actions... how incredibly arrogant.”

“I do not want to hear about arrogance from you!”

“'Arrogant' implies being haughty or conceited. I am merely behaving in a manner befitting my stature. There is no arrogance in stating the truth.”

“No, that exact way of thinking is what makes you incredibly arrogant!”

This was fine. There wasn't a single reason for them to feel indebted to him.

The insolent, overbearing Harold was alive and well, proving that their concern had been a waste of time.

“You stuck-up jerk! You high-and-mighty prick!”

“Sigh... where am I supposed to vent all this worry and regret I’ve been holding onto...?”

“That’s it, we’re drinking, Sid! And we’re making Harold pay for every last drop!”

“Hey, don't just decide things for me...”

“Who cares! You’re a noble, so just cough up the cash!”

“...Actually, she’s right! Alright, we’re drinking on Harold’s tab tonight!”

“...You two are remarkably shameless.”

Still, Harold preferred them making a scene to them looking miserable. He had gone to great lengths to save their lives; he felt he could be allowed the luxury of seeing them live with smiles on their faces.

The timing of their reunion was ominous, but he hoped they could live out their days in peace, without any more death flags...

“Oh, that’s right, Harold! Actually, once this mission is over, the two of us are getting married! Where should we send the invitation?”

“Even if you’re a former subordinate, I’m still your senior, so you'd better show up to the wedding, okay?”

“Don't mess with me, you pieces of shit.”

That outburst of abuse wasn't because he hated weddings or invitations.

It was directed at the act of marriage itself.

(Don't you dare go raising the most vicious death flag of all! "I'm getting married after this battle" is the kiss of death!)

It seemed his bad premonition had been spot on. In a way, Sid and Aileen were loved by death flags almost as much as Harold was.

In that moment, a mountain of fresh work was ruthlessly dumped onto a man who was already dangerously overworked.
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Harold’s wake-up call that morning was anything but pleasant. The culprit was the massive death flag that had been abruptly dropped during last night’s drinks.

Sid and Aileen were going to get married once this mission ended. Awaiting them was a literal army of monsters. The stage was perfectly set for the worst possible future.

Normally, this wouldn't have anything to do with his own survival. However, Harold was the kind of man who found himself incapable of simply washing his hands of the matter and abandoning them.

(If I were powerless, I might have been able to walk away...)

Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, Harold had the power to fight back against fate.

In the first place, his primary reason for coming to Burston wasn't the energy portal sleeping beneath the mine; it was because he feared the monster rampage would put countless lives at risk. If he only cared about his own life, there would be no need to court such danger.

“...Whatever.”

If he played his cards right, he could save not only the people of Burston but Sid and Aileen as well. Looking at it positively, the situation wasn't entirely hopeless—even if it was only a small blessing in the midst of suicidal misfortune.

“Boss, a guest’s here. Says they’re a representative for the town.”

Keith’s voice announced the visitor, accompanied by a lazy knock. Harold had a general idea of who it was, but they had arrived even earlier than he had expected. It seemed they had taken action with genuine desperation and speed.

“Send them in.”

“Right. Go ahead.”

After a brief pause, the door clicked open.

“...Good morning.”

“Hmph. You look like hell.”

“Regrettably, I haven't been able to sleep...”

I suppose so, Harold agreed internally, though he didn't say it aloud. If anything, he was surprised by his own thick skin for having slept so soundly given the circumstances. He felt as though his sense of danger had been numbed by everything he’d experienced.

“So, what do you want?”

“I’ve arranged for a few representatives from the town and the Knight Order to gather at the Meeting Hall in two hours. I’m here to report that.”

He had expected the Knight Order’s involvement the moment he saw Sid and the others yesterday. From the way they spoke, they likely grasped that some kind of crisis was looming over Burston.

While El had notified the Order about the monsters under Harold’s name, they were likely only sending a skeleton crew here because they were focusing their main forces on Travis. It was highly questionable whether the actual severity of the threat had been properly communicated to Sid and the men on the ground.

“I see.”

To be honest, Harold—who was loathed by almost everyone in the Knight Order—found their presence to be an utter nuisance. However, considering the manpower required for an evacuation, their participation and cooperation were indispensable.

In the worst-case scenario, he would have to drag the town and Knight Order representatives back underground to force them to look at the monsters with their own eyes.

“...”

“Is there something else?” Harold asked, finding it suspicious that Fiona remained silent, rooted to the spot even after finishing her report.

She raised her downward-cast face and stared straight into Harold’s eyes.

“This entire situation is full of things I don’t understand. The monsters, the underground facility, how to solve any of this... and you.”

It was obvious she had more to say. Sensing this, Harold remained silent and listened.

“However, I know that something extraordinary is happening. Something terrible that neither I nor the townspeople can handle on our own.”

Her confusion was likely her honest feeling. It was only natural. If a person living a peaceful life was suddenly presented with evidence that their town was on the brink of destruction by a monster horde, it was inevitable they would be stunned, not knowing why it was happening or what to do. If anything, the fact that Fiona hadn't fallen into a total panic proved her inner strength.

“That is why, despite my suspicions, I have no choice but to believe you when you say you have a way to fix this... I can trust you, right?”

Even so, her voice lacked conviction. Yesterday’s sight had clearly taken a significant toll on her.

It was exactly what he had intended, but it was still heart-wrenching. He felt a pang of pity for Fiona, who was forced to put her faith in the very man who had intentionally engineered this psychological pressure. Of course, Harold was in no position to offer her any comfort.

“I haven't the slightest interest in who or what you choose to believe. Follow your own heart and believe whatever you want.”

He wanted to encourage her, but his mouth produced the usual results. Far from being supportive, he had cut her down by telling her she didn't matter. Since her cooperation was vital for a swift evacuation, he really wanted to build a friendly relationship if possible.

(Well, if I could do that easily, I wouldn't have struggled this much.)

Facing a meeting with town representatives while carrying nothing but baggage and anxiety was going to be a nightmare. Burdened by that gloom, Harold eventually made his way to the venue.

The meeting took place in a building near the center of town that served as a Meeting Hall. By the time Harold arrived, a crowd had already gathered. As Fiona had said, there were town representatives as well as several members of the Knight Order.

One familiar face stood out. Sid’s presence suggested he had reached a respectable rank, but his face was currently clouded with anxiety. Given how his gaze kept drifting toward Harold, it was clear that Harold’s reputation within the Order remained as abysmal as expected.

“Now then, Fiona, what is the meaning of this? Why have you gathered so many people for an emergency discussion?”

“Yes. First, there is someone I would like to introduce.”

At Fiona’s prompt, Harold and Lyst—a member of the Giffelt clan—stepped forward.

While the eyes of the room bore down on him, Harold let Fiona handle the initial explanation. If anything specific needed to be said, Lyst would likely interject. For Harold, whose mouth was only capable of generating unnecessary friction, staying silent was the best strategy.

“My name is Lyst. It is a pleasure to meet you all.”

Lyst bowed with ostentatious grace. The word actor came to Harold’s mind. In reality, Lyst was playing the part of an investigator from a private agency. He spoke his lines as if reading from a polished script.

“We were requested by a certain individual to conduct an investigation of the Burston mine.”

The “certain individual” was likely El. Although Harold was technically in charge, El was the one who effectively managed Frieri’s daily operations. The discovery of the monster horde was actually thanks to El; while Harold had been focused on his original story knowledge, El’s broad perspective and flexible thinking had led him to order a wider search, uncovering a threat that hadn't existed in the original game.

“On the surface, our investigation was to check the structural integrity of the mine. However, we had a secondary, true purpose.”

“And what would that be?”

A somewhat portly man, likely the Town Head, questioned Lyst.

In response to the obvious question, Lyst reached into his breast pocket and produced a palm-sized object—a thin metal plate.

Wait, what is that? Harold wondered. Everyone in the room seemed to share his confusion, their gazes fixed on Lyst’s hand. That curiosity quickly turned into shock.

“Th-This is...”

Someone gasped. Though Harold didn't speak, he felt a similar jolt of surprise.

An image had flickered to life on the metal plate. It was in vivid color, displaying a realistic scene just like a modern video screen—technology that shouldn't exist in this world.

“This is a magic item. Simply put, it is a device capable of capturing a scene of reality exactly as it is.”

There was no lie in his words; the image on the plate moved just like footage from a video camera. Magic items were rare enough as it was, but this level of performance made it feel like an out-of-place artifact. It was astonishing, but the content of the image was what truly mattered.

Though the plate was small, it clearly showed a staggering number of monsters.

“And this is a scene from deep within the Burston mine, directly beneath this town.”

As if to say that idle talk was over, Lyst thrust the heart of the matter at the councilors.

It was far too abrupt—a total bolt from the blue. They couldn't possibly accept it immediately. After a brief, stunned silence, the room erupted into dry, hollow laughter.

“I wondered what you were going to say... Hahaha, even for a joke, this is in poor taste.”

“Why would a massive army of monsters be lurking under our town? Ridiculous.”

“Exactly! Besides, there’s no proof that magic item is even real!”

As expected, the reaction to the truth was denial and mockery. It sounded too much like a tall tale. From this point on, their ability to realize the threat was real would depend entirely on how Harold’s side handled the negotiation.

“It is certainly difficult to believe based on this alone. However, what about the gentlemen from the Knight Order?”

Lyst shifted the focus to the knights, who had been glaring at Harold until now. While the councilors had been focused on the plate, the complexions of several knights, including their captain, had turned grim. The fact that they reacted this way to Lyst’s information suggested they might have already been briefed on a similar situation in Travis.

Lyst didn't miss what Harold had noticed.

“Gentlemen of the Knight Order. Under what pretext and for what purpose are you currently stationed in Burston?”

The councilors' gazes immediately swiveled toward the knights. Harold didn't know what story they’d given the town, but now that Lyst had brought certain facts to light, seeds of doubt were being sown.

That’s a clever way to poke at them, Harold thought, watching silently. If a rift formed between the councilors and the knights, they could exploit that opening to break down their resistance.

“...We received reports of a capture target we’ve been pursuing for some time. We are here to conduct a search for that individual.”

After a brief pause, the captain answered. That was likely their pre-arranged cover story. However, their arrival in Burston so soon after El had sent word under Harold’s name was far too convenient. Of course, Harold only thought so because he knew the background.

“So you are saying you have absolutely no knowledge of the information we’ve presented?”

“That’s right.”

As the captain returned to his sharp, defensive glare, Harold felt a doubt creep in.

The captain had almost certainly been told about the monster horde. Harold had assumed the knights were keeping quiet to avoid causing a panic before they had a plan, but if that were the case, they should have been eager for Lyst’s information.

Instead, the captain chose rejection. He wasn't just withholding info; he wasn't even willing to negotiate.

(Is this my fault too...?)

A hypothesis struck Harold: the captain was prioritizing his wariness over the actual danger because Harold was in the room. To the knights, Harold was a traitor and a high-profile criminal. Excluding his old friends Sid and Aileen, the Order likely despised him. It wasn't a stretch to think they viewed this entire situation as a trap orchestrated by Harold himself.

Harold pondered his next move. For better or worse, his words would sway the room. If he spoke rashly, cooperation would vanish and the meeting would fall apart. He wanted to avoid a total breakdown at all costs.

(But I can’t afford to spend days playing nice to earn their trust. Besides, with this mouth, 'playing nice' is a physical impossibility...)

He desperately wanted to leave the talking to Lyst, but the tide was turning against them.

“Furthermore, as far as we are concerned, the mere fact that this man is involved makes your claims untrustworthy.”

The captain and the other knights (minus Sid) glared at Harold with pure venom. Their impression of him was truly at rock bottom. Now, the townspeople were the ones looking confused.

“You townspeople probably don't know, but that man, Harold Stokes, is a criminal known by everyone in the capital. He once infiltrated the Knight Order as a spy, resulting in numerous deaths and catastrophic damage. He is a traitor of the highest order.”

The captain stood before the representatives, exposing Harold’s "sins" like a grand orator. Harold couldn't deny it, and even if he did, no one would believe him. That was the established truth of this world.

“Yes. And now he is working himself to the bone day and night to atone for those very sins,” Lyst added.

It was a valiant attempt at a defense, but the word of a mysterious duo didn't hold a candle to the authority of the state. No matter how impressive their magic items were, whether they were trustworthy people was a different question entirely. If they’d had more time to lay the groundwork, things might have been different, but right now, the townspeople were going to side with the Knight Order.

“So what? The fact remains that he cannot be trusted.”

“How can you be so certain? If not for him, no one would have even noticed the danger.”

“And what proof is there that this isn't Harold’s own doing?”

The argument was going in circles—or rather, it was veering away from the monsters and onto Harold. Because of the captain's accusations, the entire room was now staring at him, waiting for a response.

An atmosphere had been created where Harold was forced to speak.

“Well? Do you have anything to say for yourself, Stokes?”

Please don't throw the ball to me, Harold pleaded internally, but his silent prayer went unanswered.

He couldn't stay silent forever. Letting out a heavy sigh, Harold suppressed his irritation and tried to find the most moderate words his curse would allow.

“And if it were my doing? Do you lot actually think you could do anything about it?”

The air in the room froze. Even Lyst looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.

Harold felt the same way, but years of experience told him that if he stopped now, things would only get more complicated. He had to go for it. He would use his detestable mouth to its full extent and forcibly seize control of the conversation. With grim resolve, Harold opened his mouth.

“Shut up and do exactly as I say. None of you have any other choice.”
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“It’s been a while.”

Everyone present was stunned by the words he’d uttered so shamelessly.

Then again, given that he was already a person of suspicion yet offered no explanation or defense—exhibiting instead a sheer audacity that demanded they simply shut up and obey—such a reaction was only natural.

In the moment of heavy silence that dominated the room, Harold doubled down. It was a form of reckless abandon, born from the realization that his mouth was unlikely to succeed at any kind of patient or thorough persuasion; he might as well push through with brute force.

“You said you cannot trust me? Don’t flatter yourselves. I never required your trust to begin with.”

He infused his words with a weight of pressure that stopped just short of true bloodlust.

However, since that "certain amount" of pressure was based on Harold’s personal standards, even the members of the Knight Order—seasoned warriors in their own right—felt intimidated and began to break out in a cold sweat. The town representatives, who had no resistance to such things, were so overwhelmed they could hardly breathe.

Amidst the tension, the man serving as the Captain faltered, but managed to ask a question.

“...What do you mean by that?”

“Realize that even if you all banded together, you would be no match for me. There is no reason for me to use roundabout methods like traps.”

In truth, it might actually be faster to use force than to keep talking. While that remained a final resort, his hand for persuasion wasn't very deep, and he knew he might have to play that card sooner rather than later.

“Even fools like you can understand if I put it like this, can’t you? If I felt like it, I would have cut you all down where you stand.”

He made a deliberate clattering sound with the Black Sword hanging at his hip.

Some took defensive stances, some gasped, and one person let out a small shriek. Their reactions varied, but they all shared one thing: a profound fear of Harold.

Since time was limited, seizing the initiative was the top priority. No matter how heavy-handed he had to be, there was no other choice.

“If there are still those among you who don’t understand, draw your swords. I will personally strike you down.”

Please, let no one actually try it, Harold thought fervently. But while everyone else remained silent under the pressure he exerted, one man stepped forward toward him.

It was a man with orange hair reminiscent of a lion’s mane: Sid.

He stood before Harold and stared him down with eyes full of resolve.

“I believe you, Harold.”

Sid gave a sudden grin. Harold was momentarily taken aback by the unexpected reaction.

They were old acquaintances, yes, but considering everything that had happened, Harold hadn't expected to be believed so easily.

“Hey, Sid! Don’t go running your mouth...!”

“Forgive me, Captain. I know the world says the worst things about him, and I understand why people think he’s untrustworthy. But this guy... Harold isn’t as bad as the rumors make him out to be.”

Sid spoke resolutely. Looking at him, Harold wondered if Sid was cut from the same cloth as Rainer. He probably wasn't quite as much of an impulsive hothead, but it was impressive that he could trust a man plagued by such foul rumors just because they had shared meals for a few months.

“Besides, Harold has a foul mouth, but he isn’t a liar. That’s why we should at least hear what’s happening, what he’s trying to do, and what he wants from us.”

“...”

The Captain fell silent at Sid’s direct appeal. He didn't look like the type to be easily swayed, but it was an undeniable fact that they held no solid information of their own.

Until a moment ago, he had been unyielding, refusing to even speak because of his lack of trust. However, thanks to Sid’s intervention, he seemed to be shifting his stance—realizing that, with a cooler head, he should at least extract the information Harold held.

Though unexpected, it was the perfect bit of covering fire. Harold saw no reason not to capitalize on it.

Harold unfastened the sword at his waist and leaned it against the wall. Grabbing a vacant chair, he dragged it to the center of the room and sat down with a heavy thud.

He leaned back, crossing his arms and legs in a display of pure arrogance as he looked at the Captain. It was a provocative posture, but it served a purpose. More than anything, he had learned from experience that showing a willingness to talk was more effective than just opening his mouth.

After staring at Harold for a long moment, the other man finally bit.

“Assuming it is true that a massive horde of monsters is beneath this town... what is your objective? What do you want us to do?”

“The monsters underground will soon begin their advance, flooding into the town through the expanded tunnels. Your role is to convince the residents and complete a total evacuation before that happens. You have one month.”

“Are you insane? Persuading every resident would take years, not a month.”

Harold was well aware of that. Relocating an entire town was a monumental task that would normally be deemed impossible on such a short timeline.

However, based on the reports of increased activity and the fact that these monsters were tied to the Original Story, there was no way they would remain dormant for much longer.

“If you can’t do it, the people of this town will simply die in droves. Do it or don't; choose whichever you prefer.”

“You have a lot of nerve. You make all this noise and then act like it’s someone else’s problem?”

“In fact, it is someone else’s problem, isn't it? You should be grateful I even bothered to inform you.”

Indeed, this was a problem Harold had no obligation to solve. It wasn't an event from the Original Story, nor was it a situation that directly triggered one of his Death Flags.

He knew that better than anyone.

“Hmph, how loathsome... Then why did you come here if you're so 'unrelated'?”

If asked why, the biggest reason was simply that he couldn't bring himself to abandon the people of Burston. He could not overlook a situation where more than two thousand people were virtually guaranteed to be slaughtered by monsters.

He reflected on the irony: he had struggled so hard to avoid his own death, yet here he was, plunging headfirst into a death trap for others. It was utterly contradictory. But if his actions could save lives, he couldn't turn a blind eye to the possibility.

Furthermore, there was another reason.

“To stop the plan of the man behind this farce. The key to that lies beneath this town.”

If he could destroy the Energy Portal, he might be able to prevent the fortress from rising. If he could prevent the fortress from rising, he might be able to stop—or at least delay—the exposure of the Planet's Core.

He had no hard proof an Energy Portal existed here, but even if his primary goal failed, interfering with even a fraction of Justus’s plan would be a victory.

“If that is your goal, then you have no need for an evacuation. For someone as infamous for being 'atrocious' as you, aren't you being rather kind?”

“Hah, they’re just in the way. I don't care if the people of this town live or die, but if they're going to croak, I'd prefer they do it somewhere out of my sight.”

Harold spat the words out with intent.

Even if he spoke the truth, his mouth wouldn't allow the words to come out sincerely. As the Captain had said, he was the "atrocious" Harold; if he claimed he wanted to save lives, it would only breed more suspicion that he was plotting something.

Therefore, it was better to claim that the residents were simply a nuisance to his own goals. That fit the image people had of him. His arrogant posture—leaning back with his arms and legs crossed—served the same purpose.

He didn't want their gratitude or their trust.

The Knight Order wanted to save lives; Harold wanted the residents out of the way for his own reasons. A cooperative relationship built on aligned interests for this single moment. That was enough.

“May I say something?”

The Town Head spoke up, timing his interruption for a lull in the conversation.

“Let us assume Lord Harold’s story is true. Based on what you’ve said, it seems you believe that even with an evacuation, the Town of Burston will suffer catastrophic damage.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Consider this town a lost cause.”

It sounded cold, but it was the reality.

The tunnels were too narrow; they would be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of monsters gushing out. Furthermore, the Miasma in the underground chambers made long-term combat impossible.

Whether they fought or not, the invasion of the surface was inevitable.

He had thought of ways to seal the monsters inside, but the odds of success were low, and even if it worked, the town would likely collapse into the hollows below. Even if they somehow wiped the monsters out with minimal surface damage, no one could safely live in a town that might fall into the earth at any moment.

“In that case, we aren't just looking at an evacuation, but a forced migration. Even setting aside our feelings on the matter, I must say that is financially impossible.”

“Is it a question of money?”

“Precisely. This town has been left behind by the times. We do not have the funds to relocate over two thousand people.”

“They are the Lord’s subjects; make the Lord pay. Given the emergency, you should be able to squeeze support out of the crown as well.”

“Perhaps, but that would only happen 'after the fact.' By the time the situation is officially recognized and support begins to flow through the various committees and procedures, many of our people will have starved.”

Then just die on your own, the "Original Harold" would have sneered. But if he said that now, his entire plan would fall apart.

Harold had already prepared a solution for the financial hurdle.

In simple terms, he intended to provide the massive assets he had accumulated through the LP Farming Method. It was certainly enough to sustain a limited population for a short period.

Additionally, although he hadn't received a formal reply yet, he had sent a petition to Tasuku before arriving in Burston. He asked Tasuku to use his connections to prepare a system to accept evacuees in the Sumeragi Territory and other allied lands.

While cooperation from other nobles was an unknown factor, he knew Tasuku wouldn't ignore the request.

Harold glanced at Lyst, who stepped forward once more.

“Regarding that, my employer has instructed me to convey that they are prepared to provide funding. We can provide a certain level of support for those in financial distress. Furthermore, while still in the negotiation phase, we are currently arranging for the acceptance of refugees into other territories.”

“Is that... true?”

The Town Head and the other representatives began to murmur. Such a generous offer was bound to elicit a shocked reaction.

“Hmph. As fond of hypocrisy as ever. It makes me sick,” Harold muttered, distancing himself from the act. If the funding were traced directly to Harold, it would look incredibly suspicious.

Though, admittedly, Lyst’s proposal was plenty suspicious on its own.

“I am stunned that anyone would go to such lengths for us. May I ask the name of this benefactor?”

“Due to certain circumstances, I cannot reveal my master’s name. However, if I mention that the illustrious House Sumeragi is among those considering the acceptance of refugees, I believe you will understand the gravity of the offer.”

This was where the Sumeragi name—respected throughout the Kingdom—was invaluable. They were popular even in lands ruled by other nobles. The commoners’ trust in that name, synonymous with wise and benevolent rule, was absolute. It was no different in Burston.

Since he hadn't received confirmation, he was technically "borrowing" the name, but he didn't let it bother him. He knew Tasuku would accept them.

“Well? What’s it going to be? I can even provide the manpower for the warnings and the evacuation, but are you still going to sit there and whine?”

He kept the pressure on, acting as if he didn't care while demanding an immediate answer.

Normally, this wasn't something people would decide on the spot. But this was an emergency that required them to move now.

“...We wish to take a group of our own choosing underground to confirm the existence of these monsters. If we see them with our own eyes, we will follow Lord Harold’s lead.”

“Fine. As a bonus, send some of the Knight Order as well. I’ll show you the reality of the situation.”

Harold’s mouth curled into a predatory grin.
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“Mr. Wells, do you really intend to believe a story like this?”

One of the representatives, who had remained silent until then, finally spoke up against the Town Head’s judgment.

From an objective standpoint, Harold and his group were suspicious to the extreme. It was understandable that anyone would find it difficult to believe such a far-fetched tale.

In response, Wells let out a heavy sigh before answering.

“I understand what you all want to say. However, Fiona... you believe what they are saying, don't you?”

When asked, Fiona didn't hesitate for a second.

“Yes. I have confirmed both the monsters and the underground facility—which has clearly been modified by human hands—with my own eyes. This is a matter that must be dealt with immediately.”

“But still...”

The man, still reluctant, glanced sideways at Harold.

Fiona understood the meaning behind that gaze, but she pressed on regardless.

“I understand the opinion that they are suspicious. From what I have heard, it is certainly true that Mr. Stokes’s history is far from pure, and perhaps this entire situation is a scheme of his devising.”

“If you understand that much, then shouldn't we be discussing this with even more caution?”

“It is impossible for us to make an informed judgment when we have no information beyond what he has disclosed. Even if this story is merely a convenient excuse to drive people out of town, the potential danger of a massive horde of monsters writhing underground remains a reality. Right now, we must promptly confirm the truth. If it is real, we need to find a fundamental solution.”

Fiona spoke with a firm, resolute tone, making the fact that she had been pale with fear until this morning seem like a distant memory. Faced with her conviction, the momentum of the opposition began to crumble.

“To that end, we must prioritize the evacuation of the townspeople. If my father were alive and had seen what I saw, I am certain he would have made the same decision.”

“...Even Lawrence, huh? You certainly do take after him...”

Harold didn't know how much respect Fiona’s father had commanded in this town, but his name seemed to provide the final push. This time, no one spoke another word of protest.

Gauging the timing, Harold brought the meeting to a close.

“It seems we’re done here. Now, get moving.”



Once the discussion ended, everyone moved swiftly.

The town representatives and the Knight Order immediately began selecting personnel to confirm the state of the underground. The following day, they traveled to the deepest part of the mine once more with Harold.

The town was represented by three people: Fiona, the Vice Town Head, and a member of the Vigilante Corps. From the Knight Order, there were two: Sid, who had at least some modicum of understanding regarding Harold, and the captain, Lagareth.

A total of six people, including Harold, made their way to the underground facility. There, each of them performed the silent rite of passage: standing speechless before the sheer scale of the monster horde.

After confirming the threat, the representatives began calling for an immediate evacuation. The official story was that the mine was filled with flammable gas, creating an imminent risk of a massive explosion.

This was a lie agreed upon by Harold, the representatives, and the Knight Order. They reasoned that a gas leak would trigger a more immediate sense of danger than a far-fetched story about monsters lurking in the dark.

The ruse worked. A fair number of people began leaving Burston the very next day.

Some had likely felt a sense of stagnation in the town or had already been considering leaving; this commotion simply provided the necessary push. The fact that relocation sites had already been secured further smoothed the transition.

The promise that this was a "temporary evacuation"—that they could return once the situation settled—was also vital. In reality, it was highly doubtful they would ever return. If the situation Harold anticipated came to pass, the town would likely be uninhabitable.

Of course, he kept that to himself.

(In exchange, I’ve prepared relocation sites and aid funds, so it’s fine...)

He repeated the excuse to himself, conveniently ignoring his duty to be transparent. It was obvious that things would get messy if he told the whole, ugly truth.

Two weeks passed. The evacuation was proceeding at a decent pace.

However, since there was no way to know exactly when the monsters would move, Harold couldn't afford to be complacent. He had to prepare for the worst.

“What is the status of the 'Red' we were missing?”

“The shipment arrives tomorrow. That will give us enough to meet the calculated requirement,” Lyst answered without hesitation.

They would manage to gather the materials in time, but the installation window would be narrow. Harold briefly wondered if things might actually go smoothly for once, but he immediately dismissed the thought.

Experience had taught him better. If the evacuation finished early, Harold wouldn't have to put his life on the line—and there was no way the universe, which loved hounding him with death flags, would let him off that easily.

It was far more productive to focus on lowering the difficulty of the inevitable life-or-death struggle.

“The installation of 'White' is complete. If this is effective, we might resolve the situation without a major incident, but...”

“Hmph. I’m not counting on it. That’s why I had the 'Red' prepared.”

The first stage of the operation for when the monsters moved was 'White Line,' followed by 'Red Line.'

If those failed, Harold would have to resort to his final measure. He suspected, with high probability, that it would come to that.

He let out a long sigh. This was a race against time with thousands of lives in the balance. He had to play every card in his hand.

After finishing his briefing with Lyst, Harold stood up. He still had work to do.

As he walked through Burston on patrol, the lack of vitality was striking. A grim, heavy atmosphere hung over the streets. It was only natural, given the rumors of a town-level explosion.

The real problem, however, was the group of residents who either didn't believe the danger or thought it was being exaggerated. They adamantly refused to leave.

One couldn't expect everyone to simply pack up their lives just because they were told there was gas underground.

As Harold made his rounds, his eyes caught a man making a scene.

“I don't care what you say! I’m not leaving my home!”

“Sir, I understand, but staying here is genuinely dangerous,” Keith countered. Despite Keith’s intimidating build and fierce expression, the man stood his ground with impressive grit.

To those refusing to evacuate, a man like this was a focal point of resistance.

And that was exactly why Harold had to target him.

“What’s all the noise about?”

Harold pushed through the crowd of onlookers and stepped between the two. All eyes immediately fixed on him.

“W-Who are you?”

“His employer. And you... must be one of the idiots refusing to move.”

“...Yeah, that's right. This is my family's home, and—”

“I'm done with your prattle. In short, you’d rather die than move. Is that it?”

Before the man could even blink, Harold drew the black sword at his waist. He slashed in one fluid, elegant motion. It was a strike of such refined beauty that, despite its brutality, the onlookers were momentarily captivated.

The blade did not draw blood. Instead, it precisely shredded the man’s heavy jacket.

A heavy silence fell. Realizing what had just happened, the man collapsed into the dirt, unable to make a sound. Screams and gasps erupted from the crowd.

“W-What are you doing...?” the man stammered, his voice trembling with the terror of a man who had just seen his own death.

“You have no intention of leaving. But if you stay, you will die. Since you’re so eager to perish, I’ll just kill you myself and save the monsters the trouble. You, your family—I'll end you all right here.”

Harold spoke with chilling indifference.

If you stay, you die. If you’re prepared for that, I’ll kill you now. He made sure to speak loudly enough for every lingering resident in the crowd to hear.

The sheer, murderous logic of his words left everyone speechless.

“Why the shocked faces? You and your family chose death the moment you refused to leave. I’m just moving the schedule up. Isn't that right?”

To the people watching, Harold wasn't a man. He was a monster wearing human skin.

“Hey! What’s going on here!”

Several members of the Knight Order, who had been patrolling nearby, came rushing toward the commotion. Harold snorted and sheathed his sword.

“You've cheated death today,” he spat.

He turned and walked away, the crowd parting before him like a physical wave of terror. No one dared to meet his eyes. In a matter of minutes, Harold’s reputation in Burston had been cemented.



Naturally, his actions didn't sit well with the Knights.

A few hours later, as night began to fall, Harold was summoned by Lagareth to a room the Order was using as a temporary base. Lagareth’s expression, usually stern, was now murderous.

“I want an explanation for this.”

“An explanation? For what?”

“Don't play games with me! I heard you tried to cut down a resident who refused to evacuate!”

“What of it?”

Lagareth’s temper snapped at Harold’s lack of remorse. He lunged forward, grabbing Harold by the collar.

“'What of it'?! You tried to murder an innocent man! Do you have anything else to say for yourself?!”

He certainly has the spirit of a Knight, Harold thought, almost admiring the man’s genuine sense of justice. It wasn't an act; he truly couldn't forgive Harold's past or his present "crimes."

Unfortunately, a sense of justice was a luxury they couldn't afford right now.

Harold stared back, unmoved. “Staying in this town is a death sentence. I simply gave them a demonstration to make them understand that.”

“You bastard...!”

Lagareth raised a fist, but a knock at the door stopped him mid-swing. Harold didn't miss the opening.

“Enter,” Harold commanded.

The door opened to reveal Fiona and the man Harold had "attacked" earlier. Lagareth froze, recognizing the resident's face. Harold brushed Lagareth’s hand off his collar as the captain’s grip slackened.

“I have brought the collaborator,” Fiona announced.

“You’re late. I told you to keep to the schedule.”

“I apologize, Lord Harold. It was my fault,” the man said, looking sheepish. “The other opposition members came to see me, and it took time to slip away.”

“Hmph. Well, it seems your performance was effective.”

“...Wait,” Lagareth stammered, looking between them. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“Allow me to explain,” Fiona said, stepping in. She knew that if Harold explained, he would likely insult Lagareth’s intelligence, which wouldn't help matters.

“Immediately after our meeting the other day, Mr. Harold instructed me to find a resident with acting experience. This man was the best candidate.”

“I used to be in a small theater troupe when I was younger,” the man added, looking a bit embarrassed.

The realization finally dawned on Lagareth, leaving him momentarily speechless.

“Mr. Harold gave him three tasks,” Fiona continued. “First, to act as the leader of the evacuation opposition to draw them all together. Second, to pretend to be nearly murdered in front of witnesses. And third, to keep this a secret from everyone, including his family. He agreed in exchange for more generous compensation once the evacuation is complete.”

“I was never actually against leaving,” the man explained. “And for that kind of support, I had no reason to say no.”

“So, Harold’s goal was...”

“Exactly,” Fiona confirmed. “By creating a leader for the opposition and then appearing to suppress him through sheer terror, he broke the momentum of the entire movement. It was all a performance.”

“And what about the people who came to see you?” Harold asked the man.

“Most of them wanted to know if the rumors were true and what I planned to do. I told them that if we stayed, Lord Harold would kill us all, so I was leaving immediately. That seemed to do the trick.”

“Just as planned.”

The news would spread through the town like wildfire. The remaining holdouts would crumble.

Lagareth let out a long, weary breath. “Why didn't you tell us?”

“The fewer people who know a secret, the better. That’s common sense.”

Moreover, Harold knew that the Knights’ reactions had to be genuine for the townspeople to believe the threat. Sid and Aileen weren't exactly known for their acting skills.

Regardless, everything was unfolding according to Harold’s design.

By breaking the opposition, Harold ensured the evacuation could continue while he prepared for the coming storm. The results were better than expected. In a small town, rumors were the fastest form of travel; within three days, reports indicated that almost everyone was preparing to leave.

Only a tiny minority remained. If necessary, the Knight Order and Frieri could move them by force.

They were so close. Just a little more time.

But just as Harold allowed himself to clench a hopeful fist, the news he had been dreading arrived.

Lyst entered Harold’s room, his voice as calm as ever.

“Scouting reports that the monsters have begun to move. At their current pace, they will reach the surface by tomorrow evening.”

“Trigger 'White Line.' Have the Frieri members coordinate the remaining evacuation.”

“Understood.”

Lyst bowed and departed. Harold picked up his two swords.

The evacuation wasn't finished. Hundreds of residents were still in Burston.

They had thirty hours left. Even with force, they wouldn't be able to get everyone to safety in time.

The curtain was rising on a desperate retreat—a battle where the lives of hundreds rested on Harold's shoulders.
Chapter 120

People hurried back and forth in a frenzy, shouts and screams echoing through the streets. The scene was one of near-total panic.

Harold watched the commotion from a secluded high vantage point. Two primary factors had plunged the town of Burston into this chaos.

The first was the Order of the Holy King. They were currently making the rounds with an urgent evacuation advisory, claiming that the gas concentration in the mine was rising at a lethal rate and that a massive explosion could occur at any second. Living up to their reputation, the Order had finally managed to stir the residents—even those who had remained stubbornly unmoved until now—into finally fleeing the town.

Their efficiency was likely bolstered by the fact that the necessary preparations for flight had already been quietly completed in advance.

The second reason was a darker rumor: a story was circulating that Harold Stokes, having lost his patience with the slow evacuation, was preparing to cut down the townspeople at random. Of course, it wasn't so much "circulating" as it was being intentionally spread by Harold himself.

His goal was to light a fire under the laggards. Just the other day, several residents had witnessed him nearly executing the leader of the anti-evacuation faction. With that incident fresh in everyone's minds, the current rumor was being swallowed as gospel truth.

Because his mere presence risked inciting further chaos, Harold remained out of sight, choosing instead to wait in a spot that offered a clear view of the unfolding evacuation.

He stood with his arms crossed, watching the town and waiting for news. After a short while, Keith appeared to give a brief status report.

"Looks like 'Operation White Line' was a bust, Boss. They say the monsters haven't slowed down a bit."

Keith spoke nonchalantly, but the news was exactly what Harold had feared.

In the original Brave Hearts game, the "White Bottle" was an item used to lower monster encounter rates. Filled with a liquid that emitted a scent monsters detested, the plan had been to scatter it throughout the mine to either pin the horde in the Underground Great Hollow or force at least some of them to retreat.

It would have been a safe, low-effort solution had it worked, but those hopes were now dashed.

The monsters were likely being controlled by some external force, and since they were in a berserk state identical to the one in the original story, Harold had suspected the White Bottles might prove useless. At this rate, the horde would swarm the town in less than half a day.

"I see. Then proceed as planned. Follow Lyst’s instructions and get the residents clear of the area immediately."

"…Are you really staying behind, Boss?"

"Naturally. I intend to enjoy the spectacle of these fools scurrying in terror from up here."

Harold’s true part in the play would only begin once the monsters reached the surface. To that end, he needed the evacuation completed as quickly as possible.

"The next phase is ready, but are you sure about this? We’re talking thousands of monsters."

"What of it?"

"Normally, no one volunteers for rearguard duty against those odds. It’s a suicide mission. There’s no reason for you to put your neck on the line like this, Boss."

"Hmph. Do not waste my time with your worthless speculation. I am fighting because those monsters are in my way; I haven't the slightest intention of playing the hero or serving as a 'rearguard.'"

"…If you say so. I just hope we don’t have to pull the trigger on that final operation."

"If that concerns you, then hurry the evacuation along—drag them out by their hair if you must."

"Yeah, yeah. Good luck to you, Boss."

Though clearly unconvinced, Keith turned and headed back toward the town as ordered.

Keith’s concerns were perfectly valid, and Harold knew the man was genuinely worried. If the residents reached safety in time, Harold had no intention of taking such a reckless risk himself.

However, Harold had no faith in such a convenient outcome.

He had already steeled himself; he would do what had to be done. To keep his resolve from wavering, he maintained his mocking facade, laughing at Keith’s concern as if it were beneath him, even if the bravado was nothing more than a bluff.

The sun was already beginning its descent, the hour past noon.

Since the White Bottles had failed to stall them, the reports suggested the monsters would breach the surface by evening—in roughly three hours.

"…I’ll see this through," Harold whispered to no one, his words lost to the wind.



The young man known as Harold Stokes was a mystery. It had been nearly two years since Keith first crossed paths with him.

Back then, Keith had been living as a mercenary out of sheer habit, lacking any real purpose or vision for the future. He knew his lifestyle was unsustainable, but he lacked the drive to change it.

Unless a mercenary managed to land a contract as a private guard for a noble or a merchant house, the work eventually dried up. Keith knew all too well that only a tiny fraction of men ever secured such a comfortable position.

He had accepted that he would either die on the battlefield or grow old and rot away once his sword arm failed him. He lived for the moment, drowning himself in fleeting pleasures to avoid looking at the empty future ahead.

Then came that day.

"A man named Keith Wingate should be in this hole. Which one of you is he?"

The speaker had entered a derelict tavern frequented by thugs and aimless mercenaries. He was a teenage boy who looked entirely out of place in such a dive.

His tone was arrogant and his posture regal. Every inch of him announced his status as a nobleman—the specific type of nobleman that commoners despised on sight.

However, Keith was a man who had seen enough of the world to know better than to pick a fight with a noble. He understood the social hierarchy, and he wasn't immature enough to let his annoyance show.

He had considered staying quiet and letting the boy pass, but if the noble already knew his name, there was a good chance he knew his face as well. Trying to play dumb would only cause more trouble later. Hoping this wouldn't turn into a headache, Keith decided to speak up.

"I’m Keith. You got business with me?"

The noble boy narrowed his eyes, staring intently at him.

Keith felt an indescribable pressure. After appraising Keith like a piece of livestock, the boy spoke.

"I have recognized your potential. I shall grant you employment."

The boy’s arrogance was absolute.

And yet, it was so deeply ingrained in him that Keith felt a strange sense of intrigue rather than irritation. That was Keith’s first impression of Harold.

When he finally listened to the pitch, he realized it was an invitation to join an organization Harold had founded—a jack-of-all-trades agency of sorts.

At first, Keith took it for a rich kid’s hobby, a way for a noble to play at being a businessman, and he only half-listened. But when he saw the proposed wages, he nearly choked. The amount was staggering—not quite insane for an elite mercenary, but significantly higher than anything he had ever been offered.

Furthermore, the contract stated that a fixed salary would be paid monthly, regardless of how much work was actually performed.

"What kind of joke is this? Even a half-assed scammer would try harder to make the bait look believable."

The conditions were so absurd that Keith had spoken without thinking.

Harold’s response was immediate: "I told you this job involves risking your life. That is simply the value I have placed upon your head."

It was a brutally blunt thing to say, but Keith could only laugh.

A mercenary lived and died by the sword. Risking one's life was just part of the job description.

Yet Harold spoke as if paying a fortune for Keith’s life—a life Keith himself felt was worth less than ten gold coins—was a cold, calculated transaction.

As they talked, Keith realized that Harold was mature far beyond his years and exceptionally sharp. The contrast between his brilliant intellect and his total lack of common sense was endlessly entertaining.

"Heh, I see. Then I suppose I’d better earn my keep."

"Take care that you do not die. By the way, are you married? Do you have children?"

"Fortunately, I’m a bachelor."

"Then you have no need for a dependent allowance. Moving on, regarding overtime pay and worker's compensation…"

"…Dependent what? Worker’s compensation?"

Harold had ignored Keith’s confusion, continuing his lecture on the contract while using terms Keith had never heard in his life.

It was surprising enough that a noble would bother with a written contract for a mercenary, but the contents were so far removed from reality that Keith could only listen in a dazed, open-mouthed silence.

Looking back, the offer had been incredibly suspicious, but for some reason, Keith had decided to take a leap of faith. It turned out to be the best decision of his life.

Where else could one find a noble who paid a steady salary every month? Where else was there an employer who increased pay for having a family or working late?

Harold was the only man in the world who would compensate his employees for injuries sustained on the job. No one else talked about "employee benefits" or "paid leave."

"And yet, he never lets us actually risk our lives if he can help it. He’s always the first one to step into the fire."

That was the only real grievance anyone in Frieri had.

"Did you say something, Keith?" one of the younger recruits asked.

"…No, nothing."

"You sure?"

"Yeah. Tell me, what do you think of the Boss?"

"Harold? He was terrifying at first, but he’s done so much for us. I’ve got nothing but respect for the man."

"I figured. That’s what everyone says."

Keith looked toward the town. That was exactly the problem.

"But… I wish he’d rely on us more. I know I’m not much compared to him, and I’d probably just be in the way, but still…"

"You don't want to leave him to face it alone, do you?"

"…Yeah. Especially when that final operation is basically a suicide mission."

Every member of Frieri wanted to protest the third phase of Harold’s plan.

"To make sure it doesn't come to that, you need to take the refugees and get them to the base of the mountain. Fast."

"Wait, what about you, Keith?"

"With you and the Knights, the evacuation will go fine. I’m staying as close to the Boss as I can get."

If the final operation were triggered, someone had to activate the device.

That would be a heartbreaking task for anyone in Frieri. If it had to be done, Keith wanted to be the one to carry that burden.

Sensing his resolve, the younger man looked saddened, yet managed a small smile. "Please come back alive, Keith. You and the Boss."

"Count on it."

As Keith turned to leave, the ground began to tremble. A low, guttural rumbling rose from the earth, growing louder by the second.

"Is that…?"

"Dammit, they’re here already…!"

Keith sprinted back toward the town. The sun was low, casting long, dark shadows over the mountain path. He stumbled on the uneven ground, but he didn't slow down.

Under an orange sky stained by the setting sun, the blood-curdling shrieks of monsters echoed through the valley.
Chapter 121

The earth groaned and shuddered with increasing intensity. The monsters would reach the surface at any moment.

While reports indicated the evacuation of Burston was technically complete, the residents had only just cleared the town gates; it would still be a long while before they reached the safety of the mountain’s base. If the monsters were allowed to roam free, the horde would inevitably overtake the fleeing crowds in the mountain passes.

That was why Harold had remained behind: to act as the ultimate bottleneck.

Dozens of sake barrels were arrayed in the central plaza. Harold stood before them, dual blades in hand, hacking them apart with violent, sweeping strikes. Vivid reddish-purple liquid sprayed from the shattered wood, instantly staining the cobblestones.

The liquid was a concoction known as ‘Red Bottles.’ Unlike the White Bottles used to repel monsters and lower encounter rates, these were their antithesis—items designed specifically to lure monsters in. In the original story, they were primarily used for power-leveling or farming rare drops.

Enticed by the pungent scent, every monster in the vicinity began to converge on the plaza. Harold did not stop until every barrel was reduced to splinters and the plaza was awash in the fluid.

Most of the monsters emerging from the depths would now be driven by a single, mindless instinct: to charge this spot.

Harold’s task was simple in theory, yet suicidal in practice: slay as many as possible and buy every precious second of time.

Exhaling a short breath, Harold looked up at the fading light. Once the veil of night fell, the pace of the evacuees in the mountains would slow. He would have to hold the horde’s attention for that much longer.

Objectively, the situation was hopeless. And that was exactly why Harold smirked.

It was the same cold, condescending sneer he had worn countless times since inhabitng the role of Harold Stokes—a look of absolute disdain for everything in his path.

It served as the signal for the slaughter to begin.

The tremors spiked into a violent upheaval. The sound of splintering wood and stone echoed from the direction of the mine as clouds of dust billowed into the air. The vanguard of the horde was carving a path through the buildings themselves.

However, the first to reach the plaza were not the slow, massive juggernauts, but swift, quadrupedal predators. They were lean and supple, reminiscent of leopards, but their bodies stretched three meters long, tipped with vicious claws and massive fangs.

Black Sabers. In the game, they were mid-tier enemies known for their speed and high attack power.

“Is that all?” Harold spat.

The three Black Sabers lunged, claws bared. Harold didn't move an inch more than necessary, weaving through their coordinated strike with surgical precision. In a single, fluid motion, he decapitated all three.

To a bystander, it would have looked as if their heads had simply vanished in the moment of impact. The beasts collapsed, fountains of blood erupting from their necks. Harold welcomed the gore; the scent of fresh blood would only help draw more monsters to him.

Just as he intended, the defeat of the vanguard was followed by a flood of diverse monstrosities. Dozens more Black Sabers followed, flanked by hundreds of Goblins and Trolls. He even spotted several Hornheads—beasts he had faced years ago during the suppression expedition.

The horde filled the streets, surging forward like a black tsunami.

“『Bolt Lance』!”

Harold struck first. With the monsters still dozens of meters away and packed into the narrow street, they were the perfect target for a linear strike.

He impaled several with Bolt Lance, shattered the ground beneath the next rank with Grand Punisher to break their stride, and incinerated those who tripped with Flame Column. He was careful to manage his resources for a war of attrition, yet his efficiency was lethal.

He cut down dozens in the opening seconds, but it wasn't nearly enough to thin the herd. Finally, the wave crashed against him.

(If I stop, I'm dead. Evade and attack simultaneously. One strike, one kill.)

Harold maintained a state of preternatural calm. If he allowed himself to be pinned, he would be buried under the sheer weight of numbers. He moved constantly, utilizing the open space of the plaza to ensure the monsters had to fan out to reach him.

He dodged a lunging Black Saber by a hair’s breadth, and in the same motion, sliced through a Goblin’s raised club and neck in a single stroke. When a Hornhead tried to capitalize on the gap with a rear charge, Harold vaulted over it with a backflip, using the creature's rocky back as a springboard to launch himself into the air.

While airborne, he drove his black sword through the throat of a Griffin that had been preparing a spell. He kicked the limp carcass away as he wrenched his blade free.

As gravity pulled him back down, a sea of monsters waited with gnashing teeth.

He could have used Air Dash to reposition, but without existing momentum, it was a difficult maneuver. Yet, Harold’s expression remained frozen in a mask of cold indifference. He looked down at the teeming mass with eyes of ice.

Harold pulled back his right arm. The sword in his hand crackled with an intense electrical discharge, glowing with a fierce, unstable light. He threw the blade without a moment's hesitation. It flew with the force of a railgun slug, burying itself deep into the skull of a Hornhead in the center of the throng.

Then, Harold’s voice rang out across the plaza.

“『Raijin』!”

A blinding flash of lightning tore through the dusk, painting the world in stark white. A split second later, a deafening thunderclap shook the very foundations of the town.

When the smoke cleared, Harold stood alone amidst a charred wasteland. The majority of the monsters in the center of the plaza had been incinerated by a lightning strike that surpassed anything found in nature. The liquid from the Red Bottles had evaporated, and the metallic stench of blood was replaced by the acrid smell of ozone and burnt flesh.

When he had first used Raijin years ago, he could barely strike a few meters with four bolts. Eight years of grueling training and an iron will had transformed a "trash-tier" game skill into a devastating area-of-effect execution.

He retrieved his sword from the shattered remains of the Hornhead and turned his gaze toward the next wave.

The plaza was momentarily clear, but the remnants of the horde were still pouring in. Worse, his crimson eyes caught sight of the heavy hitters—behemoths exceeding five meters in height were now emerging. They advanced with the deliberate pace of a main army following its scouts. Their power was on an entirely different scale.

But Harold didn't care. His objective remained unchanged. He would simply kill.

“I’ll turn this town into your mass grave,” he muttered. “Be grateful for the burial.”



“Incredible...”

High atop the stone wall surrounding Burston, a member of the Frieri watched the distant town center from a watchtower.

Though they were too far to see the fine details of the combat, the pillars of fire and the jagged streaks of lightning illuminating the sky told a story of a struggle beyond human limits. To face such a horde alone—the sheer terror of it was unimaginable.

Harold Stokes, a man not yet twenty, was defying that terror and betting his life to save a town that wasn't even his.

“Hey, are you there?”

“K-Keith-san? Why are you here?”

The Frieri member spun around to see Keith Wingate climbing into the watchtower. Keith was drenched in sweat and gasping for air, having clearly sprinted a massive distance.

“I left the guard duty to the rest of the guys and the Knight Order,” Keith panted. “Give me a status report.”

“It’s going as planned. He’s holding the line at the central plaza.”

When the plan was first explained, the Frieri had thought it was madness. But Harold’s combat prowess had exceeded their wildest imaginings. He had been holding back the entire horde for over fifteen minutes.

“Sounds like the boss’s ‘worst-case scenario’ hasn't happened yet,” Keith said, his voice laced with relief.

Harold’s great fear had been that the monsters wouldn't be lured by the Red Bottles. He had theorized that if they were being controlled by an outside force, their instincts might be overridden, causing them to ignore him and hunt the residents instead.

“That’s right. Not only that, we haven’t received a single report of a monster slipping past him.”

Keith paused. “...Wait. Not even one?”

“No. Why?”

“That’s impossible. It doesn't make sense.”

“I mean, him fighting that many monsters doesn't make sense either, but... yeah, I see your point.”

Even if Harold was winning, there were thousands of them. It was physically improbable that not a single monster had strayed into a side street. And yet, the scouts hidden throughout the town had sent no signals.

“Something’s wrong,” Keith growled. The Frieri member felt a sudden, cold prickle of unease. They were missing something.

“Tch, whatever for now. Are the gates ready?”

“Yes. We can blow the tower and block the South Gate the moment it’s necessary.”

If Harold fell or the line broke, they were prepared to collapse the gatehouse to seal the town. It was a desperate, final measure—one that would likely trap Harold inside.

“I really hope we don’t have to do that,” Keith muttered.

“If we do, Lord Harold’s life is forfeit...”

Staying behind as a solo rearguard was already a suicide mission. To have his own subordinates seal his only exit and set the town on fire was madness.

“Why does he go this far?” the Frieri member whispered.

“Who knows,” Keith replied. “But for the boss, I guess this is something worth dying for.”

“Is it noble pride?”

“I’ve met my share of high-and-mighty nobles, but I’ve never heard of one who’d throw his life away for people who aren't even his own subjects. Not like this.”

Harold’s actions were undeniably heroic, but they lacked the typical vanity of a noble. He threw himself into danger with a reckless abandon that suggested he wasn't just trying to save people—he looked like a man searching for a place to die.

“Wait! A signal!” Keith shouted.

The man grabbed his binoculars and focused on the distant light flashes. As he decoded the message, the blood drained from his face.

“No... this can’t be...”

“What is it?!” Keith barked.

The man looked at him, trembling. “The signal... it says ‘Human detected.’ ‘One child.’ ‘Alone’...”

The premise of Harold’s success—the very foundation of his plan—shattered in an instant. A straggler or an intruder—whatever the case, a child remained trapped in the town.
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"Hey, do you really think it’s okay to leave things like this?"

Sid let the words slip as he descended the mountain alongside the evacuating residents of Burston. He didn't look back, his gaze fixed warily on their surroundings. Aileen, the recipient of his doubt, offered neither denial nor affirmation; she simply kept her eyes forward, her lips drawn in a tight, firm line.

Of course it’s not okay, she wanted to scream. She knew Sid was likely fishing for that exact response.

However, they were currently bound by their mission: guarding the evacuees. As members of the Knight Order, they couldn't simply abandon their post. Due to a separate large-scale operation, the vast majority of the Order’s immediately deployable personnel had been sent to Travis. The reality was that even this evacuation would have been impossible to manage without the help of the Frieri, the organization Harold had assembled.

Furthermore, the threat wasn't limited to the monsters lurking beneath the town. There was a very real possibility that the indigenous monsters living in the mountains might catch the scent of the crowd and attack. No matter how much they worried about Harold, they couldn't abandon thousands of defenseless civilians to run back to him.

"That idiot and his constant recklessness...!"

Aileen spat the words in frustration, yet she knew all too well that she couldn't propose a better solution. That helplessness was what made the situation so galling.

If only I were stronger. If only I had the strategic mind to devise a different plan. Even knowing the thoughts were futile, she couldn't suppress them.

Harold was more than just cheeky; he was arrogant, abrasive, and lacked every ounce of the charm one expected from a younger peer. Even so, she didn't believe he was a villain who deserved to die. If there was anything she could do for the man currently risking his life to buy them time...

"...Hm? Is it just me, or is it getting noisy back there?"

Sid turned around, sensing a shift in the atmosphere. Now that he mentioned it, the sound of a commotion was drifting up from the rear of the column.

It didn't sound like the panic of a monster attack, but something was definitely wrong.

As they watched, a fellow knight came sprinting toward them. Sid called out to him.

"Hey! What’s the situation?"

"Ah, Sid. It’s... well..."

The knight caught his breath and gave them the long and short of it: a couple had come forward in a panic, claiming that while they were distracted for a moment, their child had disappeared—likely having doubled back to town to retrieve a forgotten plushie.

"Wait, that’s a disaster!" Sid shouted.

"What were the perimeter guards doing?! How did they miss a kid wandering off?" Aileen added, her voice rising.

Whether the child had actually made it back to town or had simply gotten lost in the woods, losing track of a civilian was a catastrophic failure on the Order's part. Manpower was thin, yes, but that was no excuse.

If anything happened to that child, they wouldn't be able to face the parents—nor could they face Harold, who was currently putting his life on the line to ensure everyone's safety.

"There’s no excuse, but for now, we have to report this to Captain Lagareth."

"...Right. Sid, go find the Captain. I’ll take your spot here," the messenger knight said.

"Understood," Sid replied, then turned to Aileen. "Aileen!"

"What?!"

"Run to Platoon Leader Barbeite at the rear. The main escort has to continue, but we need to pull together a small search party immediately."

Understanding the urgency, Aileen nodded sharply.

If they were going to search for the child, they would almost certainly have to head back toward Burston. It was obvious how much danger they would be in if Harold or the Frieri lost control of the situation.

"I’ve got it... Just make sure you get back here fast, okay?"

"Obviously. And don't you dare go charging off on your own before I catch up."

"Then you’d better hurry."

With those final words, the two of them sprinted off in opposite directions—one toward the front of the line, the other toward the rear.

◇

Evade. Parry. Counter. 

Harold used the momentum of the swarming monsters against them. His dual swords carved through flesh while his magic incinerated the survivors.

Dozens of minutes had passed since the engagement began. Harold continued to slaughter the horde with a mechanical, almost trance-like focus. The number of kills had long since passed a hundred.

Still, he did not stop.

A signal flare was the designated sign that the evacuation was complete. If he could hold out until that light hit the sky, it would be his victory. He had done everything humanly possible within the time he had to prepare.

However, based on the elapsed time, the "all-clear" signal was still a long way off. Harold knew better than anyone that this world wasn't kind enough to let a plan proceed without a hitch.

Yet, amidst the chaos, he had found a glimmer of hope—grim though it was.

The Red Bottles were working perfectly. The monsters were staying fixated on the plaza, obsessed with killing him. Had the horde been under any kind of intelligent, unified control, they might have ignored him to hunt down the easier prey fleeing up the mountain. If that had happened, Harold alone couldn't have stopped them. The Frieri, the knights, and the civilians would have been slaughtered. The fact that they were focused on him made the battle manageable, if exhausting.

On the other hand, he was facing an unforeseen environmental hazard.

Fighting in the plaza had been the plan, but the mounting piles of carcasses were swallowing the ground. This wasn't a video game; the corpses didn't vanish into pixels. The plaza was becoming a charnel house, the stone tiles slick with a sea of blood that made his footing treacherous.

He felt the sting of his own lack of foresight.

Harold knew his greatest asset was his speed. He had chosen an open space to exploit that, but staying here was rapidly becoming a liability. If he moved, however, would he lead the monsters out of the Red Bottles’ range? It was impossible to predict how the "berserk" effect would change if the target moved too far.

As he sliced through another monster, a piercing whistle cut through the air. A streak of red light shot into the night sky.

Red—the emergency signal. Regrettably, it was all too predictable. He didn't even feel a flicker of surprise.

He didn't have the luxury of debating his next move. An emergency meant the fundamental premise of the operation had collapsed. He had to grasp the situation immediately.

Harold unleashed a massive flame column, turning a cluster of monsters into ash to create a momentary screen. As the disoriented horde lost sight of him, he sprinted toward the emergency rendezvous point.

To keep the fight in the town center and away from the exits, he had set the meeting point at the Stone Wall Turret on the western edge of town. Burston was small; at his top speed, Harold could cross the distance in minutes.

"Report. Make it quick," Harold commanded.

He didn't use the stairs; he vaulted through the window, landing in the turret before the Frieri members could even register his arrival. They jumped at his sudden entrance but recovered quickly.

"S-Signals from the scouts! They've spotted someone—likely a resident who didn't get out!"

"Where? How many?"

"Two kilometers northeast of the Main Gate! But it’s pitch black out there—they lost sight of them almost immediately. It’s only one person. The scout thinks... they think it’s a child!"

"Tch. What a pain in the ass..."

A child, alone, somewhere in a monster-infested town in total darkness. It was a nightmare scenario.

Harold’s mind raced. He knew his "stats" didn't include a high intelligence for this kind of thing, but he thought desperately anyway. The priority was finding the kid and getting them to safety.

"Status of the search?"

"We’ve mobilized every available scout, leaving only the bare minimum for communications. No luck yet."

If the Frieri couldn't find them, the kid was either hiding or constantly moving. Since the Main Gate was under constant watch and no one had reported anyone entering or leaving, they had to be somewhere inside the town limits. A child would be terrified of the monsters; they were likely huddled in a corner somewhere.

He had to find them in this darkness, while thousands of monsters were trying to eat him.

"...I’ll lure the bastards to the north side of town. Find the brat and get out of here while I’ve got their attention."

"The north side?! That’s where the main mine shaft is! Luring them there is suicide!"

The man was right. The largest entrance to the mines was in the north; it was the heart of the nest. Leading the surface monsters back to the source was an invitation to be buried under an endless tide.

Harold didn't want to do it. He wasn't a martyr. But he had judged it necessary, and in his world, that meant it was the only path forward.

"Shut up. You will follow my judgment," Harold snapped.

"Ugh... Understood, sir."

The man looked intimidated, but Harold could see the genuine worry in his eyes. It was a strange feeling—knowing he was actually liked enough by his subordinates for them to fear for his life.

(Then again, maybe they just don't want their paycheck to stop because the boss kicked the bucket,) Harold thought cynically.

He realized then that he hadn't made a single provision for the Frieri’s management if he died. It was an ill-omened thought, but he had no intention of dying, so perhaps it was appropriate. Still, he felt enough affection for them to realize he’d actually have regrets if he fell here.

It had all started as a desperate attempt to dodge his own death flags. But somewhere along the line, he had started saving people, and now he had a long list of people he refused to let die.

Rainer, Colette, Lifa, Francis, Hugo... and Erika. The protagonists who would carry the weight of the world. The innocent people of Burston. Zen, Norman, Jake—the staff and soldiers of the Stokes house. Tasuku, Itsuki, and the Sumeragi hidden group. Sid and Aileen. The Frieri. Even El and the Giffelt clan, though theirs was a relationship built on profit, had been instrumental in getting him this far.

If he were to weigh their lives against his own, which way would the scales tip? Harold didn't know. No—he decided he didn't need to know.

If he just put his own life on the same side of the scale as theirs, the choice became simple. There was no need to weigh one against the other if he intended to save them all along with himself.

"Signal relayed! We’re ready to move on your command!"

"Fire it. We begin."

A yellow flash tore through the night sky, followed by a sharp, echoing crack. 

With that signal, Harold threw himself back into the heart of the storm.
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Harold raced across the town, leaping from rooftop to rooftop. A glance toward the center revealed that the monsters were still lingering around the Central Plaza; they showed no sign of heading toward the Main Gate, where he had spotted the child-like silhouette.

It would have been a headache if they had scattered once they lost sight of their primary target, but their cluster made it easier for him to draw their attention and lead them away.

(Yes, convenient. Almost suspiciously so.)

One of his chief concerns was the unpredictability of the monsters once he broke line of sight.

They were likely being controlled by Justus to some degree, but since Harold hadn't fully grasped the man’s ultimate designs, the lack of movement wasn't exactly a relief. Moreover, he didn't have the luxury of calculating how the Red Bottle’s scent would interact with the monsters' orders. To be blunt, the entire operation had been a "wing it and see" gamble.

While the plan had worked out so far, the sheer perfection of the outcome made him paranoid.

More than twenty minutes had passed since Harold had disengaged from the front lines. Although monsters continued to spawn, they remained congregated in the Central Plaza, merely loitering around its perimeter.

If this stalemate held, he wouldn't even need to fight. He could simply keep watch until the evacuation was complete. In the meantime, finding that silhouette would be well within his reach.

(Well, it’s probably just the calm before the storm anyway.)

He kept his eyes glued to the horde from the shadow of a building near the plaza. Even if he chose to play it safe, the situation was bound to take a turn for the worse.

It was a conviction born from a grim sort of faith—not just in Justus’s malice, but in the sheer magnetism for misfortune that was Harold Stokes. Thus, Harold held his breath and waited in an eerie silence that felt entirely wrong for a town swarming with thousands of monsters.

The wait did not last long.

As if to shatter the mounting tension, the monsters suddenly began to move in unison. Their coordination was absolute as they surged in a single direction.

He didn't know if the Red Bottle’s effect had finally worn off, or if it had been useless from the start while they waited for Justus’s command. Regardless, at this moment, Justus’s will was undeniably in play.

"So the Main Gate is the target after all."

In a sense, it was exactly what he had anticipated—mostly because it was the scenario Harold was least equipped to handle.

Leaping from behind the chimney, Harold landed on the street and charged head-on into the advancing pack.

He sprinted down the center of the town's main artery. Planting his feet firmly with every stride, Harold accelerated to a blur. As if responding to his momentum, the Black Sword—gripped unusually in both hands—erupted in a violent, electric glow.

The moment the radiance reached its peak, Harold vanished into the light.

"『Raijin - Flash Streak』!"

It looked as though a single bolt of lightning had lanced through the monster ranks.

A zigzagging flash tore through the street; a moment later, the monsters that had occupied it were nothing but static corpses. Every single one had been decapitated or bisected, their wounds charred black and cauterized by the heat of the strike.

『Raijin』, the same technique he had used to finish his duel with Vincent, was a secret art that transformed the blade itself into lightning. Because it required a brief charge time, its destructive power was among the highest in Harold's repertoire.

In the original game, it was a single-hit gap-closer. Harold, however, had modified it into a chain-attack by incorporating his Air Dash. By linking the dashes, he could carve through one enemy and immediately accelerate toward the next at terminal velocity.

A single mistimed movement would result in him slamming into a wall or a monster at lethal speeds, but Harold had refined the move into a practical combat style through his sheer physical talent and superhuman kinetic vision.

Having decimated the vanguard in seconds, Harold skidded to a halt before the main body of the horde and invoked magic without a moment’s delay. He aimed not at the monsters, but at the ground beneath them.

"『Rock Neal』!"

Thick stone spikes, three meters long, erupted from the cobblestones. They acted as a jagged barricade, skewering the front line and halting the momentum of those behind.

In an open field, the spell was a poor obstacle, but in a narrow street barely a dozen meters wide and flanked by buildings, the story changed. By spamming the spell within this bottleneck, he could effectively plug the road with a forest of stone spears while thinning the enemy numbers.

Of course, this wasn't a permanent solution.

He had bought a moment of peace for the Main Gate. Next, he would draw their aggro and lead them toward the north side of town... or so he thought.

(They’re ignoring me entirely!)

Harold climbed onto a nearby roof and began indiscriminately lobbing spells into the flanks of the monsters trapped behind his stone wall. He expected them to turn on him, but they didn't even spare him a glance.

He had considered this a possibility, but seeing it in person confirmed it: the monsters' actions were being micro-managed.

The Red Bottles had likely been a total failure. If so, the only reason they had moved according to Harold's expectations initially was...

"Damn it, he baited me...!"

The feeling that the plan was working. The hope that he could succeed.

Had Justus dangled those possibilities just to lead his thoughts astray? He had let Harold believe he could lure the monsters. Then, by having the monsters loiter in the plaza, he had tricked Harold into choosing to wait and watch.

That choice had bought time for the evacuation, yes. But it had also given Justus all the time he needed to set the board.

Harold had known the monsters' behavior was suspicious. It was that very suspicion that had made him hesitate to move rashly.

Despite his vigilance, he had been manipulated into believing things were within his expectations. He had been lulled into a sense of control by the monsters' repetitive behavior. His own belief that his "strategy" was working had forced him to play a reactive, losing game.

If his every move had been calculated by Justus, then what was the man's goal—

As if being dragged into deep water, Harold's thoughts sank into a spiral of analysis. Sensing the opening, a single monster soared over his head.

It was a Griffon. It was the only flying type in the area, and he thought he had prioritized its destruction with his Bolt Lances. The survivor ignored Harold completely, diving toward a specific spot.

There, where there had been nothing but shadows a moment ago, stood a small child.

Since when? Where did he come from? It was suspicious as hell, but what if he really was just a stray evacuee?

A dozen thoughts flashed through Harold's mind in a fraction of a second, but his body moved before he could sort them. His intuition screamed that if he didn't act now, the boy was dead.

Just before the Griffon's massive talons could reach the child, Harold's blade sheared the beast's head from its shoulders.

As the monster's blood sprayed across the pavement, the young boy stared into the void. His eyes were vacant and unfocused, acknowledging neither Harold nor the dead beast before him.

It was an eerie sight, but Harold recognized it instantly.

The boy had the same hollow eyes as Ventus and Lilium.

He was another victim of Justus's human experimentation.

"...You're in the way. Go to sleep."

As he had done with the others, Harold pressed the hilt of his sword against the boy's abdomen—firmly, yet with a trace of gentleness. With a soft groan, the child went limp in Harold's arms.

Justus clearly had a plan for the boy, but Harold couldn't begin to guess what it was.

Regardless, he had secured the child. Now he just had to hand him off to the Frieri and get the hell out of here.

The thought had barely formed when an explosion rocked the street behind him.

Harold leaped back instinctively. His wall of stone spears had been obliterated, along with the monsters packed against it.

Judging by the sheer scale of the blast, it was high-level magic.

He didn't have time to wonder who had cast it. With the barrier gone, the dammed-up horde began to surge forward again. They were moving significantly faster than before, and this time, their eyes were locked onto Harold.

"Tch!"

Even for him, fighting a horde while protecting a child was a tall order. He racked his brain for a way out while dodging the initial pounce.

He could try to outrun them and bolt through the Main Gate. It was possible, but it would mean abandoning the remaining Frieri scouts. Furthermore, he needed to seal that gate as a final measure to keep the monsters contained. If he fled through it now, the scouts would be trapped inside with the monsters or burned alive in the aftermath.

He could hide the boy in a nearby building and draw the aggro away, hoping a scout would find him. It was a better plan, but the boy's safety wasn't guaranteed. The monsters' orders were being updated in real-time; the moment Harold left the boy's side, they might switch targets and kill him.

Taking the boy and retreating back to the center of town was also out. Short bursts of speed were fine, but the physical strain of high-speed three-dimensional maneuvers would likely kill a small child.

The same applied to a prolonged game of evasion.

(What do I do? Give me an answer!)

Combat, evasion, and escape were all blocked.

Choosing any one of them meant sacrificing either the boy or his subordinates. It was a literal choice between lives.

"Harold!!" "Boss!!"

In that moment of desperation, two voices reached his ears. He didn't need to see their faces to know who they were.

Sid and Keith. Two men who shouldn't have been anywhere near this street.

He glanced sideways and saw more than just those two. Aileen was there, along with several other knights and Frieri members. There were about ten of them in total.

(Did you predict this too, Justus? Fine. I’ll play your game.)

He wouldn't choose between lives. If there was a path where everyone survived, he would take it, even if it was a trap.

The only life he was willing to gamble was his own.

Weaving through the monsters' onslaught, Harold reached the group and thrust the boy into the arms of a scout before they could say a word.

"A stray brat. Take him and get out of here. Gather the rest of the scouts on your way."

"Eh? Ah, yes! Understood!"

"The rest of you, guard them. That is the Knight Order's job, isn't it?"

"...Understood," Sid replied, his voice firm.

Without a backward glance at the retreating group, Harold turned to face the incoming tide.

"『Shunraigo』!"

A fan-shaped wave of lightning blades tore through the front rank, reaping dozens of lives in an instant. It wasn't enough to stop them, but it gave him the opening he needed.

"I never thought the day would come when I'd stand shoulder-to-shoulder with you again," Sid remarked, stepping up beside him.

"Hmph. Don't flatter yourself. Your only job is cleaning up the scraps."

"You really aren't charming, are you?" Aileen sighed, drawing her sword. "A little gratitude wouldn't kill you."

"Well, it's just like the Boss, in a way," Keith added with a grin.

Harold, Sid, Aileen, and Keith stood in a line, weapons at the ready.

He didn't care if two of them had just raised a massive flag by promising to marry after the war. If they were going to wave flags, he’d just have to snap them—along with his own—into splinters.

"I’m the rearguard. I’ll leave the stragglers to you. Screw up, and I’ll kill you myself."

"You got it!"

"Roger that!"

"Understood, sir!"

Their answers were a mess of different styles, but every voice was brimming with strength.
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Sid dodged the club swinging toward him and ruthlessly lopped off the Orc’s now-defenseless right arm. Blood sprayed as the creature let out a groan of agony, but the sound didn't last long.

Aileen had snuck up behind the wide-open beast and slit its throat.

“Aileen! Another one, from the right!”

“I’m on it!”

The two continued to cut down the approaching monsters with perfect synchronization, never letting their guard down as they braced for the next wave.

“Hmph!”

Nearby, Keith was handling his side of the fray with ease, even cleaving larger monsters in two with a single stroke. Of course, such a feat was only possible because Sid and the others possessed genuine skill.

However, all three of them knew exactly why they were able to fight with such composure. They didn't even have to think about it.

“He’s as monstrous as ever.”

Despite being in the heat of battle, Sid couldn't help but let out a voice filled with awe.

In his line of sight was Harold. The young man moved with a fluid, terrifying precision that made the phrase “moving freely in all directions” seem like an understatement, single-handedly holding back the surging tsunami of monsters.

If Sid and the other two had tried to take Harold’s place, they would have been swallowed by the horde in heartbeats. Because they understood their own limits, they truly realized how far beyond the norm Harold’s strength reached.

Sid’s honest feeling was that his current self couldn't even match the Harold of five years ago. And now, the man had become powerful beyond any comparison to his past self.

It couldn't just be talent. Sid knew Harold must have poured in more effort and survived more life-and-death combat than he could imagine.

And he was exerting all that hard-won power not for himself, but to protect the weak.

Thinking back, it was the same during the Battle of Bertis Forest. Sid now understood that Harold had risked his life by donning a Sarian Imperial uniform just to draw the Knight Order’s attention and minimize casualties.

(That’s why I can believe in him... No, this time, I want to believe in him!)

Sid had spent five years regretting his inability to fully trust Harold that day. He had expected to carry that weight for the rest of his life.

Yet, by some twist of fate, they had reunited, and he had once again found Harold standing on the edge of a reckless gamble.

“I’m done with regrets.”

Sid had no idea what Harold thought of him. But as a comrade—and as a friend—he simply didn't want to leave Harold Stokes alone.

“...Yeah. I’m with you.”

Aileen seemed to sense exactly what he meant, even without him putting it into words.

“Then first, we all have to make it out of here alive!”

“You bet!”

◇

(I’m hearing some very ominous dialogue back there...)

Harold continued to slaughter the monsters, thinning the herd just enough for Sid and the others to manage the leftovers. Not having to carry the entire burden himself gave him a bit of mental breathing room, allowing him to keep an ear on the situation behind him while he fought. Perhaps that was why Sid and Aileen’s conversation reached his ears.

He couldn't catch the details, but he was pretty sure he heard a line that sounded like a massive death flag, something like, “We all have to survive together!” He really wished they’d stop raising flags when things were already this precarious.

Still, the evacuation should be finishing up soon. Once the signal came, he could stop playing around with these monsters.

As the night deepened, the long-awaited moment finally arrived.

“Boss!!”

A high-pitched whistle cut through the air, followed by Keith’s booming shout.

Harold looked up to see three white signal flares arching into the sky in succession. That was the sign: the evacuation was complete.

“Everyone, prepare to retreat! If you dawdle, I’m leaving you behind!”

Harold stopped holding back. He unleashed a barrage of high-level magic, burning through his mana reserves to grind the monsters' advance to a halt.

In an instant, he wiped out the entire front line. Seeing the sudden devastation, Aileen spoke up in an exasperated tone.

“...Hey, wouldn't it have been a lot easier if you’d just done that from the start?”

If he could have, he would have. But even with Harold’s stats, spamming high-level magic against a seemingly infinite swarm was a one-way ticket to running on empty. Sprinting at full speed from the start of a marathon when you don't know the finish line is the height of stupidity.

“Hmph. Are you a moron? Wait, I already knew the answer to that.”

“...You’d better remember that later.”

Aileen looked like she had a lot more to say, but she wasn't so distracted that she lost sight of the situation. She followed his lead.

No doubt she’d start screaming complaints once they were safe. All the more reason to get out of here.

“Let’s go!”

“——And where do you think you’re going?”

Just as he was about to sprint away, a voice stopped him. It was a young girl’s voice, entirely out of place in this charnel house.

An indescribable chill raced down Harold’s spine. He spun around as if physically repelled.

Beyond the mountain of monster corpses, the surviving beasts had stopped their frenzied assault. They were now parting like the Red Sea, walking slowly and deliberately to clear a path.

Harold hesitated, caught between the urge to fight or flee at the eerie sight.

Eventually, the monsters stopped. Moving with unsettling synchronization, they split to the left and right, and a small girl emerged from the center of the pack.

She had flaxen hair that reached her waist and wore a simple white one-piece dress that exposed her slender limbs.

It was Sarah, Finnegan’s daughter. Her sky-blue eyes were fixed on Harold, staring as if trying to bore a hole through him.

(Sky-blue...? Wait, Sarah’s eyes were supposed to be the same color as her hair... No, that's not the problem! What I should be focusing on is—)

The sheer absurdity of the situation sent his thoughts into a tailspin.

Even so, Harold forced the words out.

“...Why are you here? No... who the hell are you?”

“So you are surprised. By me... or rather, by ‘me’ (boku).”

The voice was Sarah’s, but the cadence and the choice of words—using the masculine boku—screamed of him.

Harold uttered the name with bitter certainty.

“What is this...? What are you doing, Justus Freund?”

“You were surprised by this vessel, yet you instantly realized I was Justus. How very interesting you are, Harold.”

With no intention of hiding his identity, the girl who looked like Sarah confirmed his suspicions.

Without a care for the confusion of Harold’s group, the entity continued its monologue.

“The reaction was larger than predicted, meaning this child’s presence was an unknown variable for you. And yet, you identified me instantly despite that lack of knowledge... Normally, one would assume I was physically here. To leap straight to the truth requires a specific kind of logic. Which means... hmmm.”

“Hey, what are you muttering about—”

“Harold, you didn't predict that I or this child would appear here. But you already ‘knew’ that I could exist inside someone else, didn't you?”

“Wh-what are you talking about...”

“A mixture of the known and unknown... I see. It seems your ‘Future Foresight’ is much more incomplete than I had initially assumed.”

Future Foresight. The words finally tumbled out of Justus’s mouth.

Harold had known this day might come, but the impact was no less staggering. His body went rigid.

His greatest advantage—his knowledge of the original story, his ability to ‘know the future’—had been sniffed out by the final boss. From this moment on, Justus would operate on the assumption that Harold knew what was coming.

“A fascinating power. I’d love to stay and run a few experiments, but alas.”

Justus raised his right hand.

Harold’s instincts screamed. It was a sensation of danger unlike anything he had ever felt.

“Run!!”

Harold’s desperate shout snapped him out of his shock. Seeing the usually arrogant Harold so genuinely panicked, Sid and the others didn't hesitate; they bolted for the Main Gate. Despite their confusion, their training allowed them to react instantly.

But Harold did the opposite. He lunged toward Justus.

This was a scene that didn't exist in the original game—a situation where he was at a clear disadvantage. But his mind raced: if he could neutralize Justus now, before his true awakening, he could snap almost every remaining death flag in one go.

That was the thought that gripped him.

In hindsight, he would realize he wasn't being calm. He had been blinded by the prize.

But with his body exhausted and his mind frayed, the chance to finally grab the future he had been desperate for was right in front of him. It was too much to resist.

If Justus’s consciousness was simply overwriting the girl's personality, then there was a chance—just like with Ventus, Lilium, and Finnegan—that he could use his sword’s power to call Sarah’s original soul back to the surface.

But his blade never reached the girl.

Just as the hilt of his sword was about to strike her, his right arm was caught. Two voices spoke simultaneously.

“Regrettable, Harold.”

“That was a bad move.”

One was Sarah’s voice. The other was a voice he knew much better.

Yet both sounded like they belonged to Justus.

“What... how?!”

Was he angry? Stunned? Or simply heartbroken?

Giving voice to the chaotic mess of emotions within him, Harold screamed the name of the man holding his arm.

“Cody!!”

Standing there with the same sky-blue eyes as Sarah was Cody Luzial.
Chapter 125

Plumes of white smoke rose from every corner of the horizon, and the pungent stench of something scorched stung the nostrils. That "something," to put it plainly, was the town of Travis itself.

Looking down from the plateau that served as both a shelter and a field hospital, the town of Travis stretched out below in a state of utter devastation. It was a sight so harrowing it threatened to draw tears from anyone who looked upon it.

Even so, Erika pressed her lips into a thin line, forcing herself to burn the image into her memory.

This was a reality she had lacked the power to prevent. Had Harold and their companions not been there, the Sumeragi Territory might have met the same end. She etched that truth deep into her heart.

"Erika."

"……Lifa-san. Is it time for our shift change?"

"Nope, I’m taking a break too."

Stretching her small body with all her might, Lifa came to stand beside Erika.

Both of their gazes were fixed on the charred remains of Travis.

"It really is a nightmare, isn't it?"

"Yes……"

"……To be honest, I can't stop thinking about it. I keep wondering if there was something more we could have done."

"As do I. I have been made to realize my own inadequacy so painfully it hurts……"

The massive monster assault had occurred without warning several days ago.

The horde had been even larger than the one discovered in the Sumeragi Territory. Erika and her group had happened to be in town by chance and joined forces with the Knight Order—who seemed to have anticipated the threat and bolstered their security. Together, they had held the monsters at bay while executing a two-front evacuation of the townsfolk by land and sea.

While they had succeeded in saving many lives, the town had been trampled, and inevitably, some lives were lost. The number of casualties was by no means small.

That was why Erika, Lifa, their other companions, and surely every member of the Knight Order shared the same haunting thought:

Was there a way we could have saved more?

"But perhaps…… that is merely conceit on our part."

Erika spat the words out after a moment's hesitation.

Lifa didn't deny it; she simply let the words settle.

"Yeah. We’re not heroes or gods out of some legend. There’s no way we could save every single person right in front of us."

"And yet, I feel that if we dwell only on our regrets, we would be disregarding the feelings of those we did save—those who were kind enough to offer us their gratitude."

Many of the survivors had suffered grievous injuries. Had they been left alone, most would have surely perished.

Erika and Lifa, both capable of healing magic, had worked for over forty-eight hours without a wink of sleep to treat the wounded after the initial attack subsided. Thanks to their tireless efforts, they had managed to save everyone whose injuries were severe enough to require magical intervention.

Furthermore, a significant factor had been the contribution of Traveling Merchant El, whom they had encountered several times on their journey. He had suggested a method called "triage" to categorize the wounded by severity, which allowed them to treat the most critical cases with maximum efficiency.

He claimed to have learned the technique from an acquaintance; Erika made a mental note to ask for a proper lesson once the situation stabilized.

For the time being, the crisis had reached a lull where constant healing magic was no longer necessary, and they had transitioned to general relief work at the shelter, such as staffing the soup kitchen.

Every member of the group understood the need for haste, yet they were in unanimous agreement that they could not simply walk away from this tragedy. The women worked the soup kitchen while the men spent their days searching the ruins of the town for any survivors who might have been left behind.

They couldn't stay forever, which was exactly why they threw themselves into the work with such fervor. This included Ventus and Lilium, who had asked to remain with the group until Harold’s whereabouts were confirmed.

They surely had their own reasons for staying. Both worked more energetically than anyone else.

"I shall return to my duties. Lifa-san, please take your rest—"

"Waiiiit a minute! Keep me company for just a little longer."

"Eh? I... I don’t mind, but……"

They sat side-by-side on a stone slab—hardly a bench, but sturdy enough to serve as one. It wasn't comfortable by any stretch of the imagination, yet Erika felt a sense of relief wash over her for the first time in days.

Perhaps she had been wound tight for far too long. As if seeing right through Erika’s heart, Lifa spoke up.

"A lot has happened lately. None of us have really had a moment to just sit and breathe."

"That is true. Given the urgency of our problems, it may be unavoidable, but……"

"Well, that's why you should let yourself relax a bit now."

As soon as she spoke, Lifa lay down and rested her head in Erika’s lap. It was a classic lap pillow.

"Aaah~... Just as I thought. Top-tier comfort……"

"L-Lifa? What are you doing all of a sudden……?"

"Enjoying a lap pillow from Erika. Also, you finally called me that."

"Eh?"

"Just 'Lifa.' You’ve been calling me 'Lifa-san' for a while now."

"T-That is……"

"I’m not blaming you, okay? I’m sure you had your own reasons, or maybe just a change of heart."

The phrase "change of heart" made Erika’s chest tighten.

The day she was forced to realize she wasn't qualified to stand by Harold’s side. The moment she realized that everything she had built up was meaningless.

In that moment, Erika felt as though she had heard the sound of her own heart shattering.

Lifa seemed to sense Erika’s inner turmoil. She looked straight into Erika’s eyes, a gentle smile playing on her lips.

"But even so, Erika, you're way too serious."

"……Am I?"

"You are. I mean, it’s a virtue and all, but when it comes to romance, don't you think it’s okay to be a little more selfish?"

Erika understood what Lifa was trying to say. That she should ignore her status and the obstacles between them, and simply convey her feelings as an individual.

But Harold surely wouldn't want that. It was because she believed this that she had kept her love hidden, telling herself that doing so was for Harold’s benefit.

The truth, however, was that she was simply terrified of speaking her mind and being flatly rejected. Claiming it was "for Harold" was nothing more than a convenient excuse.

"I have neither the confidence nor the courage……"

"Wait, are you mocking me?"

"Of course not! I would never!"

"I feel like if Erika can't have confidence, then who can……?"

Muttering to herself, Lifa remained on Erika’s lap, her brow furrowed in a deep "hmmm" of concentration.

The sight reminded Erika of a cat, and she instinctively began to stroke Lifa's hair. Though they were discussing a serious matter, Lifa’s presence seemed to soften the otherwise stifling atmosphere.

It was a quiet moment, detached from the gruesome reality surrounding them. After letting herself be petted for a while, Lifa spoke up as if she’d hit upon a brilliant idea.

"How about you just keep confessing until Harold says yes?"

"I... I beg your pardon?"

Lifa was undoubtedly a brilliant young woman. Though they hadn't known each other long, Erika had seen her sharp intellect in action many times. Perhaps because of her scientific background, she often made leaps of logic that Erika never could—though they usually turned out to be rational decisions based on hidden data.

Was this suggestion of brute-force persistence also based on some profound insight?

"You’re scared and losing your nerve because you think it’s over the moment you’re rejected. So, let’s change the mindset: decide that you'll confess as many times as it takes until that guy finally says 'yes'!"

Apparently, there was no profound insight.

Though, the idea of repeating a process through trial and error until a successful result was achieved was very much like a scientist.

"I truly don't think I could…… It would be such a nuisance to Lord Harold……"

"It’s—fiiiine—!"

Lifa sat up, stood in front of Erika, and reached out to cup Erika’s cheeks in her palms.

She stared intently into Erika’s eyes.

"『You are beautiful, like a flower dancing in the moonlight.』"

"W-What was that for?"

"It’s a charm for girls in love passed down in my village. It’s my first time using it, though it feels more like a confession than a charm."

Lifa released her cheeks and gave a mischievous grin.

"But that takes care of the confidence and courage problem, right?"

"……Why do you push me so hard? You told me that you, too, admire Lord Harold."

"I’m definitely attracted to him. Maybe not as clearly as you can say you love him, though."

"Then, why?"

"Because I like you too, Erika."

Lifa said it plainly, without a hint of hesitation or embarrassment.

Erika knew she didn't mean it in a romantic sense, yet being the recipient of such straightforward affection made her the one to turn red.

"Honestly, I don't know if pushing you like this is the 'right' choice. If I really wanted what was best for you or Harold, maybe I should just stay out of it."

A shadow flitted across Lifa's face. She clearly had her own burdens to bear.

For a moment, she looked as though she were making a painful sacrifice.

"But I just can't stand that. Even if I'm wrong, I don't want to regret not doing anything! I want to dream of a future where everyone—all the people I like—can laugh together from the bottom of their hearts!"

"Lifa……"

"I don't care if someone ends up hating me or resenting me for it. This sentiment is the core of who Lifa Goodridge is."

Erika couldn't fathom the sheer weight of the resolve behind those words.

Yet, she knew it was a conviction strong enough to define Lifa’s entire existence.

Erika felt a sense of pure envy toward that way of life—a way of living that, in some ways, mirrored Harold’s own.

"……I must express my respect for you once again, Lifa."

"Right back at you. I think I grew to like you because you’re the kind of person who can say that so sincerely."

"?"

Erika tilted her head, not quite catching the meaning.

Seeing her confusion, Lifa looked slightly exasperated.

"You know, some people would be suspicious of my encouragement."

"Suspicious…… of what?"

"That I might be egging on a love rival just to make sure she gets rejected and disappears."

The realization hit Erika like a physical blow.

Certainly, if one looked at it through a colder lens, that interpretation was possible. It was a perspective Erika hadn't considered in the slightest.

If Erika were rejected by Harold, it would mean one less rival for Lifa. On the surface, she was being supportive, but underneath, she would be sabotaging a competitor.

"Lifa…… You might actually have a talent for politics."

"Is that a compliment?"

"Yes, a high one."

After a brief pause, Lifa burst into laughter, and Erika joined her, the two of them giggling together.

Erika realized she was wearing a genuine, shadowless smile for the first time in a very long while.

Meeting Lifa and becoming her friend was undoubtedly one of the greatest treasures Erika had found.

It might not happen overnight. But not for Harold’s sake—for the sake of her own desire to be someone who could help him—she would change. Slowly, step by step, she would reevaluate her approach to Harold.

(It isn't a question that offers an easy answer, but by the time this journey reaches its end, I hope……)

With her heart feeling significantly lighter, Erika set back to work.

She would change—not in a rush, but with steady, certain steps. Or so she believed.

Right up until the next morning, when Yuno arrived with a report: a monster attack similar to the one in Travis had struck a small town called Burston, and Harold, who had been caught in the middle of it, was missing.



Part 5 concludes here.
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The unprecedented disaster—an invasion by a massive horde of monsters—had left the town of Travis in ruins. People had fled in a frantic, desperate scramble. With neither the time nor the manpower to contain the resulting fires, the town had been left to burn.

Several hundred people who were unable to escape in time had perished. If one included those still missing, the number of victims would easily exceed a thousand. Furthermore, half of the town's buildings had either collapsed or been reduced to ash.

There was no doubt that the devastation would have been even worse had the Order of the Holy King not been present. Even so, for the knights who had fought with everything they had—and for their Commander, Vincent van Westervoort—there was neither relief nor a sense of achievement. 

It was difficult to take solace in the lives they had saved when the number of lives they had failed to save was so overwhelming.

"But if it weren't for Harold's warning, the damage wouldn't have ended with just this..."

"Station men in Travis." "That place will eventually become a living hell." That was what Harold had told him. Moreover, he had said it several months before this disaster ever occurred.

Given that, it was only logical to assume Harold had known in advance that Travis would be overrun.

(When and how could he have possibly known?)

Vincent had never heard of a case where monsters of multiple species, rather than a single pack, coordinated an attack on a town. It was hard to imagine there had been any natural omen, and even if there had been, he doubted anyone could have interpreted it so accurately.

However, if one assumed that someone was "controlling" the monsters, a certain name came to Vincent's mind. That individual had a strong connection to Harold, and Harold had explicitly told Vincent and Cody that the man was his enemy.

Dr. Justus Freund.

He was the Kingdom’s leading scientist, and according to Harold, an extremely dangerous man capable of destroying the world just to resurrect a lost loved one.

Vincent himself had once been subjected to something akin to brainwashing at the man's hands.

If Justus was the mastermind behind this incident and Harold, being close to him, had seen through the plot and offered a warning, the pieces fit together. At the very least, it was certain that Harold possessed a wealth of information that the Knight Order did not.

"I need to speak with Harold again."

"Harold... do you mean Mr. Harold Stokes?"

"Yeah."

His adjutant, Shannon, caught his murmur. She had no direct acquaintance with Harold, but she had witnessed his overwhelming performance during the entrance exam. She had also conducted a background investigation on him under Vincent's orders, so she was well aware of who he was.

"The problem is, I have no idea where he is right now."

"Is he not with Dr. Freund?"

Vincent considered that unlikely. He knew Harold was actively working against Justus, though explaining that to Shannon would likely only cause confusion.

"Even if he were, the doctor is missing as well. We can't initiate contact from our end."

"In that case, let's look for someone who might know something."

"Who do you have in mind?"

"Mr. Harold’s fiancée... well, I believe they are officially separated now. Erika Sumeragi is currently staying in this town."

"..."

For Harold’s former fiancée to be in Travis at this exact moment—could that really be a coincidence?

Shannon continued, seemingly puzzled by Vincent’s sudden silence.

"Commander, did you not know she was here?"

"No, this is the first I've heard of it."

"It seems Lady Erika was on the front lines, wiping out monsters during the invasion. You saw it too, didn't you, Commander? That magic so powerful it seemed to tear the very heavens asunder."

"Investigating the source of that magic was low on my priority list. So, it was her."

Vincent had witnessed those unbelievable displays of power several times when the Knight Order was being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. Thanks to those spells, the pressure from the monsters had lessened, allowing Vincent to lead a counteroffensive. He had assumed she was a sheltered young noblewoman, but it appeared her martial prowess was formidable.

"The report only just reached me. Immediately after the invasion was repelled, she stationed herself at the shelter to treat the wounded. Even now, she’s helping with the soup kitchen and other relief efforts."

"I have to take my hat off to her..."

House Sumeragi was one of the most prestigious families in the Kingdom. As the daughter of such a house, Erika had no obligation to risk her life on the front lines, much less work as a medic or a kitchen hand. The fact that she had dedicated herself so fully to the people spoke volumes about her character.

"It wasn't just her; several of her companions performed exceptionally well in battle. They undoubtedly played a part in minimizing the casualties. Shall we pay her a visit to express our gratitude?"

"Yes, let's do that. I'll go alone. Can I trust you to continue overseeing the site?"

"Of course. I'm not much use in a fight, so these are the moments where I truly earn my keep."

It was true that Shannon wasn't a combat specialist, but Vincent often felt her excessive humility was her only real shortcoming. He watched her walk away to resume her duties before turning his own steps toward the shelter.

The shelter was located at the church and its grounds on the town's plateau. It was a well-known local landmark with ample space, and its elevated position had protected it from both the monster attacks and the fires.

Though Vincent had removed his plate armor, he still wore his uniform with his sword at his hip, making his affiliation with the Knight Order obvious at a glance. Combined with his natural fame, his appearance in the crowded shelter drew immediate attention.

Vincent was accustomed to being the center of attention. In fact, he intentionally made himself visible to provide a sense of security to the anxious citizens. He also wanted to act as a lightning rod for those who needed to vent their anger or frustration at the Knight Order. To Vincent, a knight's duty wasn't just about repelling physical threats with a blade; it was about providing emotional stability as well.

Fortunately, several other knights were already active within the shelter, so he was able to move through the area and gather information without causing too much of a stir.

He approached a nun who was hurrying past and spoke to her apologetically.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"

"S-Sir Knight! Um, how can I help you?"

"I heard there is a woman named Erika treating patients here. I have a matter to discuss with her. Do you know where she might be?"

"Erika-san? I believe I saw her heading into the church's reception room just a few minutes ago."

"The reception room? Is she meeting with someone?"

"I'm not sure. Her companions were with her, but as for the details..."

Her companions—likely the ones mentioned in the report. If they were all together, it would be the perfect time to thank them all at once.

"I see. Could you show me where it is?"

"Go inside and it's behind the door on the right. However, access is generally restricted to authorized personnel..."

"I'll handle the negotiations myself. My apologies for interrupting your work. Thank you."

Vincent stepped into the church. Inside, many displaced residents were still huddled together, but as he had heard, there were no longer any untreated or critically wounded people in sight. He scanned the interior and found the door the nun had described. He gave it three firm knocks. After a brief pause, it opened.

A white-haired man in his sixties answered. From his clothing, he was clearly the priest of the church. He seemed to recognize Vincent immediately.

"Well, if it isn't the Commander of the Order of the Holy King. We thank you for your protection during this ordeal."

"It is merely a knight's duty. If anything, my own inadequacy resulted in many lives that could not be saved."

"Please, do not be so hard on yourself. Is there something you require today?"

"I heard that those who assisted us during the raid are here. I wished to thank them personally, so I took the liberty of visiting."

"I see. However, the timing may be poor."

As expected, they were in the middle of a meeting. Vincent hesitated, wondering if he should wait outside until they were finished.

"I understand. If it’s alright, may I wait until they’ve concluded their discussion?"

"That would be fine, but—"

"No, that won't be necessary."

A voice like a clear, ringing bell cut through the conversation.

Vincent looked toward the source and saw a woman with flowing black hair standing in the soft light filtering through the window. Her poise and beauty gave her an almost ethereal presence.

It had been five years since he last saw her, but there was no mistaking who she was.

"This is our first time speaking directly. I am Erika Sumeragi."

"And I am the Commander of the Order of the Holy King, Vincent van Westervoort."

They exchanged formal bows. To a casual observer, it was a picture of perfect etiquette, but Vincent sensed an underlying tension radiating from her.

"Please, come inside."

Erika invited him into the room without asking any further questions.

"Is this alright?"

"Yes. I suspect the reason for your visit is something that I, too, require right now."

Vincent couldn't quite grasp the meaning behind her words. Her gaze was direct, yet it felt as though she was looking right through him. He had rarely encountered someone her age who possessed such a weight of presence.

He could see why she had been Harold's fiancée. If one were to stand beside a man of that caliber, a woman like Erika was truly the only fitting choice.

With those thoughts in mind, he followed her into the reception room. Inside, there were nearly a dozen people gathered.

"Forgive the intrusion. I am Vincent, Commander of the Knight Order."

"T-The Commander!?"

A red-haired boy gasped in shock. The others in the room shared similar expressions of surprise and curiosity at the sudden appearance of the Order's highest-ranking officer.

"The Knight Order must be drowning in work right now. Why would the Commander himself come here?"

"Francis? What's gotten into you?"

The young man named Francis spoke with clear hostility. Judging by the confused reaction of the blue-haired man beside him, this wasn't his usual demeanor.

"I was told that during the attack, Lady Erika and everyone in this room fought bravely and treated the wounded. I wanted to express my gratitude, both as the Commander and personally."

There was no deception in his voice. Vincent made eye contact with each person in the room and bowed even deeper than before.

"You have my sincerest thanks."

"No, please! We only did what anyone would do!"

"S-Sir, please raise your head!"

The red-haired boy and a blonde girl seemed flustered and overwhelmed by the fact that the Commander was bowing to them. In contrast, Erika, Francis, and a young girl in a robe remained composed, watching Vincent with calculating eyes.

"Was that all you wished to say?"

"...No. There is something I wish to ask Lady Erika."

Vincent straightened his posture. Sensing the shift in his tone, the group's expression turned serious.

"And what might that be?"

"Lady Erika, do you happen to know the whereabouts of Harold Stokes?"

The moment those words left his lips, the atmosphere in the room plummeted, turning heavy and somber.
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"Why are you asking about Lord Harold?"

"I wish to speak with him regarding this attack and our future plans. However, I’m afraid I don't know his current whereabouts."

"So, you've come to ask me instead?"

"Precisely. I thought that you, given your close ties to Harold, might have some idea."

Erika’s eyes wavered for a fleeting moment at his words. She pressed her lips into a thin line, as if swallowing back a surge of emotion. However, after a long, steadying exhale, she regained her usual dignified composure.

"I do have a grasp of Lord Harold's movements. However, I cannot say that our relationship of trust is deep enough for me to share that information with you."

Erika spoke flatly, meeting Vincent’s gaze head-on. Her bluntness was so refreshing it almost made him smile, but he knew showing such an attitude would only widen the rift between them.

"I will be perfectly honest: I distrust you—or more accurately, I distrust the high command of the Knight Order."

"……I see."

Vincent understood exactly what she meant. Five years ago, during the incident in the Bertis Forest, the Knight Order Commander and the captain of the expeditionary force had both supported Harold's execution. Given that history, Erika’s suspicion toward the organization was entirely justified.

"You believe that the Order’s leadership, myself included, still harbors hostility toward Harold?"

"I am aware that you opposed his execution at the time. However, there is no guarantee your stance hasn't changed."

Erika likely suspected—or perhaps was certain—that the Knight Order had been compromised by an outside will. In truth, the Order of the Holy King had originated generations ago as the private soldiers of the current King’s ancestors. While it was common knowledge that this influence still lingered, Erika’s tone suggested something else entirely. She believed a power other than the Crown's was pulling the strings.

"That is a fair point. Then, let me begin by disclosing some information of my own."

"I’m listening."

"There is no doubt that an outside influence has reached the upper echelons of the Knight Order. That individual is Dr. Justus Freund. Harold is currently in opposition to him, and I believe the doctor is the true mastermind behind the attack on Travis."

The atmosphere in the room grew tense the moment Vincent mentioned Justus. It was clear that Erika’s group also held information regarding the man. Amidst the rising tension, Erika’s expression remained unreadable.

"Does this influence include you as well?"

"It did. But no longer."

"And what proof do you have of that?"

"Should I call it brainwashing? It’s a shameful admission, but I was being manipulated by Dr. Freund. It was Harold who saved me from his control."

Vincent hesitated, wondering how much more he should reveal. Since Erika was close to Harold, there might be no need for secrets, but he suspected Harold wouldn't appreciate the disclosure.

Judging by his actions, Harold was a secretive man. To be more precise, Vincent felt he was the type to shoulder every burden alone, never seeking help. Was it confidence born of his immense talent, or was he simply trying to keep others from being dragged into the dangerous affairs he pursued? If it was the latter, revealing everything now might betray Harold's intentions.

"If that is your basis for trust, then I assume the Knight Order was only able to deploy to Travis because Lord Harold warned you of the coming attack?"

Erika reached the truth instantly, leaping over Vincent’s internal deliberation. While the connections were there to be made, the speed at which she processed them proved she was remarkably sharp-witted.

"Um…… what are you talking about?"

The red-haired boy tilted his head, clearly lost. The girl with the ponytail beside him looked equally confused.

"Rainer, you know Harold has been moving around to crush Justus’s schemes, right?" Lifa interjected. "Freeing the Commander from brainwashing so he could send the Knight Order to Travis was just part of that."

"Well, that’s assuming we believe what he’s saying," the blue-haired youth added.

"Hey, if we start doubting everything, we'll never get anywhere."

Since they could doubt him indefinitely if they chose, it was only natural for their opinions to clash. However, Vincent didn't have time for bickering; he needed to earn their trust immediately. Above all, it seemed they knew far more about the situation than he had expected. Given their connection to Harold, perhaps that shouldn't have surprised him.

"Nearly two months ago, Harold gave me a direct warning. He told me to 'Allocate personnel to Travis' because 'That place will eventually become hell.'"

"As I thought. Lord Harold knew Travis would be targeted."

"Yes, there's no mistaking it. Then, a while after that warning, I received a letter from him."

"And what did it say?"

"He informed me that he had discovered a massive swarm of monsters nesting beneath the town of Burston."

"Are you serious……?" the blue-haired youth muttered involuntarily.

Erika’s expression stiffened slightly, and the weight of the silence in the room grew heavier.

"Based on that letter, I dispatched knights to Burston as well, where we confirmed the presence of the horde. I came here wanting to discuss information and countermeasures with him as soon as possible—"

"Please, wait. Is the Knight Order not yet aware that Burston has already been attacked?"

"What?"

Vincent had received no such report. While they had been overwhelmed with the crisis in Travis for the past few days, a disaster in Burston should have reached him immediately.

(What on earth is happening……?)

The simultaneous attacks on Travis and Burston were undoubtedly linked. It was entirely possible they happened at the same time. But if so, the lack of communication was inexplicable.

"It seems this is news to you. How does the Knight Order intend to proceed?"

"First, we need immediate confirmation of the facts. As soon as the situation is verified, we must dispatch reinforcements."

"I suppose that is the only procedure you can follow. Even if it means arriving in a week at the earliest."

Erika was right. That was the reality of their logistics. Even with airships, the Order couldn't commit a specific force until they knew the scale of the damage. While Vincent could exercise some field discretion in an emergency, Travis was currently a disaster zone itself. Excluding the knights guarding the Royal Capital, nearly every mobile unit was already here. Moving men out of Travis now would be a logistical nightmare, and selecting which units to divert to Burston would take precious time.

"As an organization, we have certain constraints. Even so, we must do what we can."

"Then, I have a proposal. Tomorrow afternoon, a Santia Trading Company airship arranged by the Sumeragi will arrive in Travis. It is carrying food, medical supplies, and daily necessities."

The Santia Trading Company was one of the largest in the kingdom, frequently dealing with the Royal Capital and boasting a fleet of merchant vessels. A company of that size maintained massive stockpiles and could mobilize resources through their private channels with incredible speed. They were exactly the kind of allies who shone in a crisis like this.

"……A prestigious house like the Sumeragi certainly has the connections. Still, that is remarkably fast."

"Yes. In truth, those supplies were originally secured by the Sumeragi for a different purpose."

"What do you mean?" Vincent asked, puzzled.

"Some time ago, Lord Harold sent a similar letter to the Sumeragi. To summarize, he warned that Burston was at risk of a monster attack and that he would be evacuating the residents. He asked the Sumeragi to prepare to receive the refugees."

In other words, while Harold warned the Knight Order about the military threat to Travis and Burston, he had simultaneously coordinated with the Sumeragi to handle the humanitarian side of the Burston evacuation. That explained how they had been able to move so quickly.

"Once the supplies are unloaded, I have arranged for us to board that airship. If you agree to my conditions, we will share everything we know about the situation in Burston."

If they had sent people to Burston in advance, they undoubtedly had a clearer picture of the disaster than he did. Accepting Erika's terms would save the Order the week it would take to scout the area, allowing them to act immediately.

Ordinarily, Vincent would be wary of such an offer. But the woman before him was Harold's former fiancée, and she was still fighting to support him. Harold was a man of many mysteries—outwardly abrasive and arrogant—but after meeting him, Vincent knew he was someone who would risk everything to save others. He was a man worth trusting.

Looking at Erika, Vincent saw that same underlying character. He made his decision.

"Very well. What is your condition?"

"I ask that you, along with as many knights as possible, accompany us to Burston. We depart the morning after tomorrow. We should reach the mountains near the town by that afternoon."

"……That hardly sounds like a condition. It only benefits us."

Sharing the reconnaissance and providing the fastest possible transport to the site was something Vincent would have normally had to beg for.

"Indeed. My actual condition pertains to what happens after we arrive. Yuno, if you please."

"Understood~"

A woman with a relaxed, drawling voice stepped forward. She appeared to be Erika's maid, but her movements were surprisingly disciplined, betraying none of her easygoing aura. She handed Erika an object, which was then placed on the table: a metal plate roughly the size of a palm.

"What is this?"

"A Magic Item. It can capture a scene from reality and record it as an image."

Magic Items varied wildly from the mundane to the miraculous. While Vincent wasn't an expert, he understood the immense value of a device that could record visual evidence. The image displayed on the plate was devastating.

"This is…… horrific."

"Yes. But this is the reality of Burston right now."

Vincent was speechless. The carnage in Travis was bad enough, but Burston had suffered just as much, if not more. Mounds of monster corpses were piled in the streets, and houses were shattered or burned. Most shockingly, nearly a third of the town’s land had simply vanished into a massive sinkhole.

"Fortunately, no residents were caught in the attack. However, there were those who stayed behind to fight to buy time for the evacuation."

"Was it…… him?"

Erika gave a small, solemn nod.

"The residents and the knights who fought alongside Lord Harold are reportedly safe. However, Lord Harold himself remained until the very end. He was caught in the collapse and…… is currently missing."

"……I’m sorry to hear that."

"No…… it’s alright."

Erika remained stoic, facing Vincent without letting a single tear fall. Vincent didn't know the full history between her and Harold. However, he could tell she still cared for him deeply, and the news of his disappearance must have filled her with grief and terror. Her strength in suppressed that pain earned his profound respect.

"As you can see, Burston is currently a very dangerous place. Knowing that, I will state my condition: You will cooperate with us in the search for Lord Harold."

"And that is all you ask?"

"Yes."

"Accepted. I shall begin preparations at once."

Vincent stood to leave. As he turned to go, he thought he saw a glimmer of tears in Erika's eyes as she looked down, but he chose to act as though he hadn't noticed.
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"Are you truly alright with this, Erika?"

After watching Vincent’s retreating figure, Francis exhaled a long sigh and turned to Erika.

"Yes. It appears the Knight Order’s high command has indeed been compromised by Dr. Justus. Even so, having spoken with him in person, I believe Commander Vincent is worth trusting for the time being."

"May I ask what led you to that conclusion?"

"Of course. Yuno, there is no mistake that a detachment of the Knight Order was sent to Burston and worked alongside Lord Harold to evacuate the residents, correct?"

"Yes. They were coordinating closely with both Lord Harold and Frieri," Yuno answered, shedding her usual listless drawl. It was proof enough that even she felt the weight of the current crisis.

Erika felt it, too. But that was exactly why she had to keep a cool head and act rationally, she told herself.

"If that is the case, then reports on the situation should have naturally reached the head of the Order, Commander Vincent. Since they haven't, we can consider a few possibilities."

The first was that the knights in Burston were wiped out, or that the scene was so chaotic that reports simply couldn't be sent. However, according to Yuno's intel, things hadn't reached such a dire state; compared to the Sumeragi Secret Squad, the knights should have been able to deliver information at roughly the same speed.

The second possibility was that reports from the field were being intercepted and suppressed before reaching the top. Erika suspected that if Dr. Freund had pawns within the Order, this was the most probable scenario.

"But there's a third possibility," Lifa interjected. "That commander might be one of Justus’s cronies, and he’s just lying to our faces."

Lifa's point was perfectly reasonable. No matter how well they understood the current situation, they still didn't understand Justus's ultimate goal, making it impossible to predict his next move.

"Any counter-argument I offer would likely result in a fruitless debate. If I were to provide a basis for why I find that possibility unlikely, it would amount to little more than saying I felt he was a man of integrity after speaking with him directly."

"I don't intend to doubt your judgment of character, Erika, but that's not the only reason, is it?"

"……That’s true."

Even without the details, Lifa had sensed that Erika had a plan. In truth, Erika did have her own logic, though she hesitated to share it in this moment.

However, precisely because this was an emergency, transparency was vital. Erika had always wished for Harold to be more open; if she kept secrets from her own companions now, she would lose the right to say anything to him later.

"If we assume he is an ally of Dr. Justus, his reason for approaching us was likely to gauge how much we know and what we intend to do next."

Neither Lifa nor Francis interrupted. They likely already understood this much.

"If he deemed us negligible, he would leave us be. But if we possess information that cannot be overlooked, he might resort to more aggressive measures."

"Aggressive measures?" Rainer asked.

"The simplest solution would be our elimination. In short, he would kill us."

Erika replied without a hint of hesitation. Rainer and Colette, who clearly hadn't expected such a blunt answer, gasped. They were the only two whose expressions changed so visibly.

"We have clashed swords with Lord Harold before. I won't dwell on the results of that encounter, but if Commander Vincent possesses strength equal to or greater than Lord Harold’s, he could easily annihilate us all."

Erika used the word "if," but considering Vincent had stood at the front lines to push back the monster assault, it was hardly surprising to think he possessed combat capabilities on par with Harold.

"Well, I get the logic," Hugo said, "but would he really kill royalty or high-ranking nobles like Erika and Fran so easily?"

"Even if he’s strong enough to do it, you’d think he’d hesitate because of the political fallout. Normally, at least," Lifa added.

"What do you mean?"

"Did you forget what Harold told us? If Justus’s plan succeeds, this entire continent might sink. If that happens, titles like 'princess' or 'noble' won't mean a thing."

Lifa was right. If an unprecedented disaster like the sinking of the continent truly occurred, the kingdom's survival was in doubt. In such chaos, public safety organizations would collapse; no one would have the resources to pursue a murderer. If Vincent was staking everything on the success of this plan, he would have no reason to hesitate.

"It is a worst-case assumption, but we must mitigate the risk of being wiped out in a single stroke. Therefore, the rescue party for Lord Harold will consist only of myself, Ventus, and Lilium."

"I’m not necessarily disagreeing," Hugo said, "but why take those two specifically?"

He noticed the team division wasn't random, but he hadn't quite grasped the underlying motive. Erika confessed her intentions without deception.

"Because there is a possibility that these two are in league with Dr. Freund."

"Th-That's not true! I would never—!"

Ventus caught Lilium’s arm just as she began to protest. "Calm down, Lilium."

"B-But..."

"Lady Erika's point is valid. We haven't been able to prove our innocence yet."

Ventus seemed to have an objective grasp of their precarious position. It pained Erika to voice her suspicions so openly; it went against her innate kindness, and she had seen how they had fought alongside the group during the crisis, risking their lives without regard for danger.

However, if they truly weren't internal investigators and genuinely wanted to help Harold, this was their chance.

"Besides, this is exactly what we wanted," Ventus continued. "If Lord Harold is in danger, there's no better time to repay our debt, is there?"

"Ah! I... I see..."

Once the two had settled, Erika asked again. "Then, you will accompany me?"

"Of course."

"Yes! Please, let us go!"

"……And that is the situation. What do you think, Rainer?"

"W-Why are you asking me?" Rainer faltered.

"Because you are our leader."

Erika watched him carefully. It was clear that since the incident at the mansion, Rainer had harbored deep doubts about Harold. Since it was a sensitive subject, Erika hadn't pushed him on it yet.

Given his uncertainty, he might hesitate to rescue Harold. If Erika acted on her own authority now, the party might fracture—something she desperately wanted to avoid. She needed to ensure everyone was on the same page.

"My desire to help Lord Harold is my own personal decision. However, we must decide as a party how we intend to move forward."

"I... I..."

Erika could see Rainer’s internal struggle clearly. She felt like a calculating person for cornering him like this. A young man as pure and driven by justice as Rainer could never disregard a life based on personal feelings. Furthermore, Harold’s rescue was also the express wish of the Knight Commander he so admired.

To ask him while knowing all that felt manipulative.

"……I think we should help him. I agree with Erika’s proposal."

"……Thank you, Rainer."

"It’s settled, then," Lifa said, clapping her hands together. "Let's get moving."

They spent the next day finalizing logistics: individual equipment, coordination between the two groups, and establishing windows for regrouping. Since they were heading into Travis and Burston—both highly volatile areas—they had to prepare for the unexpected.

Between planning and coordinating with the Santia Trading Company to unload supplies, it was nearly midnight by the time Erika finally prepared for bed. At dawn, she would board a merchant ship for Burston.

She knew she needed sleep, but her mind refused to rest. She slipped out to the inn’s courtyard to gaze at the night sky. In contrast to her heart, which felt shrouded in a heavy mist, the sky above was a brilliant tapestry of stars.

Was Harold safe? Or was the worst-case scenario already waiting for them?

Even though she believed in him, the dark thoughts crept back in the moment she let her guard down. She exhaled a long breath, trying to reclaim her composure, when the sound of rustling grass reached her ears.

"Good work today, Erika."

Lifa approached, her voice as spirited as ever. Erika felt a wave of relief. Lifa surely felt the same anxiety and impatience, yet her refusal to let it show made her an incredibly grounding presence.

"The same to you, Lifa. You were working quite hard on the fine-tuning, weren't you?"

"I have to. We don't know what we’re walking into. Especially on your end, where the intel is a total black hole."

"That’s true..."

While they had reports of the disaster in Burston, they wouldn't know the truth until they saw it. A massive monster invasion followed by a large-scale collapse—depending on the state of the ruins, they might not even be able to start a search.

"Still, I will do everything in my power. No matter the result."

"……You know, Erika, you’ve really started to resemble Harold lately."

"Eh? D-Do you think so?"

The comparison caught Erika off guard. Being told she was like Harold made her want to rejoice, but the nuance in Lifa’s voice suggested it wasn't strictly a compliment.

"In what way?"

"The way you act while knowing full well your life is on the line. And the way you try to shoulder everything yourself."

"I... I suppose I can't argue with that."

If Vincent or the two she was taking with her turned out to be traitors, her safety was forfeit. If Justus was behind Burston, there would surely be traps. In fact, for a high-born lady, this entire months-long journey on the edge of death was the height of recklessness.

"But I only found that resolve because of you, Lifa."

The "spell" Lifa had cast on her back at the plateau—encouraging her to be more selfish—had clarified her complex feelings for Harold. She hadn't changed completely, but she was finally able to move forward because of Lifa.

"Is that so? Then I guess I’ll take my share of the responsibility for making you this way." Lifa laughed mischievously, just as she had then.

Seeing that smile, Erika realized how much she relied on the fact that she wasn't alone. Without her friends, her heart would have broken long ago.

“You should learn to rely on others a bit more.”

She had once said those words to Harold. Now, she etched them into her own heart.

"Thank you, Lifa. I’m counting on you, now and always."

Erika’s gratitude was genuine. Lifa looked away, a bashful smile playing on her lips.

I want to be of help to Harold. She would no longer hesitate in that resolve.

The dawn was coming, and it was almost time to move.
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The sky that morning was a brilliant, cloudless blue, so bright it was dazzling to look upon. With the winds calm and the air still, it was the perfect weather for a voyage through the skies.

Though it was still early enough to be considered dawn, Erika, Yuno, Ventus, Lilium, Vincent, and a small group of handpicked knights had already completed their preparations.

All that remained was to board the merchant ship.

"Thank you for waiting. Please follow me and board in an orderly fashion."

Having finished the final checks for departure, a crew member from the Santia Trading Company opened the gate to the pier. The knights began to file onto the ship first.

Erika and her companions turned to say their temporary goodbyes to the party members staying behind in Travis, but one person was missing: Rainer.

According to Hugo and Francis, Rainer’s bed had been found empty since daybreak.

"Is Rainer still not here?"

"No... I wonder where he could have gone..."

Colette looked distraught. Rather than being angry that he had failed to see them off, her anxiety was clear; if it weren't for the impending departure, she likely would have run off to search for him immediately.

Rainer's recent behavior had been so out of character that such concern was only natural.

"That guy... I saw him head out after dinner last night, but he didn't get back until the middle of the night," Hugo muttered, crossing his arms and furrowing his brow.

As the eldest of the group, Hugo was observant, and he had naturally picked up on the shift in Rainer. In truth, Rainer was the only one who seemed to believe he was acting like his usual self.

"My men have finished boarding... Is there a problem?" Vincent asked, approaching the group after noticing their hesitation.

"It isn't exactly a problem, but we haven't seen Rainer—one of our companions—since this morning."

"Ah, the red-haired youth. I encountered him last night and spoke with him for a moment. He seemed to be agonizing over something."

"You spoke? About what, exactly?"

"It was a personal matter, so I cannot divulge the details. He seemed troubled by a friendship, so I merely offered some advice based on my own experiences."

Vincent was likely trying to respect Rainer’s privacy, but Erika could easily guess that the "friendship" in question involved Harold.

"From your conversation, do you have any idea why he might have disappeared?"

"I don’t believe so... though I cannot deny the possibility that our talk influenced him in some way."

Since Vincent couldn't truly know Rainer’s state of mind, that was the only answer he could give.

To summarize: after dinner, Rainer had gone into town, encountered Vincent, and likely confessed his inner conflict regarding Harold. After receiving some advice, he returned to the inn late at night, only to vanish before anyone else awoke.

What had Vincent said to him, and what was Rainer thinking now? In their current situation, they lacked both the time and the information to find out.

Vincent belongs to the Justus Faction... Did he plant some sort of suggestion in Rainer's mind? Erika wondered.

But even if that were true, was there any need for such a roundabout method to manipulate Rainer? What could be the motive? In a worst-case scenario, Vincent was an enemy who would draw his sword the moment they boarded the airship. But if that were the case, would he intentionally draw suspicion to himself by mentioning his secret meeting with Rainer?

(Worrying about it here won't bring me any answers.)

With so little information, Erika decided it would be unwise to change her plans based on mere speculation. With so many lives on the line and so many people involved, she had to avoid any reckless moves.

"...It is time. We must depart."

"Don't worry about us. We’ll handle things on this end," Hugo said firmly.

"Yes. We're counting on you."

Erika bowed to the four staying behind, then turned on her heel to head up the pier.

"Wait a second—!"

A sudden shout from behind made her stop in her tracks.

The voice was unmistakably Rainer’s. Erika turned to see him sprinting toward them, his red hair glowing vividly in the morning sun.

She thought for a moment that he had merely come to see them off, but Rainer dashed past Colette and the others, charging straight up the pier.

"R-Rainer? What is the matter?"

Having run a significant distance at full speed, Rainer braced his hands on his knees, gasping for air. After a moment to catch his breath, he looked up, his eyes clear and devoid of hesitation as he faced Erika.

"I'm going too! I'm going to save Harold!"

The declaration was entirely unexpected. Erika had thought he was struggling with his feelings toward Harold—that he was trying to distance himself. At least, that was how it had appeared to her.

"Why so suddenly...?"

"...I realized that I can't keep going like this. I don't have the slightest clue what Harold is thinking, honestly."

"That... is true for all of us."

It wasn't just Rainer. No one, Erika included, truly understood what went on in Harold’s mind. The fact that she wanted to be someone who could stay by his side and understand him, yet had failed so utterly to do so, was a source of great frustration and sorrow for her.

"Right. But if I don't know, then I just have to find out. And I realized that to do that, I have to face him and talk to him properly."

His answer was remarkably similar to the one Erika had found for herself. To face Harold head-on without fear of their relationship shattering. It was a conclusion Erika had reached only after much agonizing, several detours, and encouragement from Lifa. Rainer had evidently navigated his own internal labyrinth to arrive at the same place.

"That's why I'm going. Because I still want to be Harold's rival—and his friend!"

"Rainer..."

He spoke with conviction. This straightforwardness and inner strength were his defining traits, and his current resolve—having triumphed over his doubt—showed just how much he had grown.

"I'd say it's fine. Why not go with them?" Lifa chimed in.

"Yeah. That sounds more like you, Rainer," Francis added.

"And while you're at it, give him a piece of your mind for making us worry!" Hugo grunted.

"D-Do your best, Rainer!" Colette cheered.

One by one, his companions encouraged him. There was still work to be done in Travis, and as they had discussed, the journey to Burston would be perilous. Knowing all this, they still gave him their blessing. Erika saw no reason to refuse him.

"I understand. Let's go together, Rainer."

"Yeah!"

His gloomy atmosphere from the day before completely gone, Rainer boarded the airship with confidence. He walked straight up to Vincent, who had been watching the exchange, and bowed deeply.

"Um, thank you so much for everything!"

"I did very little. But if I helped clear the clouds from your heart, even slightly, then I am glad."

Erika assumed this was about their talk from the night before. Seeing them interact, it wasn't hard to imagine that Vincent had played a role in Rainer’s decision to face Harold.

"That's not true. If I'd just stayed stuck in my own head... I probably wouldn't have been able to take action like this."

"Haha, well, I experienced something similar in my own youth."

"Something similar?"

"Indeed." Vincent narrowed his eyes as if looking back across the years. "I have an old friend. Among our circle, he’s a man who is called all sorts of things—frivolous, lazy, a drunkard. But if it weren't for him... if Cody hadn't been there, I wouldn't be in the Knight Order today."

Cody. It was a name Erika knew well.

Five years ago, after the Battle of Bertis Forest, he was the man who had welcomed her into the Knight Order Headquarters when she was being turned away at the gates, eventually bringing her to Harold. Afterward, he had joined the effort to overturn Harold’s death sentence. She hadn't had the chance to meet him since.

"So he was your childhood friend, Commander Vincent?"

"Now that I think about it, Lady Erika, you have met him, haven't you?"

"Yes. He was very kind to me in the past."

Looking back, Cody had spoken of Vincent—then the Vice Commander—as someone he trusted implicitly. Their bond was clearly forged in steel.

"I see... He should be in Burston now as well. He’s the type of man who wouldn't die even if you killed him, so I'm sure he’s fine."

Though Vincent spoke lightly, Erika could sense the underlying flicker of anxiety. By speaking so casually, he was likely trying to convince himself more than anyone else. It was a reminder that even a man strong enough to lead the Knight Order was still human. He had his own vulnerabilities—just like Harold.

"Yes. I believe so too," Erika said, offering a small smile of encouragement that seemed to put Vincent at ease.



The first thing Harold felt when he regained consciousness was a crushing weight of fatigue. Then came the sharp pain in his arms and legs; he was kneeling, his wrists bound by heavy chains.

(I've been tied up like this before...)

It was a memory he didn't care to revisit, but it remained etched in his mind.

Compared to the previous underground dungeon, this room was brighter and cleaner, which was a small mercy. However, given the man standing before him, his mood plummeted to the absolute depths regardless of the decor.

"You’ve finally woken up, Harold."

"And you've finally developed a troublesome fetish, Justus."

"That’s the first thing out of your mouth? I’m glad to see your mind is still sharp."

The cadence of the speech, the minute gestures—it was unmistakably the Justus Freund that Harold knew. Yet, the body belonged to Sarah, a girl of barely ten years.

Harold couldn't fathom how this had happened. No such event had occurred in the game. However, based on his knowledge of the original story and the current circumstances, he could make an educated guess.

(Justus’s plan is to resurrect Estelle. To do that, he has to extract her astral body from the planet’s core and synchronize it with the vessel of a Star Child.)

Synchronization. And to extract Estelle’s astral body, Justus himself had to synchronize his own astral body with the core. It was the act of transferring one's consciousness and ego into a vessel other than one’s own flesh.

It sounded absurd when put into words, but no matter how much of a genius Justus was, he wouldn't attempt such a feat without practice. If he failed the final step, everything he had sacrificed and prepared for would be lost.

(So, naturally, he must have tested ego synchronization...)

Using his own ego. And before that, likely using others as test subjects. This "Justus in Sarah's body" was the fruit of that research.

"Hmph. How does it feel to inhabit the body of a brat?"

"There was a great deal of discomfort at first. But I’ve grown accustomed to it now."

(Accustomed to it now...?)

The way he spoke suggested he had been synchronized with Sarah for some time. Yet the real Justus had clearly been present in his own body until very recently.

As Harold’s thoughts threatened to grind to a halt, he forced himself to piece the data together. Just before he had passed out, there was one other person Justus had been synchronized with—a man who was not in this room. Cody Luzial.

He wondered if such a thing was even technically possible. And if it were, he felt a chill of terror at the thought of a man who would subject his own soul to such a process.

"The fragmentation... of your ego? You split your consciousness...?"

To Harold, it was an act of pure insanity. But the person standing before him was a scientist who had abandoned sanity long ago.

As if to embody that very madness, a deep, dark smile spread across the young girl's face.

"Correct. I’ll give you a hundred points for that, Harold."
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"Don't make me laugh. What’s this about 'a hundred points'?"

Harold spat the words with as much loathing as he could summon. He was well aware that such defiance was ultimately futile, but it wasn't as though adopting a meek attitude would make his situation any better.

Despite his opponent's appearance as a lovely young girl, Harold felt that if he didn't consciously stoke his own rebellion, he would be swallowed whole by Justus’s madness. Whether or not Justus noticed that internal struggle, his smile didn't falter for a second.

"Still running that mouth, even in this position. Or perhaps your Future Foresight predicts a way out of this?"

"Hah. Who knows."

"You won't deny it, then? Well, it makes no difference to me."

The chair groaned as Justus sat, facing the kneeling Harold. Unlike the dungeon cell they had occupied before, there were no bars between them now. Yet, Justus sat with his legs crossed, completely unguarded right before Harold’s eyes.

The movements were refined and practiced—unbecoming of a young girl—which only heightened the sense of dissonance. The smile he had worn a moment ago vanished, replaced by a mask of indifference as he looked down at Harold.

Harold had no idea what went on in Justus’s head.

He knew the man’s goals, methods, and motives from the game, but that was just data he had been provided. He had never once managed to grasp the logic—or the twisted emotions—that actually drove the man.

"Harold, I find you fascinating as an entity. Do you understand why?"

"None of my business. And I’ve no desire to find out."

"...Hm. That doesn't sound like a lie. Then again, you’ve never told me a direct lie, have you?"

Harold’s face twisted with a hint of bitterness. The observation was accurate, and the fact that Justus had seen through him so completely was terrifying.

"You assumed that if you lied to my face, I would see right through it. That was your reasoning, wasn't it?"

"..."

"Conversely, that means you have a secret you're desperate to keep from me. Your Future Foresight is one such secret."

The man's tone wasn't even inquisitive; he spoke with the flat certainty of someone proving a mathematical formula. Justus had already reached his own conclusion.

"I’d say Future Foresight is nothing but absurd nonsense."

"To claim that now... well, there were simply too many suspicious discrepancies in your behavior to ignore."

I suppose he’s right, Harold thought.

Justus had clearly been tracking his movements for a long time, especially recently. To put it simply, he had been using Harold while fully aware that Harold would eventually betray him. If that were the case, he undoubtedly had countermeasures prepared for this exact moment.

"Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains—however improbable—must be the truth. It is a self-evident principle."

"So that's your conclusion? Future Foresight. And what do you intend to do with that knowledge?"

"Nothing. Even if there were a way to seize that power for myself, it doesn't interest me."

Justus stated flatly that he didn't care about something as significant as predicting the future. Harold could tell he wasn't lying or bluffing. That was what made him so unfathomably eerie.

Future Foresight was a devastatingly powerful tool, one Harold had relied on just to survive this long. Normally, if a hostile opponent possessed such an ability, one would be on maximum alert.

"I know you're indifferent toward others, but if even the power to see the future doesn't move you, then I see even less reason for you to be interested in me."

"True. To put it simply, it is your existence itself that I find compelling."

Harold’s existence itself. He couldn't grasp the finer nuances of the statement, but a foul premonition flickered through his mind. That feeling sharpened into near-certainty as Justus continued.

"You harbor several abnormalities. We can include Future Foresight among them. When taken together, they suggest that you are an entity that falls outside the laws of this world."

"...What are you getting at?"

"It is still merely a hypothesis, but if I were to venture a question, it would be this: Harold Stokes, who are you?"

On the surface, the question sounded philosophical, but its intent was chillingly literal. Justus was looking at Harold and seeing someone other than Harold Stokes. He didn't understand the mechanics or the identity yet, but he was catching a faint scent of Kazuki Hirasawa.

Facing that inorganic voice and the cold, piercing gaze, Harold felt he had no choice but to accept that reality.

"...I don't follow. I am me."

"You really are a poor liar. Though, whether my hypothesis was right or wrong, I suppose I would have received a similar answer regardless."

"Hmph. Disappointed that your guess was off?"

"Not at all. The very fact that you are holding a conversation with me right now serves as a minor proof of my theory."

Harold couldn't begin to parse the man's logic. How did a simple conversation provide proof?

Now that the world had diverged so drastically from the original story, there were more and more instances where his game knowledge failed him. It was terrifying to realize that every word or reaction he gave might be providing Justus with hints he didn't even notice he was giving.

Looking at this man, the fear of death he had worked so hard to suppress threatened to claw its way back to the surface.

"I'm glad you're satisfied... So, what do you intend to do with me?"

"If the success of my plan were my only priority, you would be the most dangerous obstacle in my path. There is no question that killing you would be the safest course of action. However..."

Justus’s eyes usually looked like those of a dead fish, entirely devoid of light. But now, perhaps because he was inhabiting Sarah’s body, they burned with a feverish glow. Those eyes, clouded with madness, seemed to be looking at Harold while simultaneously staring at something far beyond him.

"Harold, you represent a new possibility for both her and me."

"A possibility...?"

"Yes. You harbor a potential so profound it might render my current plans obsolete."

Harold had no idea what he was talking about.

Justus’s life's work revolved around Ester, his lost love. His plan was to bring her back—or more accurately, to recover her Astral Body and anchor it into the Vessel of a Star Child to achieve a pseudo-resurrection. To do so, he needed to expose the Planet's Core and perform the suicidal act of synchronizing with it, an act that would likely cause the core to collapse and the entire continent to sink.

Harold was trying to stop that plan, certainly. But he wouldn't describe himself as someone who made the plan "worthless." If Justus called him a "possibility," it meant Harold possessed something that offered an alternative to Justus’s current methods.

But no matter how hard he thought, Harold couldn't imagine what kind of trump card he could possibly be holding.

"Have you finally lost your mind?"

"Shall we find out? Whether it's me who is mad, or this world."

No, it's definitely you, Harold thought, swallowing the retort. There was no point in wasting insults on a man like Justus.

Instead, he needed to glean whatever information he could from this baffling situation and find a way to escape. He stared intently at the girl who was currently a puppet for a madman.

"Ultimately, it's a trivial distinction. As long as I can achieve my one true goal, it matters not if everything in this world is insane."

Those words were spoken with absolute, terrifying sincerity. The only thing that mattered to Justus was Ester; he was perfectly willing to break himself and the world if it meant getting her back. It was a love defined by madness.

"Let's return to the point. Harold, I believe that within your body, you harbor an existence distinct from yourself."

Without any fanfare, Justus dropped a bombshell that cut straight to the heart of the matter.

Harold didn't know how the man had reached that conclusion, but he had lived with a constant, gnawing certainty that he would be found out eventually. That was why he had always been so guarded.

"I don't believe your abnormality is the result of multiple personalities or a dissociative disorder. It isn't that a single self has fractured; rather, two distinct selves coexist within a single physical frame."

The "self"—Kazuki—who was currently controlling Harold’s body and thinking these thoughts was indeed a separate entity from the Original Harold sleeping within. From Kazuki's perspective, they had originated from entirely different dimensions.

If even Justus called it an event "outside the laws of this world," then it was undoubtedly unique—likely a phenomenon occurring only to Harold. And Justus saw some kind of potential in that.

"I took the liberty of investigating a few things while you were unconscious."

While I was asleep... Did that mean several days had already passed since the battle in Burston? To Harold, it felt like only a few hours—or at most a day—since he had blacked out. He might be in much deeper trouble than he realized.

"You're a bit late for that, aren't you?"

"I was simply being cautious. I had no way of knowing what traps you might have laid, so I had to take every precaution before proceeding."

It was unlikely he had orchestrated the entire Burston incident just for this, but he had clearly utilized the chaos to exhaust Harold and capture him safely. If that were the case, Harold had walked right into the snare.

The irony was that Harold hadn't set any traps at all. At most, he’d thought, If I get jumped, I’ll just kick everyone's ass and bolt. If that simplicity had looked like a trap to Justus, then the man wasn't as omniscient as he seemed.

"The results, however, confirmed my theory: your body plays host to two Astral Bodies. Two distinct Astral Bodies in a single human frame... Theoretically, such a thing is impossible."

"...Just like Future Foresight?"

"Indeed. That is another hallmark of your abnormality. To be blunt, I have yet to determine the principle that allows this phenomenon to exist."

"It's not like you to admit defeat so easily."

"I am only unable to determine it for now. Given enough time, that will change."

The idea of someone from the real world possessing a game character was something that felt like the work of a god, but Harold had a sinking feeling that if anyone could bridge that gap through science, it was Justus.

"So, you may rest easy. I have no intention of killing you until I have unraveled this mystery."

"Why...? Why go to such lengths—"

"Why am I so fixated on you? On this phenomenon?"

Justus’s smile widened, and the madness in his eyes intensified.

"Because if I can solve this riddle, then she and I can exist within the same body! We can share the same world, closer than anyone or anything else! Literally becoming one would no longer be a mere dream!"

To share a body. To be together forever. To eventually merge into one. Justus spoke of it as if it were a beautiful dream. To a man willing to let the world burn to see Ester again, this was the ultimate prize.

But...

"How laughable."

The words Harold spat were colder than ever, fueled by a searing rage rising from deep within. Justus had called Harold's situation "wonderful"—a "dream." He said it without knowing the agony, the fear, and the grief Harold had endured for the past eight years.

Kazuki Hirasawa had lost his home, his friends, and his own body. He didn't even know if he could ever go back. Every day had been a struggle for survival, a desperate crawl through misery just to stay alive.

All of it—every drop of sweat and blood—had been to reach the end of the story and stop this man's insane plan.

"Pathetic. If that's what you're after, then I will make sure your wish never comes true."

"You speak as though you understand exactly what's happening to you."

"Even if I do, I’m not telling you a damn thing."

"I thought as much. It seems the truth serum has no effect on you."

So they had drugged him before he woke up. The fact that he could hold a coherent conversation was apparently further proof for Justus—likely because the presence of two Astral Bodies interfered with the drug's ability to cloud his mind. As always, the man was thorough.

Justus snapped his fingers.

The door flew open, and ten men filed in. Among them were several familiar faces—the most prominent being Cody. Every one of them shared a chilling trait: despite their different features, their eyes were the same sky-blue as Justus’s.

"Did you foresee this future, Harold?"

The Justus inhabiting Cody's body drew a sword. The other knights followed suit, each of them wearing a faint, hollow smile.

It was hard to believe, but it wasn't just Sarah and Cody. Every person in the room was likely a fragment of Justus’s divided ego.

"Now, let us begin the next experiment."

Justus spoke through the girl's voice.

It was a room that, without a doubt, embodied the pinnacle of madness.
Chapter 131

With a dry, metallic clatter, a sword was tossed before Harold’s eyes. It was a weapon he was all too familiar with—the life-draining blade Justus had once forced upon him. 

At the same moment, the chains binding him fell away.

"Take up the sword, Harold."

Justus held every conceivable advantage. Under such circumstances, being told to arm himself felt like the prelude to a disaster. Still, Harold knew he wouldn’t stand a chance of surviving this without a weapon. Justus might not have intended to kill him yet, but if it served his research into astral bodies, the man wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep over whether Harold kept his limbs or not.

Fighting the unnatural sluggishness that weighed down his limbs, Harold gripped the hilt and forced himself to his feet. There was only one exit: the door Cody and the others had entered through. To escape this encirclement, he would have to cut his way through them.

Harold took a combat stance, spitting out a curse. 

"How foolish of you to cast aside your advantage..."

"It is no matter. I expect you to resist with everything you have."

Harold wondered just how much of this the man had calculated. Justus possessed a terrifying presence, an aura of a final boss that seemed poised to outmaneuver even someone like Harold, who possessed knowledge of the original story. 

But now was not the time to shrink back. If he couldn’t break through here, he would never grasp a future where he escaped his death flags.

(Even so, what the hell am I supposed to do here...?)

Even if he managed to defeat the version of Justus currently inhabiting Sarah’s body, she was merely a fragment of the man's divided consciousness. For all he knew, Justus’s mind might be shared among everyone in the room except for himself. 

Simply put, he was facing people brainwashed by Justus. Knowing that, Harold couldn't bring himself to cut them down.

His priority had to be escape. The problem was identifying where he was. 

Judging by the texture of the walls and ceiling, the architecture resembled the research facility deep within the mine, but the chances of that place surviving the monster rampage in Burston were slim. Based on Justus’s tone, Harold had been unconscious for a significant amount of time; it was only natural to assume he had been moved.

(This place looks far too modern... Modern? Wait, could it be...?)

Structures that could be described as "modern" were virtually non-existent in the world of Brave Hearts. The only exception was the Astral Research Institute, the pinnacle of the world's scientific advancement. 

However, there was one other place. Harold searched his memories for artifacts that shared this sleek, artificial texture. 

Then it clicked. 

(Am I inside the aerial fortress...?!)

The Star Children, architects of the ancient civilization, had long since vanished from the planet. The aerial fortress they were said to have left behind was a construct distinct even from the other ruins of their era. 

The game hadn't delved into the specifics, treating it as a mysterious "black box," but the atmosphere and design had always felt completely separate from the rest of the world's aesthetic. 

If this was indeed the interior of the fortress, it was likely still enshrined deep underground. Once it took flight, a portion of the planet's core—the Stellar Memory—would be exposed, signaling the beginning of the story's climax. 

In the game’s cutscenes, the fortress had uprooted the earth and shattered mountains as it ascended. Realistically, one would expect the fortress itself to be pulverized by the pressure, but it had remained utterly unscathed—a true "anything goes" piece of technology. It was a classic trope for ancient game civilizations, but it was still an absurd out-of-place artifact.

"Ah, I forgot to mention one thing. If you wish for them to live, I suggest you defeat them thoroughly."

"...What are you getting at?"

"Their lives are in my hands. That will remain the case unless you can resolve their astral body erosion—or, to use a term you might find more familiar, their brainwashed state."

Harold didn't know the exact mechanics of "astral body erosion," but he had no intention of actually fighting Cody and the others. His plan had been to focus entirely on evasion and regrouping. 

Justus, however, had read his mind. He was implicitly threatening to kill them if Harold tried to run. Whether it was a bluff or not didn't matter; it was exactly the kind of thing Justus was capable of.

"Truly, your lack of taste is enough to make me retch."

The man knew exactly where to strike to cause Harold the most grief. 

With the exception of Cody, neutralizing the others wouldn't be particularly difficult. However, "neutralizing" them meant using the life-draining sword’s power on every single person here, just as he had with Finnegan and Ventus. In short, Justus was baiting Harold into using the sword.

Despite seeing the trap, Harold couldn't bring himself to abandon them. And to make matters worse, he had to do all this while dealing with a powerhouse like Cody.

Harold let out a heavy breath that was halfway between a sigh and a focused intake of air.

(This is going to be a real pain in the neck...)



The town of Burston was a ruin, no better off than Travis.

The main gate was so thoroughly destroyed that they had to take a detour just to enter the perimeter. The buildings were in a state of near-total collapse from the monster invasion, but the most jarring sight was the massive crater. Peering into the sinkhole, which was dozens of meters across, one could see the remains of houses buried under tons of earth.

Piles of charred monster carcasses were stacked throughout the streets. It was a testament to the efficiency of the responders that they were already managing the cleanup alongside the evacuation. 

Nevertheless, it was clear that reconstruction would take years—if it happened at all. While the scale of the damage in Travis was broader, the severity in Burston felt more profound. 

It was nothing short of a miracle that there were no fatalities.

"...No, it wasn't a miracle."

Erika whispered to herself. This result wasn't luck; it was the fruit of the collective labor of everyone who had worked to save the town, Harold included. 

To ensure the safety of the people, Harold had stood as the sole rearguard against an army of monsters, ensuring not a single civilian was lost. He had been swallowed by the collapse as the price for his heroism, but Erika had come this far believing with every fiber of her being that he was still alive.

"Sorry to keep you waiting."

Vincent returned to the group after finishing his briefing with the knights stationed in the town. He was accompanied by two knights she didn't recognize and a man whose rugged gear marked him as a mercenary.

"The situation is largely as Erika-san reported. No casualties among the residents, the Order, or the mercenary group Harold employed."

"And those who were late to evacuate?"

"None found so far. We're currently cross-referencing the resident ledger at the shelters to be certain."

With no deaths, no missing persons, and no critical injuries, the immediate crisis of human life was over. From here, the recovery would be a matter for the administration, the local lord, and the Kingdom's coffers.

"Regarding the search for Harold, we found the people who were with him until the moment he disappeared."

"Are they the ones?"

"Yes. They fought alongside him in this town until the very end. Let’s hear what they have to say and organize our next move."

Following Vincent, they were led to a makeshift shack. Inside, there were only a few benches and a single table; crates and bags had been shoved into the corners to make room. It was likely a field office the vanguard had been using, but it served well enough for a quiet conversation.

"Tell them what you told me. Sid."

"Yes, sir!"

The young knight named Sid spoke up clearly, recounting the events. 

"I was assigned to evacuation duty. During the process, a couple realized their child might have run back into the town."

"Why did they think the child went back?"

"They said the child might have gone to retrieve a forgotten stuffed animal."

A young child, oblivious to the mortal peril approaching, slipping away from their parents for a toy. It was a heartbreakingly plausible scenario.

"I went back in with Aileen and a few others to search. We met Keith-san near the town entrance."

"I was working for the Master," the mercenary named Keith interjected. "I had a small crew left in town. Between us and the knights, there were maybe ten of us total."

"When we reached the center of town, we found Harold. He was protecting the child, holding off a swarm of monsters by himself..."

"The moment he saw us, he handed the child over and told us to run."

Erika felt a pang in her chest. Prioritizing others, placing himself in the path of greatest danger—it was quintessentially Harold.

"The Frieri members took the kid and ran for the shelters with the other knights as guards. The three of us stayed behind to help the Master."

Erika admired their courage. Whether it was knightly duty or mercenary loyalty, staying behind in that chaos required immense resolve.

"Well, it was ninety percent the Master doing the work. I don't think it mattered much whether we were there or not," Keith said with a self-deprecating smirk. "The Master held the line against the main force, and we just picked off the ones that leaked through. We did everything we could to keep them from breaking out of the town."

"He held the line? Harold did that alone?" 

Rainer asked the question before he could stop himself. Having survived the nightmare in Travis, he found the idea of one man stopping a tide of monsters almost impossible to process.

"Yes. It sounds like a tall tale, but he was facing hundreds of them on his own."

"...No, I believe you. I know exactly how strong that guy is."

Rainer sat with his fists clenched tight on his knees. Erika couldn't begin to guess the depth of the emotions swirling in his heart. He was here carrying his own complex burdens, far beyond what words could convey.

"We were holding out as best we could, but..."

Sid, who had been speaking fluidly, suddenly hesitated. He wasn't falling silent; he was struggling to find the right words.

"What happened next... we don't fully understand it ourselves. I think even telling you will only cause confusion."

"That doesn't matter. Please, tell us everything."

"Right. We were holding our ground when the signal flare for the completed evacuation went up. To buy us a window to retreat, Harold unleashed a barrage of high-level magic. He wiped out the entire swarm in an instant."

Erika knew Harold was a capable mage, but his primary strength had always been his blinding speed and swordsmanship. To hear that he possessed the raw power to incinerate an entire army of monsters only added to the mystery of his true depth.

"That gave us our opening. But just as we were about to pull out, a girl called out to us."

"A girl...?"

The word felt entirely out of place in such a violent context. Erika’s gaze sharpened.

"Yes. She asked where we were going. When we turned around, she was just... standing there, in the middle of the monsters."

Sid described how she seemed to be leading the creatures. It was a grotesque image. It was little wonder that even Harold had frozen in confusion.

"And then... I don't know why, but Harold called that girl 'Justus Freund'."

The air in the room turned cold at the mention of that name. To hear it now only raised more impossible questions. Why would Harold call a young girl Justus? Was it truly him? If so, why that form? There were no answers to be found in the shack.

"What happened after that?"

"Harold screamed at us to run. It was the first time I'd seen him look truly cornered. The moment he shouted, I just... I started running for the gate."

Erika found it hard to imagine Harold looking desperate. But even he had limits when faced with the inexplicable. She remembered him coming to the Sumeragi estate years ago looking haunted. She remembered him weeping alone eight years ago. She had known for a long time that while Harold was strong and appeared invincible, he lived with the same human vulnerabilities as anyone else.

She had wanted to be his support, yet her own weakness had nearly driven her to give up on that dream. If not for Lifa, she wouldn't even be standing here today.

"As he told us to run, Harold charged at the girl. A split second later, there was a massive explosion. When the dust cleared, the ground had given way, and Harold was gone..."

"That explosion was a trap the Master had set," Keith added. "It was supposed to bring down the gate and the stone walls to block the monsters after we were clear. Whether it was a fluke or the enemy triggered it on purpose, it went off early."

"I see..."

Erika now understood the situation far better than she had from Yuno's brief report. The reality was more dire than she had feared. But her resolve remained unshaken.

"Lord Harold possesses knowledge we do not. Following his orders was the right decision... though I know words of comfort do little to ease the heart."

"Eh?"

"You regret it, don't you? In that moment, you turned your back on him."

Sid and the others stiffened. Erika knew that pain intimately. To want to stand by him, only to be forced away by your own lack of power, leaving him to shoulder the burden alone—it was a galling, pathetic feeling.

But unless they took that pain and used it to fuel their next step, they would never catch up to him.

"Even if Lord Harold does not wish for it, I want to be someone who can support him. I refuse to let him be alone. More than anything... I wish to be by his side."

Her words were heavy with more than just affection or romance; they were weighted with a life's worth of resolve. Everyone in the room felt the sheer gravity of her intent. Her wisteria eyes were clear, devoid of even a shadow of a doubt.

"I do not know what dangers await us. But I will save Lord Harold. I ask you all—knowing full well the risks—please, lend me your strength for his rescue."

In that moment, there was no one present who could have possibly said no.
